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Dedication

To Bill
Thank you for having the faith to go with me into the unknown.
May we belong to each other for the rest of time.
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PART ONE

Motherless Daughter

1955–1971







1

I feel myself drift away from my body, in that space between wakefulness and sleep. I drift up to the ceiling and I float, unable to control my path, bumping into walls and ceiling and corners of the room. Disconnected from what I see below, I am just an observer. Interested, but not involved. My tiny body is curled in the bed below, and I know it is mine, but in that moment I feel as if I’m somewhere else. Mum steps into the room, arms cradling some freshly ironed clothes, and passes soundlessly to the baby-sized wardrobe wedged in the niche between the fireplace and the wall. I watch her as she opens a drawer and carefully places the folded items inside, smoothing them down and sliding the drawer closed again with methodical movements.

So there you are, Mum.

So, there was a time when I knew you. In that time before I could talk, maybe before I was three years old. You wrote to my father that I didn’t speak until that age. You were worried for me, but I didn’t know it then. It was something revealed to me much, much later when you gave me Dad’s replies.

Before I could talk I often left my body, but I never left the room that held my bed – perhaps I couldn’t. Up there I had no strength, no use of

my arms and legs. I couldn’t walk or crawl through the air, or choose in which direction to go. I surrendered to hovering, never straying too far from my form lying motionless in the bed below.

My rational mind tells me this must be a false memory. It sounds weird even to me. I know it shouldn’t be possible, and yet it persists there in the recesses of my mind. Something from long ago, something that was true then, and is still true to me today.

•

This narrative is one part of the tapestry of my life. I have told it as factually as possible, yet I know that not every detail will be precise. It is recorded in the way I remember it in the fibres of my being. Those who wove my threads may remember an event or a conversation in a different time and place, or have a different interpretation of their meaning or significance.

•

It smells of damp earth underneath the house. The odour permeates my skin and invades my nostrils. I like it down here. I like the secret nature of it. Underneath the house is an otherworldly place, a house within a house, sealed from the outside world by its bricked-in walls and sagging wooden doors tugged shut behind me.

Above, the house is quiet. There are no sounds of television or people.

There is Mum.

Mum, lying in a motionless trance on her bed in the front room. She seems so far away. Even if I crawled commando-style, I could not reach the underneath of her room. There, at the front of the house, the floor is almost level with the ground. Here, at the back, I stand upright, to my full six-year-old height, and I can breathe in the smell. I stand in the gloom and soak up the mustiness around me. The silence, only broken by my breath echoing in a rhythmic timelessness, presses against my ears. Waiting, listening, being.


•

Memories of my mother are always like this, perceived from a distance and loaded with a sense of detachment and inertia, even though I know she was once a busy, functioning person. Before me. In the days before my existence. In the days when she lived at Lavender Bay with her mother and her sister, and with my brother Steve and his cousins. ‘Our cousins,’ I correct myself. In the days before we came to live in Old Guildford. In the days before she was cast adrift to the isolated nothingness of her new location, burdened with a nine-year-old son, a baby daughter and a shabby old house she couldn’t possibly look after.

‘She has a lot on her plate,’ the neighbours used to say. ‘Imagine bringing up two children on your own and the girl just a baby? How she copes in that old house, what with going to work and all …’

They said the house was jerry-built. I knew what it meant. The house was cobbled together from scraps of timber, fibro and Masonite – bits other people threw away. Our roof was not terracotta tiles like the others in the street. It was tin. Corrugated iron, they called it. When the sun beat down, the heat spread through each room like an oven. We gasped and baked and prayed for a Southerly Buster. We knew it would come in the evening: we could smell its approach. It roared up the hill from the bottom of the street, and found us perched at the corner, wilting. As it rushed towards the south-facing window, I ran to open the front door opposite. The wind raged through, dragging the accumulated hot air away with it.

‘Hot air rises, cool air drops,’ Steve told me. ‘That’s why they put in sash windows. They open at the top and bottom and drag the air in and out, around and around.’

That was hard for me to understand. My brother was nine years older, and he knew so much more than I did.

Winter felt different. The tin roof carried cold air into every corner of the house. Draughts whipped around the gaps in the walls and the

windows, and out of the holes in the skirting board where the mice had eaten through. Steve stuffed the holes with steel wool. He said the mice would eat it and the steel would kill them; that way, we wouldn’t have to lay so many traps. I hated finding little grey mice lying stiff and strangled in the traps when we woke each morning. Sometimes their tiny tongues were sticking out and their eyes were wide and staring. It made me sad that they died in pain. Of course I didn’t realise it might have been just as painful to die with a belly full of steel wool.

I liked our tin roof best when it rained, and best of all when it rained hard at night and I was tucked in bed. I imagined a team of wild horses above me, or a chariot being pulled at full gallop. The horses would be charging this way and that, and as their thudding feet came nearer I imagined they would fall through onto my bed beside me.

