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For my four amazing, uniquely individual and fascinating

children. Know that wherever life’s journey takes you, I hold

you close and proudly in my heart. Never give up on what you

know to be just and truthful, or those you love and respect.


Author’s Note

I was married to a Malaysian prince for five years and came to learn that princess is a state of mind, not a state of royal grace. Every child living on the globe has a right to a childhood, and to have a place in someone’s heart as their prince or princess. Parental protection, nurturing, innocence and self-esteem contribute greatly to a young person’s expectations, self-image and sense of place in the world – without them we all have the potential to founder.


‘Always live in hope...’


Prologue



May 1999

The wailing permeated my gut and travelled to that plateau just above the breasts where pain and empathy reside so closely.

Even before I could pinpoint its location, I recognised the cry as the timeless sound of great loss and grief. I knew its origins well; I was familiar with its resonance and acquainted with its depth. In my past, I had, myself, been the originator of many such cries. It was a call to which there was no answer and no panacea – nor did it expect one. Its vibrations spread to my temples and the back of my skull, finally settling as a great, unyielding lump in the back of my throat. As I stumbled across the rock-strewn terrain of the refugee camp, I thought how strange, and yet somehow comforting, that the sounds of tragedy do not differ from one section of humanity to another.

High-pitched screams now punctuated the wails of grief, competing with the dull ‘thump, thump’ emitted by the rotors of a passing armoured helicopter. The chopper, probably carrying missiles, a reconnaissance team or some other NATO cargo, was visible only as a blackened presence against the night sky. This tract of land over which it passed was wedged between the battle zone of Kosovo and the bright lights of the Macedonian capital, Skopje, thirty kilometres down the unlit road. Our small sanctuary, just eleven minutes within the Macedonian border, provided a meagre haven for 27,000 displaced souls – women, children and men who had fled the armed conflict of Kosovo and the relentless pursuit of the Serbian military forces.

Stenkovec II was one of the three major processing and refugee camps in Macedonia set up under the protection of the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) and run on a day-to-day basis by CARE International, the global humanitarian aid and development agency. The camp was bleak and unforgiving, occupying a series of high-walled rabbit-warren gullies, interconnected by excavated cuttings just wide enough for a tank to pass through. At its core was a vantage point, a small hill up which children scrambled during the daylight hours and where an effort had been made by the United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) to cobble together the semblance of a school and kindergarten. Formerly a stone quarry that had served, until recently, as a heavy artillery and weapons range, the locale was devoid of trees, running water, electricity and sewerage.

The moon reflected off the battered face of my watch – 3.27 a.m. We had been processing and unloading these latest busloads of refugees (or ‘internally displaced people’, as the politically correct amongst us insisted on saying) since just after 1 a.m. The initial headcounts suggested about 800 souls had been crammed aboard six buses, each normally intended to carry fifty-five passengers.

Closing in on the weeping, I picked my way around the rear of the huge khaki-coloured ‘horse tents’ – so named, I assumed, because the military arm that had donated them to the relief effort was a cavalry regiment. It was here that our new arrivals were to be sheltered. Each human being would be allotted a one-metre-wide space which would have to serve as sleeping quarters, living room and storage for whatever possessions they had managed to carry on their back or shove into plastic shopping bags as they began their escape to safety. A requisite two metres separating the rows served as a central walkway between the two sides of the tent. These were the minimum allowances under World Health Organisation (WHO) and UNHCR guidelines during a time of emergency. This was the theory; but that night, in a tent meant to accommodate thirty, nearly one hundred weary people would sleep cheek by jowl with complete strangers in utter darkness. This was just one of the frustrating realities we faced as aid workers: we witnessed humanity at its lowest ebb forced to masquerade as sardines.

I checked each canvas, trying to pinpoint the grieving woman. The torch on my head bounced light off startled faces peering back at me from the darkness. There was quiet sobbing in every shelter I visited, whispering, groaning and sometimes the whimpering of babies and children, but the sound I sought was on a different level – it had a different intensity. Tangles of guy ropes and tent pegs running off our makeshift town hampered my path; I tripped and broke my fall by making a grab for the cyclone wire perimeter fence, and that is how I found her.

My torch illuminated her feet, shod in battered tan high-heeled shoes. Knees drawn tightly up to her chest, she sat on the ground oblivious to my approach. Her brown gabardine skirt was heavily stained, that much I could see, and she now emitted guttural howls as she repeatedly banged her forehead with the heel of her hand. To witness such grief, and then to be capable of identifying it from the outside looking in, is an unspeakable invasion of a person. Even now as I write, my chest compresses hard against my lungs and my eyes are drawn out of their sockets by the insight it affords.

