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      To enhance your reading enjoyment, with an understanding of Australian words, there is a glossary at the back of this book with the equivalent word in US version of English to the AU version used in the Stolen Years books. I hope you enjoy your reading experience.
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      Readers, this is a coming-of-age story depicting the growth of the community of a small inland Australian country town, settled my Douglas and Jane Fife.

      You do not need to understand the inter-family connections of the characters before reading on, but some readers have asked to know in advance how the 1945 children Jarrah, Emily, Harry, Billy and Jim relate to each other, and to the founders of Fife Springs, Douglas and Jane.

      In the novel, To Kill for a Ghost, Alan Fife and Charlotte are shown as teenagers in 1888 and Alan is the Cattle king in his mature years in the 1945 sections.

      This novel, To Kill for a Dream, is the story of the younger generation.

      

      Below, is the family connections of Jarrah, Emily, Harry, Billy and Jim, the 1945 children from the Woggan-Wandong, Fife, Mutta, Buckram and/or Mawson families of Fife Springs.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The Fife Family:

      
        
        Douglas and Jane, became the first white settlers of Fife Springs. The Fife family start as sheep graziers turned cattle station owners under the direction of Alan Fife in, Savanna country, north central Queensland.

      

      

      Great-grandparents of children Emily and Harry:

      Douglas Fife (Born 1830) married Jane Mutta. (Born 1833)

      Grandfather of Children Emily and Harry: Alan Fife. (Born 1864)

      
        
        NOTE: Emily and Harry’s grandmothers are (unofficially) unidentified Woggan-Wandong women, former house maids, and (the official story) they are the grandchildren of Alan’s Scottish wife (who none ever met.)

        Alan is the acknowledged father of his first three grown children who have been brought up as white Australian, Iain, Ted and Lesley.

      

      

      Parents of Children Emily and Harry:

      Lesley Fife (Born 1910) married Peter Mayer, (Born 19o5, formerly known as Peter Buckram)

      Uncles of Children Emily and Harry: Iain Fife, (Born 1915) manager of Fife Downs Cattle Station, and Lawyer Ted Fife, ((Born 1920. Fair skin, as has sister Lesley.)

      Children: Brother and sister,  Harry (Born 1939). and Emily Fife-Mayer (Born 1945).

      
        
        NOTE: Emily and Harry are fair skinned, part Scottish and part Aboriginal decent. Denied existence of aboriginal connection, and identified as white Australian.
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      The Woggan-Wandong Family, the Aboriginal people of

      the country settled as Fife Springs district and Fife Ridge.

      Family of Emily and Harry’s distant cousin Jarrah.

      Great-grandparents of Jarrah: Jarkanga - married Jane (nee Mutta) Fife.

      Grandfather of Jarrah: Kanga - Elder of the Woggan-Wandong.

      Parents of Jarrah: Guruwari, the head stockman at Fife Downs Cattle Station. Married to Jarrah’s mother, a Fife Downs cattle station housemaid, Koorine.

      New generation - Son:  Jarrah (Born 1940.)

      
        
        NOTE: Jarrah is part Scottish, part Aboriginal decent. He proudly identifies as Australian Aboriginal. His character is written as a tribute to the author’s youngest grandson, Christopher, who has reconnected with his Aboriginal cultural past and acknowledged his aboriginally.
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      Grandparents of children Jim and Billy:

      Douglas Fife (Born 1830) married Jane Mutta. (Born 1833)

      Parents of Jim: Mother is Coral, father is Alan Fife.

      Parents of  Billy: Mother is Allora , father is Alan Fife.

      New generation - Jarra’s cousins, Jim (Born 1936.) and Billy. (Born 1937.)

      
        
        Coral, Allora and Jarrah’s mother Koorine are sisters.

        Jim and Billy have been brought up as Australian Aboriginal, known by the Australian government at that time by the derogatory term, half casts, who would become victims of Australia’s Stolen Generations’ tragedy.

        Jim and Billy are not publicly acknowledged as Alan’s sons.