It was never horses that fell through, though, it was the rain. Seeking out every crack and opening where gutters had rusted away, or where sheets of iron had torn loose and lifted in the wind, the rain seeped into the house, drip by drip, slowly at times and like the popping of a machine gun at others. We ran to collect all the buckets and saucepans we could find and lined them up under the drips. We didn’t want our clothes and books or our few bits of furniture to get wet. It didn’t matter about the floor – we only had linoleum, not carpet like our neighbours. If we didn’t catch the leaks in time, the water ran in rivulets to the central room. The roof supports had given way, leaving the house crumpling and sagging like an old man tired of life.

The house was sad, just like us: Steve, Mum and me.

Three lonely castaways marooned together.
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I was luckier than Steve, because I had another mother. Our neighbour Kulpie had been my carer since I was a babe in arms and Mum had to work to support us.

‘Lynn,’ she would tell me, ‘your mother bundled you up in your bunny rug and walked you down here that first morning, and by the time she got here all she had in her arms was the rug. You were hanging by your chin from the crook of her arm. It was lucky I rescued you. You were nearly strangled.’

Lynn isn’t my real name. It is Gwendoline. Some call me Gwen or Gwenny, but Kulpie didn’t like any of those names. She thought Gwen was too short and sharp and not a suitable name for a little girl. She preferred to call me Lynn: it was softer and prettier, she said. She chose it as her special name for me the day I came into her care, just as if I were her baby to name.

She was Mrs Kulper, but I called her Kulpie. I could hardly call my mother ‘Mrs’. Nor could she be ‘Mummy’, because that was for my real mother.

If I ever asked anything of my mother, it wasn’t enough to ask politely, ‘Please, Mummy, may I … ?’ It could never be a simple

request. She demanded I dress it up. She coached me in dreary, insincere superlatives: ‘Please Mummy, darling’, or ‘Mummy dearest’ or ‘Best Mummy in the whole wide world.’

Kulpie never made me go through that. Kulpie was just Kulpie and no frills about it. Her house was warm and busy; neighbours came in and out asking to borrow a cup of sugar, then stayed for a glass of pilsener and a cigarette. Kulpie bragged about me and showed me off to her friends and neighbours. The older I grew, the prouder she became. ‘Mrs P, listen to this poem she can recite,’ she would say. Or she might ask me to do a little dance, or just to show off how my thumb could double over backwards. Her visitors were always agreeing what a bright girl I was and fussed over me and wrote clever things in the autograph book she bought me. Kulpie drew in it, teams of horses with wild, flowing manes racing across the page, or she would write something smart such as, ‘Don’t tell the world all you know – ’cos then they’ll know that’s all you know!’ People laughed when I showed it to them. Whenever I was with Kulpie, I felt I was the centre of her world. A world where even being naughty was treated with tolerance and gentle guidance.

‘She’s a mischief maker, Mrs M. Remember the dead goldfish? Well, I got to the bottom of that. Caught her the other day with the new ones in her hands. Turning ’em over and over and then droppin’ them back in the bowl one at a time. Watching ’em sink to the bottom, she was.’

‘Oh you are a one, Lynn!’ said Mrs Mahboub, tossing her head back and slapping her hands together.

‘I just wanted a closer look. I thought they’d swim away.’

‘Thinks too much for her own good if you ask me, Mrs M. Last week it was the lolly jar. Took out all the toffees and caramels and stashed them under the lounge cushions. Told me she thought she’d miss out if she didn’t hide them. Middle of summer! Didn’t know they were there ’til the cushions stuck together. I was picking off bits of toffee for days.’


‘Cheeky monkey.’

‘Sure is. Sooner she starts school, sooner we’ll both be better off.’ Kulpie threw me an affectionate wink, so I knew she was just teasing me.

•

It was a happy day when at four years old I came down with measles, because Mum said she couldn’t look after me and sent me to live with Kulpie full time until I recovered. I was in heaven – except for the eggnog, Kulpie’s cure for sick children. She had little time for my squirming over the stink of raw eggs.

‘Lynn,’ she said. ‘I’ve nursed four kids through the measles, and this fixed them up every time. Stop screwing up your nose and get it into you. Swallow it in one go. That’ll do the trick.’

I wasn’t the only one Kulpie was nursing. The district nurse came every day to see her mother, a fragile ghost who never left her room. I rarely saw or spoke to her. When the nurse knocked at the front door on the first morning of my illness I leapt off the sofa and ran to the door.

‘She’s come for me,’ I thought. ‘I knew I was dying.’

Kulpie rushed to the door and elbowed me out of the way.

‘The real patient is up the hall,’ she said with a laugh, and she and the nurse smiled in my direction. ‘Lynn, get back on the couch, I’ll see to you shortly.’

The nurse felt my forehead and looked down my throat. ‘Oh yes,’ she said, ‘you must lie very, very still until you get better.’ So each day from then on I lay straight and stiff like a dead mouse whenever the nurse was around.