Her brown hair was short and streaked with blonde, her hands and nails grubby and torn. The blouse she wore had once been white – a teacher’s or secretary’s garb, I guessed – but was marred now by a few missing buttons and what appeared to be dried blood. Thirty-plus, I estimated, around my own age – young enough, yet ancient, too, if life has imploded all normality.

Grasping her pounding fist, I dragged it downwards as she threw back her head. Her jaw slackened with a huge expulsion of air and wailing from the back of her throat. Another woman emerged from the shadows, a grandmother, judging from the little girl clutching at her long cardigan. She spoke to me in Albanian, a tumble of words I couldn’t understand. I tried a few words in Bosnian and there was a flicker of comprehension. The grandmother called to a teenage boy who had hung back against the tent wall.

Selma was the distressed woman’s name, according to the boy, translating the grandmother’s words. Two days earlier, at a pre-border check by the Serbian paramilitary, she had been subjected to a body cavity search. The soldiers had found a roll of cash secreted on her person. Her punishment for attempting to smuggle cash out of Kosovo was the murder of her child.

Apparently, she was on her knees as she struggled to stop the thugs from tearing her seven-year-old son from her arms. One military type grabbed her by the hair while another wrenched the small child’s arms above his head, put a pistol to the base of his skull and pulled the trigger.

‘His eyes, his eyes,’ was what I now understood Selma sobbed as I held her tightly in my arms, her head against my shoulder. The last image of her terrorised child had seared itself into her mind with the efficiency of a precision laser and marked her as a mother shattered by its final brutality.

It was then, for the first and only time ever, that I broke the cardinal rule of aid work: never cry in front of your charges. Fuck that; I was crying with her not for her, and some of my tears were for the awfulness of our fellow human beings and the deeds of which they were capable.

The incongruity of my journey to that point in time was not entirely lost on me. How had I come to be wading through such violence, poverty, desperation and shining hope? I’ve often thought it bizarre that an Australian mother of two had become the common denominator linking a refugee camp in the foothills of the Balkans, a child literacy project amid the Maasai of Kenya, heavy-duty army boots and an international furore over parental child abduction.

But the straight truth of the matter is that nothing surprises me much any more; I now just accept the vagaries of life as a natural progression towards some distant point in the future.

Years ago I had to make a choice: either to shut down my faculties, my heartbeat, my potential for joy and wallow in unassuageable grief and torment, or to survive and create a new life for myself by harnessing all my negative experiences into one positive and stubborn force and following the direction in which it led me. That was the single most important decision I have made since my children were abducted.


One



From Palace to Pension

It was an ill-conceived compulsion – dangerous, and one I knew I’d regret even as my hand ferreted in the bottom of my duffle bag and shakily withdrew the small album of family photographs. The images contained within flung me onto a roller-coaster ride of emotion. They buoyed and mocked me with their simplicity and happiness and reminded me of a life that was no longer mine, of children who were no longer embraceable and a time so long past. The small album I held in my hands was my private talisman of determination, my future and my past. Sleep would now be unattainable, but the reminder of what had once been allowed, the normality of mundane life and of a sanity I once knew, was worth it.

I lay still and quiet in my bed, waiting for dawn to release me from my unwelcome thoughts. I contemplated how the years following a tragedy can pass in the blink of an eye or with the protracted and torturous ache of an unhealed and suppurating amputation. It depends entirely on the mindset of the person counting the minutes. For me, that experience of time passed through both dimensions depending on my relationships, surroundings and activities. Losing both my children had devastated and galvanised me on the most unpredictable levels of pain and survival. Manic activity meant little time to think when the pain was too excruciating to analyse. I came to understand that the human mind remembers moments or days, but the overriding psychological imprint is that of emotions and milestones – missed and shredded.

Decisions I had made as a seventeen year old, when I was swept off my feet by a seemingly mild-mannered foreign architecture student, who had attended Prince Charles’s alma mater, Geelong Grammar, would haunt me decades later and leave me and my children dealing with the consequences of my wilfulness.

The quiet young man I had met and fallen in love with was the clichéd tall, dark and handsome gallant; he also turned out to be the grandson of the late Sultan of Terengganu and a royal prince in his own right. I see now why Bahrin was attracted to me – he had been married (and divorced) once already to a fellow student of the same age who had left him for an Aussie gardener. In me, as a fairly damaged teenager from a dysfunctional home who just wanted a family to love, he had found a girl he could mould into the sort of princess he wanted. Fresh enough in terms of genealogy, parentless in terms of interference, and always an outsider in Australia because of my mixed racial background (Australian born of French, Irish, English and Chinese decent) in a then xenophobic country, I longed to fit in, and that is what he offered – complete acceptance under Islam and a firm place in his family.