        In writing of Billy and Jim’s story, I, the author, add my apology for my country’s treatment of mixed heritage children. I am sorry.
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      The Buckram Family

      Early Settlers of Fife Springs Township.

      Great-grandparents of Harry Fife-Mayer: - William and Amy Buckram

      Grandfather of Harry Fife-Mayer: - Raymond (Ray) Buckram.

      Aunt of Harry Fife-Mayer: Charlotte Buckram, Raymond’s sister.

      Parents of Harry Fife-Mayer: Father - Peter Buckram (alias Peter Mayer) - married to mother, Lesley Fife-Mayer.

      New generation - Son:  Harry (Born 1934.) Half-brother to Emily Fife-Mayer.
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      The Mawson Family

      Early settlers and sheep graziers of Fife Springs hills country.

      Great-grandfather of Emily Fife-Mayer: Craig Mawson.

      Grandfather of Emily Fife-Mayer:  Warren Mawson.

      Father (not acknowledged) of Emily Fife-Mayer: Dave Mawson.

      New generation - Daughter: Emily Fife-Mayer, (born 1945) and raised as the daughter of Lesley Fife Mayer and Peter (formerly Buckram) Mayer.
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      “…AND A GHOST MAY BE HEARD IF YOU WALK BY THAT BILLABONG”
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      “Fife Springs District, Inland Australia. 1946

      Jarrah pushed his light-brown fists into warm, squishy breasts and shoved himself away. The world was shaky, but he refused the comfort of Coral’s arms. Clasping the tailgate of the army surplus truck with his tiny hands, he leaned forward—searching. Twisting his head, he strained to focus across long, wide paddocks.

      “Daddy!” His stomach lurched. He blinked. The horse and rider he thought he saw was only a floating spot in his tears or a shimmer in the afternoon’s heat mirage.

      With another sharp turn, he focused his attention through the trees to where the sun glinted off  water. Surely Aunties Coral and Allora would soon burst into joyful calls of “Koorine” as his mum emerged from the billabong with her dilly bag filled with bush tucker.

      Coral’s arms enfolded Jarrah as he staggered back. He inhaled her reassuring, musky sweat, trying to block out the unfamiliar sour canvas odour. He wanted the familiar; he needed—Mummy.

      He tried to stifle a sob. “I want…” He twisted away from Coral. “Mummy.” His eyes gazed east to the waterhole, then west to the Fife homestead—his home.

      The army surplus truck ground to a sharp halt outside the homestead’s gate, the motor left to idle. Jarrah scrunched his face. Rubber tyre fumes and dust swirled beneath the canvas-covered tray.

      He stood straight so he wouldn’t look babyish in front of those nasty men.

      Aunty Coral shook with fear beside him, and Uncle Iain wasn’t waiting here at the station gate to rescue them.

      Please, Uncle Iain, take Daddy’s horse to search for Mummy and Daddy. You know they wouldn’t go walkabout and leave me.

      Jarrah scanned into the distance for Iain Fife. Trembling, he wanted his uncle to hug him tight—tight enough so he couldn’t think about all the crazy stuff people said since that bad boy Harry took off after his mum and dad.

      A lump rose in his throat. Daddy and Mummy would be found soon. Daddy and Uncle Iain would come riding up to rescue his aunties, cousins and him. Then Billy, Jim and he could go and cool off in the billabong.”
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      “Housemaids, out,” Ray Buckram bellowed from the front seat.

      Dave Mawson rose from the floor at the back of the truck, lifting his hat to rake his fingers through his sparse crop of hair. Beside him, Steve jumped to his feet with the ease of a young man.

      “Come on, we ain’t got time for a yarn.” Dave waved his hat and motioned to Coral and Allora to move forward.

      “Git back.” Steve lifted his hand to show the nine-year-old boys, Billy and Jim, to stay where they were.

      The boys ignored Steve and scrambled towards the canvas opening.