Kulpie was always ready to take me in suddenly, even if her house was full, making room for me in the double bed she shared with her husband, topping and tailing so our legs tangled and our heads stuck out at opposite ends. Everything about her routine became familiar to me, starting from when she got up in the morning and pulled on

her pink chenille dressing gown, put a few curlers in her blonde hair and walked into the kitchen to down a Vincent APC powder. It can’t have tasted very nice, because she screwed up her face when she did it, but she said it helped her start the day. When the worst of the measles had passed, Kulpie often sent me to the corner store to buy powders and cigarettes; she liked Capstan or Craven A. She wrote what I was to fetch on a note she wrapped around some coins and tied into the corner of a handkerchief, which she then pinned to my dress with a safety pin. The man in the shop tied the change back into my hankie and put the shopping into the string bag Kulpie had given me, and sometimes there was a penny’s worth of lollies for me.

It felt normal to have a life split between two homes, and to belong to two families at once. I cannot remember a time when it was different.

‘Grant John, Graaaant Joohhhhhn,’ Kulpie would sing from her porch as the end of day drew in. The sound would float up the street, catching our house with its fading lilt, echoing into the gloomy recesses of our musty underworld, where Grant and Steve were absorbed in schoolboys’ games, hidden far away from the prying reach of a baby sister. It was the signal for Kulpie’s youngest to come home for dinner, and for Steve to fetch me home to ours. I was always disappointed to leave Kulpie’s house of light and warmth and cosiness and talk and laughter, and return to our house of silence.

If I had been given a choice, I would have said I wanted to live with Kulpie forever.
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So this is where my early memories find me. A little girl not yet school age, living with my mother and older brother Steve in a small weather-board cottage rammed into the corner of Springfield and Crawford streets in a suburb called Old Guildford in Sydney’s west. We were doing it tough in the nuclear family ideal of Australia’s post-war utopia.

There were no rich people in Old Guildford. Any semblance of refinement had died with the Misses MacDonald, two ancient sisters who drifted on a waft of lavender, their gloved hands proffering gifts of welcome to each newcomer. Their mansion was set back from the main road at a discreet distance on a huge block of land, its two storeys bland and square from the outside, its treasures of carved cedar staircases and intricate fireplaces known only to the rare and privileged guest. We were linked by the understanding the core of our house had once belonged to them, the benevolent offering of a two-roomed cottage originally built for a long-vanished estate worker.

No, there were no rich people in Old Guildford, not now the Misses MacDonald were dead and gone, without heirs. Now there were only the poor, the poorer and the poorest.


When we bought the house, we had enabled the ‘new Australians’ – old Mr and Mrs Pellarin – to move up a level on the social scale. When they arrived from Italy years before, the cottage was only two rooms with a veranda on the front. They added a room that served as kitchen, living room and bathhouse. Time passed, and they tacked on another bedroom and a separate kitchen. The old fuel stove with its ivory and green enamelled oven door emblazoned with ‘Metters’ was their legacy to us. It sulked in a wall of our living room, useless and smoke-blackened. The stove shared the only chimney in the house, backing on to the delicate fireplace of the original cottage. That fireplace was the only pretty thing in the house, framed by a semi-circle of beaten metal and fronted by exquisite cream and rose patterned tiles. Neither the fireplace nor the stove worked properly, the chimney having long since blocked up. We never fixed it. We didn’t know how. We knew nothing – how could we? It took all of Mum’s time, effort and money to go to work, to shop and to feed us.

The tragedy for the Pellarins, who moved next door to a house they had designed and built, was watching us let their years of sweat and ‘doing without’ in their original home disintegrate in front of their eyes. We had no idea how to raise chooks, keep fruit fly from infesting ripening peaches and nectarines, or stop flyscreens from disintegrating and shredding away at the windows. Crikey! We couldn’t even cut the grass, and there was almost two blocks of that.

Across the road, the secrets of the MacDonalds’ mansion were thrown open when it was subdivided into flats and rented to Australia’s ‘new chums’, the Ten Pound Poms, fresh off the boat from England. Among them was a boy of my age named Paul, giving me my first experience of childhood in my world of adults.

Paul and I weren’t the first children to discover the expansive grounds were dense with mulberry trees, but to us the experience was fresh and new. We shared the joy of scrambling into them, skinning our knees and scrabbling for the rich, ripe fruit, stuffing handfuls of

lusciousness into our mouths and abandoning ourselves to the silky dripping of the juice.

We collected silkworms from the trees, nesting them in a shoebox filled with mulberry leaves to eat, and holes punched in the lid so they could breathe. We were confused when the worms turned themselves into cocoons, hiding their furry grubbiness in a shell wound round and round with a soft down. Then came the disappointing day when we opened the lid to find our cocoons empty husks, and in their place were moths fluttering for freedom.

Paul wasn’t at my side on my first day of school when a gaggle of giggling girls surrounded me and one of them shrieked, ‘The hairs on your legs are long enough to plait!’ Then she bent down and showed the others she could do it.