We settled down to a strange married life within Bahrin’s family, a branch of the Malaysian royals in Terengganu – quite a wealthy state where the royals benefited from its gas, oil and mining reserves, as well as the logging ofrainforest timbers. I was a breeder and he took a punt that my bloodlines would enhance his. Our ten-year age difference seemed inconsequential at the time of our union but, like many hopeful fairy tales, the gilt wore off the marriage fairly quickly when our cultural differences became apparent. I objected to his philandering and physical poundings and he disliked my objections. The other problem was that once I became a mother, even though I was a teenager, my malleability dissolved and I grew a brain – a very Westernised brain – which provoked my husband’s blue blood to the point of boiling.

My erstwhile prince became increasingly abusive towards me, but the straw that broke this camel’s back was his polygamous marriage to a scantily clad nightclub singer a couple of weeks after the birth of our youngest child. Subsequently, when Iddin was just two years old and our daughter, Shahirah, five months, we returned to my home town of Melbourne.

Following a protracted legal battle regarding the correct forum for a hearing (the prince had wanted me deported from my own birthplace to stand before an Islamic Syariah court in Malaysia), Bahrin voluntarily signed over full custody of our children to me, allowing me to forge a new life with my children in Australia.

Contrary to various media reports at the time, the prince was not hard done by legally or emotionally and had liberal, although conditional, access to our little ones. But unfortunately it wasn’t all plain sailing after the custody orders were ratified in the courts – that would have been a far too rational outcome from a highly controlling man such as my erstwhile prince charming.

The prince’s contact with our children was sporadic and draining, for them as well as for me. Although arrangements had been put in place at my instigation during court proceedings for their father to telephone once every second Sunday, the children would usually wait in vain for the call to come through at the appointed hour. It soon became an onerous chore for them to sit inside waiting all day whilst their friends gambolled in the sunshine. Eventually I decided that if we had waited for more than two hours on any given Sunday, we would just continue with normal family activities and give up on the call. Access visits in situ had also been arranged very rationally to ensure that ‘double bookings’ didn’t occur and that I could organise the children’s holiday activities without a clash. I believe it very important that a child knows both parents and really hoped that Bahrin would avail himself of this quite liberal access arrangement. Given that he had declared in open court that it was his ‘Islamic jihad’ to retrieve his son from an infidel country, my nerves at this contact had to be put aside ahead of what I considered a fundamental right for my children to have contact with their father. The prince agreed in court that he would give one month’s written notice prior to him coming to Australia to see the children and that, upon arrival, he would surrender his passport, ticket and credit cards to my solicitor to circumvent any risk of abduction. Although I was well aware that he could have any number of credit cards on his person, only two were mentioned in court proceedings and logged – I didn’t want to push things too far.

Instead of regular visits, my former husband chose to come to Australia less than once a year and simply refused to abide by the legal orders directing notice of his arrival. It was not unusual for Bahrin to sweep into town unannounced on an early morning flight and demand that the Family Courts convene a special session at an hour’s notice. One Easter Thursday, six years after our divorce, he pulled this stunt, having decided on the spur of the moment that he wanted to see the children over the Easter Bank Holiday weekend – notwithstanding that a vacation at a holiday farm had been planned and booked months earlier and the children were looking forward to the jaunt. What was a normal and completely innocent holiday was declared a snub against Islam by the prince: he insisted that he take the children to a mosque the next day for Friday prayers and that all our vacation plans be set aside by the court to allow him to do this.

The judge pointed out to a very angry Bahrin that this was impossible and, as the prince had not, on numerous occasions, abided by previous legal rulings to give due notice of his intention to exercise access to the children, he would have to wait. His Honour pointed out with the utmost courtesy that whilst Friday prayers were obviously important to the prince, Easter was a traditional school holiday in Australia and our vacation had been booked many months in advance. The judge offered access for the following Friday instead, to allow for Muslim prayer services, but Bahrin was not placated in any way and stormed out of the proceedings in high royal dudgeon. He seemed to relish protesting this singular and supposed religious prejudice far and wide afterwards and used it to justify his future actions.

All this kerfuffle meant a lot of expensive legal fees for me and for him, simply because he had refused to write a letter and give advance warning of his plans. Bahrin bowed to no one unless it was a senior royal, and he detested having to fit into anyone’s schedule.

I quashed my frustrations with a fair amount of difficulty, always feeling that the children came first, but I drew a line in the sand when my young son, Iddin, complained to me that during overnight stays at his father’s hotel no bed was provided for Shahirah; my daughter was expected to sleep on the floor. It took the verbal intervention of a male friend to elicit some equitable and responsible treatment of our children not based on gender.

As time went on, I dealt with the upheavals of their father’s vagaries as best I could, mustering all my confidence and suppressing my fears that he would try to snatch the children back in a vengeful vendetta. Those around me, especially my then solicitor, told me to water down my apprehension that Bahrin would carry through on his threat of a jihad. Perhaps the sheer normalcy of our lives lulled me into believing that, as the prince had taken other wives and had more children, my offspring would hold less significance – after all, Bahrin was not at the head of the line to any throne and neither were my children.