      As Ray edged towards the driver’s door, his scrawny, age-spotted hands reached for the rifle behind the seat. He hesitated, then left the gun in place and opened the truck’s door. Dropping to the clay road, he squinted in the bright light. He leant his tall body on the side of the battered truck and took a piss. He watched his urine hit and splash on the caked earth and then soak into the parched soil, leaving a dark patch. “Come on,” he snarled. “Get those women out of my truck.”

      Ray preferred that few people knew he was back in the Fife District. “Hope you blokes are competent to do what I’m paying you for.” The sinews under his taut skin stood out as he shook himself and buttoned his fly. His lean build and weatherworn face bore a resemblance to Alan Fife, the legendary cattle king of the district. Being mistaken for Alan suited Ray’s purpose just fine.

      “No time to mooch around, ladies. Hop out, please.” Dave’s tone was instinctively courteous to the women.

      Coral and Allora sized Dave up. They knew the local sheep grazier. His usually twinkling grey eyes were dim, and his former joviality was replaced by sadness from deep within. That hardly surprised them under the circumstances.

      There was no malice in Dave’s expression or stance. His ragged, faded print shirt, patched trousers, and amateurishly trimmed grey beard diminished any chance he had of appearing authoritative.

      The women stepped close to Dave, startling the man by pressing him to the wall of the truck with their bodies. Their soft warmth against his hard protruding stomach gave their lively sons, Jim and Billy, time to scramble over the tailgate.

      Steve stepped up on the tailgate and alighted from the truck behind the boys. “Need your help here.” He moved to block Billy and Jim’s attempts to get away. “Cripes, I come home to visit me mum ‘n’ dad, and I thought I’d be earning a quid chasin’ sheep.” With a hand on each of the boys’ arms, Steve pushed them back towards the truck. “Didn’t expect to be chasin’ these young livewires.”

      Both boys furiously kicked at Steve’s lower legs. Jim tried to pry Steve’s hand away; Billy bit hard into the hand that held him.

      “For Pete’s sake!” Steve fought to maintain his grasp. “Give’s a hand with these scallywags.”

      The boys inflicted pain as they twisted and turned. In fury, they scratched and punched with their free hands. Well-aimed kicks landed on Steve’s shins. He couldn’t maintain his grip. He let go. Both boys broke away.
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      Dave leapt from the truck and landed with a thud. Late middle age and a stocky build were no barriers to his agility, yet he hesitated to join in.

      Steve lunged after Billy and grabbed his wrist. Pinning both the boy’s arms tight behind his back, he jerked the lad off the ground when he tried to kick.

      Coral reached down to lift Jarrah, and they clung together. “Jim, take Jarrah.”

      Jim rushed back to his mother and stood at the back of the truck, reaching up as she passed Jarrah over the tailgate into his arms. Billy struggled against Steve’s restraining hold.

      The women gazed warily around. Allora’s expression was one of terror.

      Coral spoke calmly to help her focus. “Ready?”

      Allora nodded. Jim stepped to the side, holding Jarrah in his arms. Dave moved within arm’s reach of the boy. Jim drew Jarrah close to his chest, and his arms wrapped tight around him.

      Dave prepared to grasp Jim, should he try to bolt. He gestured for Coral and Allora to leave the truck. “Like the man said, housemaids out.”

      The sisters faced each other. Steve watched as they lifted their skirts high and their slender legs stretched up over the tailgate. Billy used Steve’s distraction to land a well-aimed knee into Steve’s groin. Steve doubled over onto his knees. He dropped his head to the ground, moaning. He clung to Billy, despite the boy kicking his head.

      The dirt crunched beneath Coral’s and Allora’s feet. Steve glanced towards the sound. Billy lobbed a kick into Steve’s face. It glanced off the side of his nose and rammed into his left eye. Blood spurted onto his honey-brown face and hair.

      “Bullseye!” Jim shrieked in glee.

      Steve glared at Jim with one eye closed and his bloodied face distorted with pain. He turned Billy to face away from him, grasped his ears and twisted them.

      The corellas mimicked Billy’s cry of pain. Gum leaves fluttered from the trees as the birds paced along the branches. The leaves settled on the ground around the awkward impasse of men, women and children. Coral and Jim moved closer together.