From then on, though, Paul and I walked to school together. There he was, a scrawny blond kid with see-through skin and blue eyes that were too big for his head, dressed to the nines in a grey school uniform and long socks which kept dropping down around his ankles. There I was, a solid, dark-haired girl with olive skin and big hazel eyes, wearing a pretty cotton dress Aunty Myra, my mother’s sister, had made me. In one hand we each held our Globite school cases containing nothing more than a sandwich wrapped in greaseproof paper, and with our free hands we clutched tightly to each other as we bravely set off to face the day together. We walked hand-in-hand down the length of Crawford Street, past the vacant blocks which were still part of the mansion’s grounds, past the first of the Housing Commission homes, past Mrs Mahboub’s cheery yellow fibro home with the kelpie dog which had just had pups, past Kulpie’s and a half-dozen more, and on to the end of the street and across the drainage ditch at the bottom. The ditch was dry at the start of the school year, and lay deep below us. Three wooden planks formed a rough bridge, and if we fell we would have to climb out of the dusty, gravelly hole, with no hope of staying clean. We would giggle with relief when we reached the other

side. In reality it was only four steps, but in our Lilliputian world, it was as if we had crossed a great river.

As we opened our silkworm box and let the moths fly away, any more memory of Paul flew away with them. His family moved on to better things in their new life in Australia, and they took with them their gentle son with the peculiar accent and the hair so blond it shone golden in an Aussie summer.

I was left to battle those early days of school on my own.

‘You started early because of your special circumstances, Lynn,’ Kulpie explained to me years later. ‘There were no other children who didn’t have a father at home. Your mum had no choice but to work. How else were you and Steve to live? Most mothers with young children only worked outside the home if there was a grandmother or aunty to look after them. There was no such thing as preschools. So, for you, it was school or me. You could read already, and you were bright, so the school let you start even though you were only four and a half.’

Well, I can’t have been as bright as she believed, because when I got to the end of the kindergarten year, they made me do it all over again. I tell everyone it was the three-piece jigsaws. I could get the first two pieces in place all right, but I’ll be darned if I could work out where that third piece belonged.

•

I often felt confused about the concept of a ‘father’ when I was young.

My friend Doreen lived across the road. We were the same age and went to school together, and I played at her place from time to time. I was around five when I began to notice that every afternoon a man came to the house, and he hadn’t gone by the time I went home.

Eventually curiosity overcame me.

‘Who is this man?’ I asked Doreen.

‘Huh? My father, stupid,’ she replied.


‘Hmmm …’ I was struggling to make sense of this. ‘So why does he come here every day?’

Doreen gave me a look. ‘’Cos he lives here.’ Her voice went up at the end. ‘Are you an idiot or something?’

Well, that was curious. My father was a hero. He had been a World War I flying ace and I thought he was so brave, going into battle against the German Hun in a flimsy aircraft held together with string and a prayer. That’s how he lost the tops of three fingers, mangled in the machine gun in the frenzy of a dogfight. I was so proud of him, I kept his photo beside my bed. There was never a man more debonair. He was up close to the camera, looking straight at me with clear, open eyes, pencil moustache outlining his top lip, his thinning hair slicked back with Brylcreem. The photo was only of his head and shoulders, but it seemed to me he was wearing a well-cut suit. He looked just like a movie star.

But my father didn’t live with us. He lived somewhere else – I didn’t know where, and it didn’t occur to me to ask where. I had no idea mothers and fathers might live together. My father visited twice a year, once at Christmas and the other time for Steve’s birthday, and I didn’t expect to see him at any other time. He always brought Steve fabulous presents, but nothing for me. That made sense. After all, Steve was a boy and I was a girl, and I understood intuitively that was the way of things. Boys mattered more than girls.
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‘They’re pretty, Aunty Myra.’ I eyed the beads she was clipping around her neck. Their pearlised finish glistened back at us in the bathroom mirror. Shiny and sparkling, just the way I thought of her. I caught a glimpse of the scar running across her throat. She noticed my stare.

‘They slit it, Gwenny. The surgeons – when I had my op. They cut it from one side to the other so they could take the thyroid out. It was going too fast.’

Her bright eyes twinkled at me in the reflection. They protruded, making it seem as if there was pent-up energy waiting to burst out of her body.

Aunty Myra was my mother’s sister, five years older than Mum, and she was used to being the ‘grown-up’, not in a bossy way, but in a caring, ‘stick with me and I’ll show you how it works’ kind of way.

Both Aunty Myra and my mother, Joyce, were brunettes, of average height, slender build and fair skin. Both kept their hair short: Myra in a stylish cut; Mum in a permanent wave. Both had round, pale blue eyes – Myra’s wide and eager; Mum’s hooded and guarded. That’s where any similarity ended. Aunty Myra’s square face was

always ready to break into a wide smile, while Mum’s rare smile was apprehensive, tightly locked into her oval face with a receding chin. Aunty Myra was an outdoors woman who loved bushwalking and gardening, while Mum sheltered in introspective hobbies of reading and knitting. Aunty Myra was animated and bubbly, energetic and enthusiastic, her whole being swelling with the joy of life. Mum was silent and withdrawn. Aunty Myra was day; Mum was night.