The life I tried to build for our little family unit was glaringly simple. We were happy and self-contained, a marked contrast to my turbulent life in the royal Islamic household. I worked in the years following our divorce as a waitress, typist, ballet teacher and later a public relations consultant, always juggling childcare and income, with the priority being the children and our time together. Money was tight, but the children and I lived happily in a rambling old house that I had renovated with my own hands. Each night, as I read Iddin and Shahirah a bedtime story, or watched them play mud pies in the garden, I smothered my acorn of alarm and wariness, buried it deep, and just allowed myself the indulgence of loving them, and being loved, without the constraints of royalty or foreign protocols. Registering the echoes of their laughter as my own lullaby as I lay in bed at night, I told myself that physically and emotionally we had put down roots a million miles from the violent and hollow existence I had led in Malaysia.

There was what I can only describe as a lightness in my children’s existence then – they were shiny and joyous and giggling. I remember climbing the old apricot tree in the garden with them and dangling from its branches, and teddy bears’ picnics in the park. I suppose, at that time, we were growing up together, as I was a single mother at the age of twenty-two. There were raucous afternoons spent quite literally rolling in the mud and snorkelling in the bathtub and making cereal boxes into hats and spaceships. But most of all, we were together, and however modest my income, my children were never hungry and never dirty and there was always plenty of love and cuddles. I think that is what, even after all the years of separation from Iddin and Shah, I missed the most – the cuddles: the heart-wrenching and primal instinct to softly sniff your child’s scent as they snuggle in, and the knowledge that the heartbeats you can faintly feel as they press against you first began in your own body.


Two



Exquisite Torture

I often wonder how many other people in this world can pinpoint the exact moment that their lives were changed irrevocably: smashed, redefined, uncategorised and forever divorced from the normal comprehension of their peers.

I had known, even before I steeled myself to walk into that hotel at the appointed hour, that its doorway was more than the entrance to a nondescript building – it was the gateway to hell. I caught my reflection in the mirrors that lined the lobby and noted with detached satisfaction that my face appeared calm and gave no indication of the turmoil I was masking beneath its shell as I walked to the house phones and dialled Bahrin’s room. No answer, but then I knew there wouldn’t be. They were gone...

***

If I try to recreate the chronology of events and the feelings of general disquiet leading up to July 1992, I must start with the telephone call that came from Bahrin in February. His unexpected contact with the children around Iddin’s birthday was not what triggered the uneasy sense that all was not as it seemed; rather it was something about the nature of the call itself that had me pondering its significance for hours afterwards. In the rush of receiving what I assumed to be an expensive international call, I had hurried the children to the telephone. It was only later that I realised that the normal ‘international pips’ had not sounded when I picked up the receiver. I had instead heard the distinctive ‘beep, beep, beep’, signalling connection of a long-distance call within Australia. When I mentioned this strange anomaly to a couple of friends, they assured me that I must have been mistaken or had confused the international call sign with the Australian one. I wasn’t entirely convinced, but I opted to go with the status quo as it was the easiest course to take and the least likely to prompt raised eyebrows and insinuations about overprotectiveness or jokes about paranoia.

To write this portion of my story is to verbalise the scenes, nightmares and ineptitudes that coloured my life for the interminable time that has gone by.

‘If only I had...’ is the phrase that I scourged myself with throughout every waking and sleeping moment that I drew breath. If only I had... what? If only I had listened to my gut instincts, if only I hadn’t listened to other people, if only I hadn’t wanted to behave like a mature adult, if only I had listened to Iddin and Shah and taken heed of their wishes. But the futility of hindsight and what-ifs won’t change any of our lives now.

July in that long past year of 1992 was to mark a return to normal family life, starting with our traditional birthday bashes, for Shahirah, who would be seven, and myself. I had remarried two years earlier, five years after leaving Bahrin. By contrast, Iain Gillespie was light and laughter, the quintessential Pied Piper/Peter Pan I had missed in my childhood. He came as a package deal with teenage children and worked as a documentary film-maker and journalist. Our children fell in love with each other and we lived a happy, busy suburban life in a leafy Melbourne suburb. Bike rides, weekends at Iain’s family farm, loud dinner parties and a frenzy of domestic activity – what more could anyone expect with five children often residing in the house together and the occasional foster child or sleepover.

Iain and I had dreamed of adding to the family but were left shattered when I miscarried twin boys. As a result my health had taken quite a blow. But after the forthcoming term break, I would surprise Iddin with the saxophone lessons he’d been hankering after and Shah and I would begin the construction of the prefabricated doll’s house I had ordered. All the children in the family would be back in school and life would settle down to its regular schedule of parents’ committees, ballet classes and long bike rides.