      Coral snatched Jarrah from Jim’s arms. “Scram!”

      Jim swung around and rushed to help Billy. “Ahh!” He launched himself at Steve.

      “Break free, Billy!” Allora rushed towards her son. “Quick!”

      Dave lumbered forward and grabbed Jim before the boy could reach Billy. They both crashed to the ground and scuffled. Dave clung tight to Jim’s arm and dodged Jim’s wild kicks.

      Then the boy froze. Dave and Allora twisted and gasped in alarm. Ray held a rifle with the barrel thrust into Coral’s neck. She stood motionless. The rifle barrel depressed flesh.

      “Lord, help us.” Dave tried to push Jim behind his back. “Stay behind me,” he muttered. “So close to the homestead and safety, then this—madman.”

      The muzzle pressed on Coral’s throat, a white-knuckled finger on the trigger. Dave yanked Jim, trying to thrust him behind his back. Jim struggled to stay where he could see his mother. Her eyes pleaded. She still held her missing sister’s child.

      Only Ray fully understood the plan. Okay, so he had risked being seen near the homestead, but everything else was still going as he intended. “Boys in the back of the truck,” he drawled.

      “Put that away,” Dave yelled. He released Jim, moved fast and forcibly redirected the angle of the barrel.

      Allora flung herself on Ray as he tried to regain control of the rifle. She grabbed the barrel and pointed it away from them, toward the treetops.

      Ray lifted his leg, his knee raised high, and he thrust forward. His boot rammed into Allora’s stomach, and she sprawled backward. Holding the rifle with his strong right hand, Ray’s muscular left arm reached for and wrenched Jarrah from Coral. He hurled the boy into the truck.

      Swinging around, he drove his clenched fist towards Coral’s jaw as she twisted her fingers into his sideburns and clamped down tight. Her head cracked as his fist connected. She stumbled backward, skidding along the ground on her back.

      Dave placed a firm hand on Jim. “Steady, boy. Stay cool.”

      Both women lay still, their gazes fixed on their sons and the three men. Blood poured from Coral’s mouth. She lifted her clenched fists triumphantly in the air and grinned through blood-coated teeth as she held aloft the two handfuls of grey hair she’d ripped out of Ray’s head.

      Ray placed both hands on the rifle, his face deep purple, his eyelids narrowed. He lowered the rifle and pointed it at Coral.

      “No!” Dave yelled. “Everything is under control,” he hastened to speak calmly. He lifted his right arm slowly toward Ray. “Now put that away.”

      Ray hesitated and then slowly raised the rifle barrel to point to the sky.

      “Ray, get in the truck,” Steve said. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Run, boys,” Coral and Allora screamed.

      From behind Billy, Steve passed his arm over the boy’s right shoulder and grasped him under the left arm, exerting pressure on his neck and chest. He grabbed the back of the boy’s trousers, yanked tight and frog marched the struggling youngster to the tailgate. At twenty-one and fit, Steve easily grabbed Billy’s right arm and leg and flung him into the truck. Dave tried to copy his actions with Jim, but he struggled to control him. The boy bent his head to Dave’s arm and bit into flesh. Steve yanked Jim by the back of his collar, lifted, and flung him in with Billy and Jarrah.

      The thud as their boys struck metal gave the women the will to struggle to their feet. “Get out! Run!” they shouted.

      Birds shrieked in unison.

      Billy and Jim tried to obey their mothers by crawling towards the tailgate. They stopped to touch Jarrah, who lay motionless where he had hit the metal tray.

      Dave and Steve jumped in and forced the two lads away from the open tailgate. Ray clambered into the cab, released the brake and crunched the  gears into place. Gravel and dust sprayed from the wheels as the truck built up speed.

      The late afternoon sun turned the escarpment of Fife Ridge red-gold. White corellas circled in the cobalt sky, squealing in unison with Coral’s and Allora’s cries. Dust filled the women’s eyes and airways and turned to mud on their tear-covered cheeks as they ran in the wake of the lurching truck.