Until 1956, less than a year after I was born, Aunty Myra and her husband and three sons had lived together with Mum, Steve and my grandmother in a house in the harbourside suburb of Lavender Bay. Then my grandmother died and everyone scattered. Uncle Bill, Myra’s husband, lived long enough to build a two-bedroom cottage at Tascott. It was a simple house, with a rainwater tank and a fuel stove, set amid the beautiful bushland of the Central Coast. I lived there every school holidays.

Aunty Myra had three sons, but Chris, the youngest and still in school, was the only one who lived at Tascott. The older two were working and living in Sydney. Whenever the three were together, she couldn’t get their names straight unless she called them in the order of their birth.

‘Phillip, Brian – I mean Christopher!’

She would sound annoyed when she did it, as if it was their fault she couldn’t remember what she had named them. It was so funny, and her nature so sunny, that within moments she would be laughing along with us.

I was the daughter Aunty Myra never had. I knew if anything were to happen to my mother, Mum’s will declared Myra was to be my guardian.

That was fine by me. Mum never spoke about her younger years, or even ours, but Aunty Myra prattled on, darting from one lively story to the next with hardly a pause in between. The double-time bopping of her thyroid may have been why her conversation jumped around at such a startling rate, hurtling from one story to the next,

twisting from the past to the present and back again so that I never knew quite which tale I was following.

‘There were thirteen in my grandma’s family back in England, and every other child had to learn a skill and teach it to the one below them,’ mixed up with, ‘Gee Gwenny, I’ve got some pretty material for your next dress … did I show you … ?’ and, ‘Daddy had a beautiful copperplate … but he drank too much and didn’t work too regularly.’

For all her chatty nature, there was one subject Aunty Myra would not dwell on. She and Mum lived at the Burnside Presbyterian Orphan Homes in Parramatta in the 1920s. She always dismissed those five years by saying, ‘It was a bit grim, Gwenny.’

Aunty Myra was scarred by the lack of education she received in the orphanage.

‘Three years they left me in sixth class,’ she said. ‘Can you imagine, me so big with all those littl’uns?’

‘Why, Aunty Myra?’

‘My eyesight. Couldn’t follow the lessons.’

The story stuck with me.

‘Why didn’t the orphanage notice your blindness?’ I asked her years later.

‘I don’t know, Gwenny. They didn’t take much notice of us. I don’t suppose they should have.’ The dismissive wave of her hand signified to move off orphanage questions.

Aunty Myra was twenty when she got her first pair of glasses. The world of words was opened to her, and she embraced it. She read voraciously, and she never lost her reverence for the written word, as if ink and paper were too precious to be wasted on trifling piffle. She drew her own conclusions from the scientific evidence.

‘Gwenny, love. We need vitamin D, it makes strong bones, and it comes from the sun. So what we need to do, when we hang out our clothes, is to turn them inside out. So the sun will shine on them, and when we wear them, our bodies will absorb the vitamin D. Okay?’


Often, people couldn’t understand the bizarre twists and turns of her mind as it skipped along a few beats ahead of the others.

‘What! Us rabbits? Do something?’ she replied to a neighbour who was complaining they should get together to protest some change in local regulations. The neighbour looked baffled but I knew she was referring to the rabbits in Wind in the Willows, the ones who had failed to come to the aid of Mole when he ran into trouble at Toad Hall.

‘That’s ridukuluss,’ she growled as she mulled over what the neighbour wanted her to do, ‘that’s what it is Gwenny. It’s just ridukuluss!’ I knew she was letting off steam, giving way to a moment of rare contempt. Then she caught my eye and laughed, her frustration spent as quickly as it had built up.

It wasn’t in Aunty Myra’s nature to dwell on the injustices life dealt her, even though there were plenty of those. She rolled with the punches, accepting adversity was her lot in life – and she made light of negative situations. I think it is thanks to her I learned to look for the positive in every situation. She made cheerfulness look so easy, I had no chance to sit around feeling sorry for myself. I didn’t even know I had a reason to feel down in the mouth.

‘The world’s a funny old place, Gwenny love, mmph?’ she would say as she shrugged up both shoulders, lifted her eyebrows, and screwed her mouth into an expression which said, ‘not much we can do about it – best resign yourself to it’.

In her mind, the workings of world order were a mystery, known only to those with greater intelligence than either of us possessed. Best not to dwell on things. Just go with the flow, get on with it, and try to remain cheerful. As Lord Tennyson said, and Aunty Myra re-modelled, ‘Ours is not to reason why, ours is just to do and die.’
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Mr van den Avoort was bent over the sink, his long, lanky body spotlighted in the sun streaming through the kitchen window above.

‘Crowd around, you three. You’ll need to be watching closely to see how this is done.’

We clustered up tightly, straining around to the left and right of him, each of us anxious for a good view of the magic that was about to happen. Joanne and Adrian were used to their father’s experiments, yet they never tired of them. He could always be relied upon to come up with one quirky idea after another; he had a brain that never shut down, moving restlessly from one project to the next. Most of the time there didn’t seem to be any urgent purpose; it seemed to me his tinkering was primarily for our fun and enjoyment, and his, too. Recently he had taken an old cocktail cabinet to pieces and transformed it into a three-in-one stereo system. He had installed a television sideways where the drink bottles should have been, and covered the television with a hinged wooden lid. He showed us a mirror inside the lid, and with it set at the right angle, we could watch the television from the reflection in the mirror.