Bahrin telephoned after a silence of almost six months to confirm the details for his impending visit the following week. It did strike me as strange that he telephoned during the school day to speak ostensibly with Iddin when he knew that both children would be at school. But, as his tone was more than conciliatory and his voice devoid of its usual belligerence, I did my best to be friendly. He was so charming, in fact, that I wondered why. When I reminded him that the children were never home at that time, he settled down to have a long chat with me, commiserating over the recent loss of the babies, hoping that I was keeping well and politely enquiring after the health of my beloved grandmother. It was only later that I realised I had never told him about my recent miscarriage.

What followed was an astounding backflip in attitude: one that I had always hoped for but never expected. ‘Look, Yasmin – sorry, Jacqueline – this time when I come to see the children, I’d like it if things could be more friendly between the two of us. For the sake of the children, we should let bygones be bygones and concentrate on making them happy. What do you think?’ (Yasmin was the name Bahrin had chosen for me to use on official documents after our marriage.)

I was stunned. I could not equate the cordial voice I was hearing with Bahrin. I was dumbfounded. ‘That’s all I ever wanted, Bahrin,’ I replied. ‘I just want to make things easy for Iddin and Shah, and so does Iain.’

‘Fine then, I’ll see you next week. Please send my best to Iain and your nanna,’ he said, and the line went dead.

I was left bemused and off-balance, staring at the receiver I still held in my hand and wondering if, after all the years of backbiting, threats, abuse and grandstanding, Bahrin had finally grown up.

To try and make sense of this turn of events, I rang Iain at his office and my lawyer, Lillian Webb, and repeated verbatim what had just passed. Iain was very pleased, telling me to take it as a sign that Bahrin had finally accepted what was best for the children and was behaving rationally and maturely for once. Lillian’s reaction was identical to Iain’s and she dismissed my ‘what’s his angle’ question with an impatient groan. For some intangible reason, the hairs on my neck were standing on end and my stomach felt queer long after I had replaced the telephone onto its cradle.

But at that point in time it was the least of my worries: I had a seventh birthday party to organise and fifteen children to transport to the Plaster Fun House, where Shah had decided to hold her celebration. Her present from me was a much-wanted Minnie Mouse doll that she had not so discreetly angled for over a number of months; just seeing her face as she opened her present that morning confirmed that we couldn’t have chosen anything better. Long after that day had passed, I could remember with relief that I was able to give Shah the type of party she wanted and could be thankful that I had encouraged Iddin to bring along his two closest friends to be his companions.

Sunday, 5 July 1992 was a good day, a happy day, a day when all of our closest friends and family descended on our house for my birthday. They stayed until the evening, laughing and joking, as hoards of unruly and excited children played hide-and-seek and chasey through the house and around the garden as the sun went down. At this new milestone, I was finally happy, safe and looking forward to many more birthdays like this one: children and friends everywhere, a blossoming career as a television journalist, a caring husband and the hope of a new baby at some stage to anchor us all even more firmly together. The only thing that marred my thoughts was the impending arrival of Bahrin and the fact that Iddin and Shah would be spending the following night with him at his hotel.

Monday dawned bleak and rainy, the children protesting that they didn’t want to go to a hotel, that they’d rather spend their term holiday at the farm with Iain’s parents and their fourteen-year-old stepsister, Skye. Iain lectured Iddin on the positive sides of the impending access period and also forbade him to write our telephone number on his leg in felt pen, as he had secretly been doing for a couple of years. Iain told him that it wasn’t necessary, that there was no danger from Bahrin and that it was going to be a wonderful treat for Shah and him to stay with Bahrin at the hotel. Iddin’s facial expression showed how dubious he felt this advice was.

The prince arrived in the middle of the afternoon to collect the children. Studiously cordial and polite, he turned down Iain’s offer of coffee and requested the use of a telephone to book a taxi for the return trip to his hotel. Shahirah began to complain in a loud voice that she didn’t want to go with Abah (the name for father in Malay), and Iddin echoed her sentiments as Bahrin stood poised by the kitchen bench with the telephone receiver clenched in one hand. I noticed the whiteness of his knuckles and the stiffness of his neck, a sure sign of his displeasure and of the undercurrent of tension that ran beneath his blank face. I put his reactions down to the fact that our dog, Muckle, was sniffing around his ankles, having earlier greeted him with growls and furious barking. Bahrin loathed dogs and had always been intimidated by their presence at close proximity. I took secret delight at his discomfort and hoped that he noted our children’s love of their pet and their nonchalance when around her. To me it illustrated just how different from him, how normal and natural, they were. Animals had always figured in our family life – cows, rabbits, dogs, cats, horses, kangaroos; neither of the children could ever abide a ‘sook’ around the creatures they loved. Looking back now, I truly think that Muckle had the measure of the situation and I kick myself for restraining her when she nuzzled in the general direction of Bahrin’s crotch. I wish now she had taken a piece out of him then and there, or had leapt straight at his jugular. Instead, I ordered her to sit and drop on her belly at my feet, where she continued to eye my ex-husband balefully and follow his slightest movement with great intensity.