      They shrieked their torment, stumbling blindly through the billowing dust cloud behind the truck.

      The end of the dirt road turned to a mirage of shimmering silver with an ochre dust trail. The exhausted women crashed face down in the dirt, distraught beyond words or logical thought. They lay still, wanting to die there on the main road from North Queensland to Fife Springs.
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      Early September 1946, Iain stood on the steps of Parliament house. He had arranged a tour of inspection of Aboriginal boys’ homes and missions across the three Eastern states of Australia. While his duties were intended to be diplomatic, and he would be expected to report on the success of each institution, his personal agenda was to find Jarrah, Billy, and Jim.
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      A silver-haired man entered the dormitory at Kellincha Aboriginal Boys’ Training Home. His leather-soled shoes reverberated on the timber floorboards as he strode to bed number thirty-seven. Placing his bag on the floor, he gave a quick glance at two boys watching him. “I’m Doctor O’Brien.” He bent over Jarrah. “Now let’s see what we’ve got here.”

      Billy and Jim crowded close to his elbows, making it difficult for him to examine the five-year-old boy on the mattress.

      The doctor glared at Jim for knocking his right arm. He glanced to his left as Billy jolted him and thought the boys’ faces identical, right down to the pain expressed in their eyes. Reminding himself that his job was to see what could be done for number thirty-seven, he tried not to concern himself with thirty-seven’s nine-year-old cousins.

      Having the boys’ home in his district weighed heavily on his mind. He embraced the long hours of work in the surgery and home visits within the town, but the additional workload of checking up on the boys in this home pushed him beyond exhaustion.

      As Doctor O’Brien bent over Jarrah, a black sedan bearing the Australian Coat of Arms—a red kangaroo and an emu supporting a shield containing the emblems for each of the Australian states—pulled up at the entrance to the boys’ home.

      As he lifted each of Jarrah’s eyelids and observed how the boy’s pupils reacted quickly to light, a chauffeur held open the rear door for the passenger in the charcoal-grey suit and navy-blue tie.

      Iain Fife ducked his head low to clear the doorframe before stepping out to be greeted by the waiting assembly of men and boys.

      In the dormitory, Doctor O’Brien tried hard not to become emotionally involved. “Too late for this one.” He turned off his penlight and straightened up, striving to appear business like. The boy on his right knocked him.

      “What?” Jim’s eyes appeared darker than usual, and his dilated pupils expressed his fear and fury.

      “Mind your manners, boy.” Doctor O’Brien looked towards the dormitory door. “Why isn’t a supervisor here controlling these boys?”

      He was weary of being a health care officer for institutionalised children. He’d been treating the Kellincha boys for years, and his high ideals that Kellincha was their salvation had faded. He’d witnessed too much sickness without physical cause. His medicine couldn’t heal the grief these boys exhibited. He turned away, knowing he mustn’t become affected by their emotional distress if he was to continue doing his job well.

      “Do something for him, please.” Billy jostled close.

      He pushed the boy away. Concern that he might get scabies played heavily on his mind. He didn’t like being touched, especially by the new boys. He’d leave orders for these boys to be inspected and treated with kerosene and olive oil to get rid of itch mites before they mixed with the others.

      Doctor O’Brien yanked his arm away from the cousins who tugged at his sleeve. He averted his eyes from the sight of Billy and Jim pointing to the small child on the low bed, and their beseeching looks. “Nothing I can do to help him.” He fumbled as he replaced the penlight into his bag.

      “Make him better,” Jim demanded. “You’re a doctor.”

      The doctor grabbed his bag. “Sooner he slips away, the better for him.”

      “You mongrel,” Jim snarled.

      Billy’s eyes expressed disbelief.

      “Do not feed him.” Doctor O’Brien stepped away, anxious to leave.

      “Ahh!” Jim charged at him, shoving him in the chest. A tuning fork and stethoscope clattered to the floor.

      “Stop!” A purplish tinge crept under the doctor’s skin as he pushed Jim back.