‘When the object is inverted, the reflection will be seen the right way up.’

At least, I think he said something like that. I couldn’t always understand what he was explaining to us, and he was forever taking things apart and turning them into something they had never been before, so there was plenty for us to get our heads around.

This time he had promised to show us how to turn a raw egg into a jet boat.

Time dragged by as he dribbled water into the sink, measuring the depth with a finger joint, and carefully laying the egg on its side. The egg floated on top of the water. I had expected it to sink. He took up a pin and gently worked it into one end of the egg. Nothing happened. I broke the silence with a slight sneer.

‘This is stupid. This experiment is never going to work.’

‘Gwendoline! If you have nothing good to say, then please leave!’ Mrs van den Avoort rounded on me smartly. I bit my lip. It hadn’t been so long since she’d sent me home ‘quick sticks’ when I’d told Adrian there was no such person as Santa Claus.

Joanne squeezed my arm.

‘Look,’ she whispered.

The egg wobbled, still floating on the surface of the water, then suddenly it whooshed around in a circle.

‘There. See how that works? Did you notice I pricked the blunt end of the egg? There’s an air sac there, a little space between the white and the shell; it’s a breathing hole for the baby chicks. When I pierced through the shell and then pulled the pin out, the air escaped and the force pushed the egg around. Understand?’

Mr van den Avoort was a fascinating man to be around, but it wasn’t on his account that I spent so much time in his household. It was his daughter who drew me there. Joanne was as fair as I was dark, her light skin tone and freckles reflecting her Dutch heritage. We had been joined at the hip since we’d met earlier that year in kindergarten. She lived one block from me in a modest fibro tile

home with an enormous backyard and a weeping willow smack in the centre of its grassed area. We spent hours in that tree, weaving magic with the stories we made up for each other, engrossed in each other’s imagination.

The two of us were class ‘nerds’ before the name was invented. We shared common interests outside the normal scope of five- and six-year-olds. In the narrow-mindedness of 1960s Australia with its stereotypical roles for males and females, we were stimulated – by the scientific mind of her father, and most of all by the dominant force of her mother – to think and be aware.

Mrs van den Avoort was a powerful influence in our young lives, moulding us as if we were lumps of clay. She was kind and motherly, but also strict and an upholder of standards. She brooked no nonsense from us, and she expected us to use our faculties to their utmost, making no allowances that we may be ‘only babies’ in the eyes of some people. She was an educated, cultured woman who tried her best to pass her knowledge on to us, and this extended to formally instructing us in elocution. Her offer sparked my mother into action, and she mysteriously scraped up the two shillings a week so I could have regular lessons. There was a touch of delusion of grandeur about my mother, as if she had descended from royalty only to fall on hard times along the way. She was all for my learning to speak with a plum in my mouth.

‘Girls! Again! Pe-ar-no. Pe-ar-no. Round those vowels. I don’t want to hear pee-yan-o. Open your mouths.’

‘Not ow-er. OU then soft a in the throat. Shape your lips. Repeat, “Fools! For I also had my hour.” Ou-a.’

If Joanne and I weren’t already outsiders, we were now certain to be. Speaking so differently from our working-class schoolmates was sure to mark us out. But I didn’t care. Adults loved the way we spoke and the words we could use, and that meant they would listen to my chatter and indulge my recitals.


‘Girls, now you’ve had plenty of practice for “The Serial Story”. We are going to act it out as you recite it today. Gwendoline, start with the announcer.’

I put on my best BBC radio announcer voice.



There’s a popular and paying kind of story,

which is really quite exciting on the whole.

It is either most mysterious and gory,

Or else, ’tis full of sentiment and soul.

Its principal and most important feature

is just – to be continued in our next –

For example – The Ghost Story.



‘Good. Now, the narrator. Remember to emphasise those words with sound effects. Boom. Rustle. Groan. Use the voice to make the sound effect. And I want to hear the “p” in enwrapped. En-wrrappd. Push off from the “r”.’



He stood at night within the haunted tower

Enwrapped in silence, frightened and alone.

The solemn bell boomed forth the fatal hour.

What’s that?!! – the sound of rustling and a groan.



‘Now the ghost. Old raspy voice. Crackly. Scratchy. Thin. Then back to the narrator.’



Fly, fly rash youth, thy fatal quest abandon

For little of its consequence thou wreckest –



‘Narrator. Sound urgent …’



His shoulder – something lays its icy hand on –

He turns – and there, in the moonlight –

His eyes darting from their rockets, pockets, I mean sockets.

His brow wet with damp, he sees before him –



‘Rising inflection!’




Oh heaven, this agony is too great to be borne any longer …



‘Panic. Draw it out. Scream with the ahh.’