In the new spirit of cooperation that both Bahrin and I were exuding, I persuaded him to let me drive them back into the city, citing the inconvenience of taxis and the rain but not daring to voice the opinion that the children’s transition from one environment to another might be eased by this show of unity and harmony. So I found myself shepherding Bahrin, Skye, Iddin and Shah into Arnold, our sturdy red four-wheel drive, for the trip into town. Bahrin and Iain shook hands at our front door and the children kissed him goodbye, with Shah, as usual, throwing her arms around Iain’s neck and saying in a loud voice, ‘I love you.’

Iddin and Shah were less than enthusiastic about this overnight stay with Bahrin and made no bones about letting their father know it. Shah also insisted on taking Whitey, her white fluffy goat, which had been her first Christmas present from Iain, to keep her company at night.

The conversation between Bahrin and me was painfully polite throughout the drive and I found myself groping desperately for some topic or common ground. I had tried the children, their schooling and hobbies, but this subject seemed to hold minimal interest for him so I turned to architecture, pointing out one particular building I thought would interest him – a beautifully renovated and deconsecrated church which now accommodated a successful advertising agency. His reply, with its venomous contempt, stunned me.

‘That’s disgusting, only mat sallehs [white men] would use a holy place as an office.’

I heard myself begin to try and justify the restoration, not demolition, of a gracious building but, realising the futility of this, my voice trailed off and we lapsed into silence, all attempts at conversation abandoned. Mercifully, we soon arrived at the hotel and, as the rain was pouring down, there was a mad scramble of half-mouthed protests from Iddin and Shah, goodbye hugs and kisses, and shouted messages between Skye and the children as Bahrin, with an audible sigh of relief, carefully opened his door and alighted. I told the children firmly that they had to stay with Abah and that I would see them again on Wednesday, reminding them that Bahrin and I had agreed that they were allowed to telephone whenever they wanted and to say goodnight. This reminder mollified them somewhat and I quickly jumped back into the car, with a wave and kiss blown into the air, leaving them on the footpath beside Bahrin – their father but little more than a stranger to them.

The front gate clanged shut, announcing Iddin and Shah’s homecoming to the accompaniment of frantic barking from Muckle and the ringing of the doorbell. As I swung the heavy white door open, I could hear Shah on the other side crying.

‘Mummy, he wouldn’t let me bring Whitey home. I can’t get to sleep without him,’ she sobbed, as I took her into my arms. I looked enquiringly over her head at Iddin.

‘Abah wouldn’t let us bring anything home with us. He even made us leave our toothbrushes. He said it didn’t matter,’ Iddin explained.

Quickly, I looked towards the gate and saw Bahrin lift his hand in greeting to me as he slid into the back seat of the waiting taxi.

‘Wait,’ I yelled, in time to catch the car before it drove away. Leaving the children standing on the verandah, I ran to the gate. ‘Why didn’t you let her bring her goat home? She can’t get to sleep without him.’

‘She doesn’t need it.’

‘But I told you about her, how—’

Before I could go on, he interrupted me. ‘Look, I don’t care, Yasmin, it doesn’t matter,’ he said, clearly trying hard to control his anger. ‘She can get it when I take them back to the hotel tomorrow.’ And with that he slammed the door, effectively cutting off the conversation, and the taxi drove away.

How I wished I could simply cancel the access arrangements then and there, but I dared not risk another court battle. At least the children would be with Bahrin for only two nights. I mentally thanked my foresight for the stipulation that, as Iddin and Shahirah were not that familiar with their father, his access was to be broken up throughout the week.

After we went inside, Shah threw herself on her bed, sobbing for Whitey, and I sat on its edge stroking her hair and trying to convince her that Whitey would be all right for one night alone at the hotel. I told her that we were going out to have dinner with some of our favourite friends that evening, but nothing made any difference. She was still sobbing as I closed her bedroom door and went to talk with Iddin. I felt so utterly infuriated with Bahrin: why was he so callous and uncaring? What was so difficult about packing up two small overnight bags and a fluffy goat?

Dinner that night was alternately relaxing and tense. Our friends went out of their way to make it an enjoyable interlude in the midst of a difficult time, but the evening was punctuated with Iddin and Shah using any excuse to tell anyone who would listen that they didn’t want to go back to the hotel and Abah. Around 8.30 p.m., just as we were sitting down to port and coffees, Shah announced that she felt tired and wanted to have a lie down until we were ready to go home. Minutes after she had snuggled down, she began to cry for Whitey. She begged me to drive to the hotel and collect him; she said that she never wanted to go back there and she asked Iain and me not to send her back with her father the next day. She kept crying until her nose was running and her shoulders heaved with sobs as I rocked her in my lap. Iddin edged into the room with our friends’ son, Nicholas, who was carrying a small white teddy. ‘Here, Shah,’ he said, ‘this is my favourite teddy, maybe he’ll make you feel better,’ and he pressed the small bear into Shah’s hands.

‘Thank you.’ Her bottom lip wobbled as she struggled to catch her breath.

During the drive home that night, Shah dozed next to her brother in the back seat as Iain and I talked in quiet tones about the children and Bahrin.

‘Don’t worry,’ Iain told me. ‘He’ll be gone by next week and it will all be over until next year.’

‘But I don’t want to go back tomorrow,’ came Iddin’s voice from the rear of the car. We had assumed that he, like his sister, was asleep. ‘It’s so boring there and he doesn’t understand anything about anything and there’s nothing to do. He’s trying to suck up to us with presents and toys and stuff... I want to be with Skye at Nanna’s land for the holidays.’

‘Look,’ Iain told him, ‘it’s only for a few more days. Just try to have a good time and we’ll go down to the land next weekend to see Nanna. It’s not like these are the only holidays you’re going to have to go and visit Nanna and Grandad.’

Thursday, 9 July

After the phone call came at 5.10 a.m., telling me that Kelvin was dead, I lay beside Iain and watched the night change into a grey day. It hadn’t felt real hearing that Kelvin was gone; after all, the children and I had been to see him only the day before. Shah had drawn him a picture of a unicorn and brought it with her; she had kissed him gently on the forehead as she laid it on his bed and walked quietly from the room. Iddin and Shah had both known that Kelvin was dying from AIDS and that he was getting weaker by the hour, but they had insisted on following me upstairs when I went to check on him. I myself had kissed him goodbye as he slept, tiptoeing from the room not knowing that it would be the last time I would see him. I was glad that he had died in his own home surrounded and cared for by a roster of his close friends and visited by a constant stream of former students, colleagues and ballet partners. He had his dignity and he had love; those were the most important things to him.

Kelvin Coe was a former principal dancer with the Australian Ballet. We’d been nothing more than casual acquaintances during my ballet years; Kelvin was a virtuoso performer, an internationally respected artist and ballet master, and a much more senior dancer than I was. He was someone I’d worshipped from afar for many years when I was growing up, and even when we were teaching at the same school and sharing the same friends I was too much in awe to do anything more than take his direction in pas de deux class and mumble affirmative replies.

More recently, though, I had become very close to both Kelvin and his partner. I had been working for a couple of years as a TV presenter and interviewer and I had profiled their relationship for a special report months earlier then joined Kel’s care team, ferrying casseroles and chocolate cakes from my kitchen to theirs. So when the phone rang again some time after 7 a.m., I knew what it would be. I was being called into work to put together his obituary for the evening news, just as I had promised him all those months ago. It was rare for me to work flat out when the children were on holidays – my job on a radio programme and the special reports I did for television were tailored around the children’s school hours and allowed me the flexibility of being able to drop them off and collect them from school every day, which was just as important to Iddin, Shah and Skye as it was to me. This one time would be an exception and I knew they would accept it as the right thing for me to do.

I was already up and dressed when the children arrived at the breakfast table. They took the news of Kelvin’s death with sadness and understanding, and Iddin’s comment was particularly insightful: ‘At least he won’t be so sick and hurting any more. He didn’t look happy for a long time, Mum.’ I kissed his head in agreement and gave him a hug.

The film crew arrived at the house to collect me at 11.30 a.m. amidst the children’s protests about the second instalment of access time with their father. I remember being very firm with them both and explaining in no uncertain terms that they did have to go and that I would be speaking to them by telephone throughout the day and to say goodnight before they went to sleep. After kissing and hugging everyone goodbye, I turned to Iain, promising to ring home during the day to see how everything was going. Iain would be staying home to be with Iddin and Shah and to effect the official handover when Bahrin arrived at 5 p.m. that afternoon. We always covered each other; our work usually enabled one of us to be home for the children and we juggled our respective schedules to accommodate the hiccoughs of family life.

‘It’ll be all right, Jack,’ he told me reassuringly with a concerned smile. ‘The kids and I will have some fun together. Elizabeth [our housekeeper] and I will get their bags ready and packed for when he comes.’

Turning to wave one last time before I drove off with the crew, I saw my family standing on the front verandah blowing kisses and clowning around for my benefit by pulling funny faces. And then I gave full attention to the questions I would ask at my first interview that day.

I checked in with the children around 4 p.m. and told them that I loved them ‘billions, trillions and infinities’ and that I would speak to them later that night at the hotel. I will always remember that Iddin asked me one last time for a reprieve from the impending visit with his father and that I, in the midst of editing problems and the rush to have my story on Kelvin completed for the five o’clock news, cut him short with a definite ‘no’.