It is … ahh … it is …



‘Sweetly now …’



TO BE CONTINUED IN OUR NEXT …
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There came a day in March 1962, when I was six years and nine months old, that Mum took me with her to do business in the city. To the offices of J Stuart Thom & Co, Solicitors, to see a man called Mr Cotter. I remember the place. I remember because it was called Merino House, and I knew a board game based on sheep stations.

‘Mrs George. It’s good to see you again. How are you?’

Mr Cotter beamed at Mum, shaking her hand as he greeted her.

‘And is this Gwendoline? You were just a baby the last time I saw you. My – aren’t you pretty as a picture!’

His cheeks were chubby in his genial face and his manner towards me was kind. ‘Isn’t that a charming dress?’ he was beaming at me now.

‘Mmmm,’ I glowed back at him, giving a little twirl so the skirt flowed out around me. ‘My aunty made it.’ I was proud, and I puffed my chest out.

‘Ahhh – that would be your Aunty Myra,’ Mr Cotter responded.

I didn’t know then just how much Adrian Cotter knew about our family. I didn’t know he had been our family solicitor for years, or that he knew our secrets better than we did ourselves. Nor did I have

any idea of why we were visiting him that day. Mum sat across from him at his enormous wooden desk piled high with papers wrapped in red and green ribbons. While the two of them were deep in conversation – all gobbledygook to my six-year-old ears – I frittered away the time with my face and hands plastered against an enormous picture window. Its high vantage point gave me a bird’s-eye view of Sydney sprawled below us. Directly in front of me I could see the Harbour Bridge and the harbour itself, busy with ferries in the middle of a working day. The sun glinted on sparkling water. Bright and blue and busy. It was a long way from suburban Old Guildford.

‘So!’ he was finishing up. ‘The next thing you need to do is take her back to the hospital at Annandale. Queen Victoria Maternity, wasn’t it?’

Mum had been busy with her own thoughts ever since we had started out early that morning, hurrying me to the bus that connected with Granville rail station, and during the hour-long train journey she had little to say. Even now she didn’t waste any time explaining to me what was going on. Suddenly we were on the busy city street, surrounded by people in suits and hats hurrying this way and that. I scuttled along beside Mum, a tiny figure battered by the crowd, and as my eyes fixed on the uneven pavement I noticed dust filming on my shiny black patent leather shoes. I hoped the lace frill on my white ankle socks wouldn’t get dirty; Mr Cotter wouldn’t think I looked so pretty if that happened. A tram clanged up; the step up was so high I could barely manage, and as I struggled to get on board Mum gave me a little shove from behind to hurry me along.

I couldn’t imagine why I was going to hospital – I didn’t feel at all sick. I was desperate to ask but it was clear Mum was not in a talkative mood. She was deep in thought, and saving her words for her business on arrival. More talking, more papers, and again I was left to my own devices, wandering around the hospital corridors, poking my nose in places I had no business. There seemed to be a need for me to appear every so often. I was called to join Mum and whomever

she was talking with at the time; then that person would look me over and ask her a few questions. It seemed there was something wrong with me, but I couldn’t understand what, and Mum gave me no chance to interrupt.

Still without explanation, we went back into the city, to a large sandstone building near Hyde Park, where Mum had to fill out more forms and shuffle more papers.

It was a long day full of unfamiliar places and faces, and it seemed to me as if we had spent the whole time going from one place to another; what had started out as an exciting adventure had gradually dragged on until I was tired and confused by it all. What on earth was it about?

The answer came fifteen years later, quite out of the blue, when I had long since put that day to the back of my mind. Focused on applying for my first-ever passport, and excited at the thought of my upcoming overseas trip, I applied for my birth certificate.

I wasn’t looking for anything in particular when I opened the envelope, so it came as a shock when I smoothed out the long paper. Springing off the page were two straight bold lines where information should be. My father’s name and the details of my parents’ marriage were blank, and the columns allowed for them were struck through with thick black lines. They may as well have stamped illegitimate in big red print. No father, no marriage – and I was born and recorded as a bastard for the entire world to see. No wonder Mum never kept a copy.

This birth certificate held more surprises in store. It was as clear as day. Mum had waited until I was almost seven years old before she registered my birth. Legally speaking, I did not exist for the first six years of my life. It’s a strange feeling, to think how much of those years and of the people in my life I remember, and yet to know officially … I did not exist.

The details of that day in the city in March 1962 came flooding back to me. As I put the pieces of the puzzle together, I realised even

though everyone I knew called my mother Joyce George, her real name was Joyce Clark, right up until that day in March when she changed it by deed poll. At least, I assume she changed it legally. It was an alias she had been using for years, so surely she would have had to make it legitimate if she was to register us with the surname of George? Until she had done so, Steve and I were also Clarks, but everyone had always called us George. We were the George family that wasn’t. We had a double identity without even knowing it. It was as if we were a family on the run, without ever having committed or witnessed a crime – it was all extremely disorienting.

There was the proof of it, stamped across my birth certificate: Evidence has been furnished that the surname of the within-mentioned Gwendoline Marie Clark is GEORGE. Deputy Registrar General, 6th March 1962.

Above that, another endorsement: This registration has been made by the written authority of the Registrar General.

Of course I can understand why Mum didn’t explain to me at the time why we were in the city that day; why she had to take me to the hospital to prove my existence; and why she had to recover the records of my birth. Hospitals keep birth records for seventy years, so it was just as well this one only had ten beds. They ‘found’ me quickly enough for us to get back to the registry office on the same day.

I can imagine what would have happened if she had tried to explain. I wasn’t even seven. It would have been beyond anything I could understand. I would have plagued her with questions and blabbed the story to anyone who would listen.

I can even understand why Mum never discussed any of it with me once I was older; in those days families kept their secrets close, and didn’t speak much of the past.

I would have liked to have known the reasons for her actions, though, first in not registering me, and then in choosing that particular time to do so. I can theorise – but it is all conjecture, with many unanswerable questions. I know, even though I cannot remember the

moment of my first knowing, that if she had waited until my seventh birthday, I would have had to appear in court to prove I was a living, breathing person. So, time was running out for her to act. I know of the Marriage Act of 1961, which determined for the first time that children born out of wedlock could be legitimised if the parents later married. Did she hold out hope for a belated marriage? I know the man whose name she took, the man I understood was my father – named George George – was in failing health. Did she know he was sick? Did she know he was dying? Did she need his agreement to use the George surname? Why? When I know even that name was an alias – his real name was George Cook. All the theories in the world will never enlighten me as to what drove Mum’s decisions and actions.

Knowing what I know now as a mature woman, I can make a deductive guess – but this story belongs way back in 1962, when I was that compliant six-year-old, a little girl who thought she knew who she was, and who her mummy and daddy were.
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It started with the letterbox. It was such an ordinary letterbox. Just a square box of battered tin, with a latch that never locked, hanging lopsidedly from a crooked post that never held the fence up.

Sometimes there was mail. A letter, or a bill, or maybe a birthday card, or, better still, a cheery note from Aunty Myra in her loopy writing galloping across the page. Every week or two there was a small brown envelope. A little packet with lines and boxes printed on the outside, exactly the same as the ones men brought home from work and put on the kitchen table for their wives to open.

No one ever told me how the brown envelope got into our letterbox, who sent it, or who put it there, but just like the other women in the street, when Mum opened hers, she would find a few pound notes folded inside.

Except her packet hadn’t arrived for a very long time.

I cannot remember when the brown envelopes stopped, or when Mum’s obsession with the letterbox began. The two things seemed to go hand-in-hand, and they seemed to belong with that big day in the city three months before, the day we met the solicitor.


Now I watched as Mum walked to the box for the third time that day. She walked out the front door and up the cement path, leaned across the empty flowerbed, and stretched to open the tin box. She’d been doing this for weeks now, back and forth, back and forth, back and forth. The same mechanical, obsessive, repetitive routine – again, and again, and again.

Each time she flicked the latch, creaked open the lid and stared inside as if willing the brown envelope to appear, but it never did. And still she walked up the path, repetitively, compulsively. She couldn’t stop.

It didn’t matter how many times she made this trip, the brown envelope was never there. And it never would be again.

•

My father died on 15 June 1962, one week before my seventh birthday. No one sat me down and explained what had happened. Why should they? No one had even told Mum. Steve says it was Kulpie who found out first. She saw his name in the death notices of her daily newspaper. He said she scurried up the road with the newspaper stuffed under her arm and rushed to show it to Mum.

‘Do you think this is your man?’

It certainly was.

I knew about dying. Aunty Myra nursed her mother right up to the end.

‘I was sitting on the end of her bed, and she sat bolt upright and shouted “Look!” I turned around to look where she pointed and when I turned back she’d collapsed on her pillow. Dead … just like that!’ Aunty Myra clicked her fingers at me.

I knew everyone died sometime. It wasn’t something to be afraid of. My grandmother had died when it was her turn, and now it was my father’s turn.

No one spoke about a funeral. I didn’t know much about funerals, so I didn’t think to ask why we weren’t going to one. No one knew

our father’s body was sent to the medical school at Sydney University. That was something we learned about years later. The university kept him for more than a year before they buried him, and it was on my brother’s seventeenth birthday, which was strange, because that’s the day my father would have normally come to visit us. We didn’t go to see his body placed in the ground, because none of us knew it was happening.

The next school holidays, Mum packed a few things and took me up to Tascott. The first night I lay curled up on the chaise longue at the foot of Aunty Myra’s bed, waiting for sleep. I could hear the television murmuring in the next room. We didn’t have one at home and I found the disembodied voices and music comforting, the sounds wrapping around me as I drifted in and out of consciousness.

‘Last night, thieves stole twenty thousand pounds worth of liquorice allsorts. They’re still on the run.’ Aunty Myra laughed out loud – she was a fan of English comedy.

The program finished.

‘Cup of tea, Joycie?’ I heard them move into the kitchen. The television was still running; the low volume was soporific.

I was
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