‘All right, Mum,’ Iddin dragged out in a resigned tone and a heavy sigh. ‘I love you. Here’s Shah.’

‘Hello, Mummy, I love you, love you, love you. Bye bye, bye bye,’ she sang down the phone.

That was the last time I spoke to my children.

I arrived home quite late that evening, thoroughly depressed and exhausted. Iain had organised dinner for us both and reiterated that the children had been collected exactly on time by their father. I missed the children’s presence that night; somehow their happy voices and sticky fingers would have helped to reaffirm the positive sides of life after having dealt with death and bereavement all day. I suppose most of all I wanted to tell them how much I loved them. So it was with this thought in mind that I reached for the telephone and dialled the number of the Victoria Hotel, where Bahrin and the children were staying.

Over the following seventy-two hours, I tried at regular intervals to contact Iddin and Shah by telephone. The first call I made was answered by Bahrin at the hotel. He refused to allow me to speak to either of the children, telling me firmly that both were asleep and would call me in the morning. I waited all of Friday for their call, but it never came. I tried to turn my mind to the weekend radio show I was meant to be preparing, but I couldn’t quite seem to keep a focused train of thought. By evening, I began to telephone their room at hourly intervals, comforting myself by rationalising the situation, telling myself that they were off on a day trip to the zoo or somewhere equally as logical and that they would be back in their room soon – but with little conviction and all the while driven by this strange and prickly sense of urgency. I left message after message at the hotel reception until the operator there began to recognise my voice.

Saturday was worse. I had to complete all the pre-production work for my radio programme, but I found that I couldn’t concentrate. I found it even harder to refrain from charging straight over to the hotel and sitting there until Bahrin and the children returned. If I intruded on the scheduled access time that I had voluntarily agreed upon, I risked sanctioning from the court and a resumption of the hostilities between Bahrin and me. I also knew that it would be ludicrous to seek the assistance of the police until there was tangible evidence that something was amiss. By 5 p.m. my hand had gravitated towards the telephone again and I was ringing on the hour, leaving what had degenerated to perfunctory messages with the hotel telephonist. Each time she heard my voice she would kindly assure me that none of the staff had seen Iddin and Shahirah enter or leave since my last call but that she would pass on my message when she could.

My stomach was a ball of knots, my ribcage constricted my lungs like an iron corset and all I could do was mentally pray that the worst possible scenario, the one that kept running through my mind, was an overreaction. Iain tried hard to calm my fears and reminded me that Bahrin and the children were probably out somewhere having a terrific time, but his reassurances did little to convince me or quell my uneasiness.

‘Everything’s okay. Everything – will – be – okay,’ I stressed to myself over and over again to stem the rising panic I felt. ‘He couldn’t have done it, not after all this time, he couldn’t have,’ I reasoned. Kidnap after seven years was ridiculous, insane, far-fetched – but deep down inside, in the very core of my being, I knew that was exactly what Bahrin had done, even though I refused to verbalise what I knew was true.

By 8 p.m. I began to wonder if my behaviour was becoming irrational. I put myself on a strict quota of one phone call to the hotel every half-hour. I only hoped that the staff there wouldn’t become exasperated with this frequency and cut off my only tangible pinpoint on the children’s location.

Every fibre in my body told me that something was seriously wrong. I couldn’t wait for the access period to expire at 12.30 p.m. the next day – I had to do something.

I rang the Family Law Squad of the Federal Police. The officer I spoke to understood my distress and agreed that the situation as it stood did point to something suspicious, and his explanation about procedures and the need for tangible evidence of the children’s disappearance was nothing more than I had expected. There was little more I could do but wait until the official expiry of the agreed deadline for Iddin and Shah’s return. Prior to that, all the officer could do was make an unofficial note of my call and concerns and hope for the best.

Minutes ticked by like hours and by the time the clock showed 11 p.m. I knew that I had to try to enlist the help of the hotel staff. The duty manager understood immediately the seriousness of the situation and told me to wait by the phone; he would call me back after checking with his staff. In fact, he did more than that – when his call finally came he painted an ominous picture that left me climbing the walls in despair. The adjoining rooms shared by Bahrin and the children had not been slept in for two nights and none of his staff seemed to have seen them come or go since Thursday night. Only the luggage and toys that peppered the rooms made me clutch at the hope that it was all a huge misunderstanding and that Bahrin was merely attempting to twist the knife. I thanked the hotel manager profusely for his help and put down the phone, steeling myself for the longest wait of my life: it would be thirteen and a half hours before I would know the truth. My emotional control was almost non-existent by this stage; it was everything I could do not to lash out at Iain as he continually assured me that I would see the children the
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