      Jim raged at him, punching his chest.

      “I’ll speak to the supervisors about your attitude.” Doctor O’Brien scooped up his equipment, shoved it in the bag, snapped it shut and swung it at Jim. “Help! Supervisor, come quick!” He held Jim at arm’s length with his free hand.

      “Yaaaahhh!” Jim yelled. He broke free and searched for a weapon, something to use to express his frustrations. No possessions, nothing, just rows of bunk beds. Jim grasped a bed and slung it at the man.

      The doctor jumped out of the way. “Young man, people are trying to do what they think is best for you boys.”

      “Please, stay and make him better,” Billy pleaded.

      “That bloke, Dave whatever, wasted five quid sending me here to check up on you kids.” Doctor O’Brien glanced through the door into the empty corridor. “Supervisor. Get in here.”

      “Dave paid for you to care for Jarrah?” Jim tried hard to sound pleasant. “Please fix him.”

      “Such a sweet, innocent-looking face.” The doctor bent to re-examine Jarrah.

      “Shame. Such a waste,” he muttered as he listened to Jarrah’s chest. “Sound lungs, good heartbeat. He might recover.” He fingered the boy’s blond hair. “Easily assimilated. Would have had so much potential.”

      Jim clenched his fists, his face red with rage. “Are you saying he’s only worth saving cause he looks like a whitey?”

      “Now, hold on.” The doctor raised a hand in a halt sign to Jim. “Don’t put words in my mouth.” He examined the abnormal lump at the back of Jarrah’s head. “Try to keep him still. The pressure  on his brain has to diminish before he can recuperate.”

      Billy and Jim blinked at him with blank expressions. They were smart boys, but that wasn’t language they knew.

      “That bump has to go down,” the doctor explained. “He has to be kept extremely quiet if he’s to get better.”

      “We’ll care for him; keep him still,” Jim agreed.

      “Don’t feed him. Without a gag reflex, he cannot swallow.”

      “What can we do?” Billy’s voice was high-pitched.

      “Put a wet cloth in his mouth. Not so wet that water drips down his throat. Wait until he begins to suck before you increase his water.”

      “What then?” Billy asked.

      “Let’s get him to that stage first.”

      “You’ll come back?” Billy moved close to Jarrah and clasped his still hand.

      “I will if your friend here doesn’t plan to attack me again for trying to do my job.” Doctor O’Brien rose, picked up his bag again and turned to Jim.

      You need to get that chip off your shoulder. Be grateful for what this home can do for you.”

      “I had a home,” Jim said sullenly.

      “You have a daddy, boy?” Doctor O’Brien inhaled and stood tall and still. His eyes penetrated the boy’s thin veil of bravado.

      Jim blinked, trying not to feel intimidated.

      “I’m sorry. I truly am,” the Doctor said. “You’ll study here. They’ll send you to learn a trade when you’re fifteen. Kellincha Aboriginal Boy’s Training Home is a good place for you fatherless boys.”

      “We have lots of fathers,” Billy said.

      By multiple fathers, Doctor O’Brien misunderstood the Woggan-Wandong’s extended close-family nurturing of close relatives acting as parents and presumed the boys were better off away from mothers he assumed were promiscuous. “Later, when you’re grown up and have an apprenticeship, you can attend the dances at Kompley. You’ll meet charming white girls there, find one you like, settle down and raise a family. The dances are mixed.”

      He walked to the door with his back to the boys. “We’re not prejudiced here. It’s a good town and we all want to give you boys a chance at a decent life.” He turned and gazed steadily at Jim, expecting a reply. “You just need to learn how to act like a young gentleman and raise your standard. Don’t go back and mix with Aboriginals, and you can have a good future.”

      Jim squirmed under his gaze. His face twisted in frustration at the reply he felt forced to give. “Yes, Sir.”

      “Good.” Doctor O’Brien regretted that he couldn’t do more for the boys than encourage them to accept the separation from their Aboriginal family that the assimilation laws forced on them. He left the room quickly before the situation took a deeper emotional toll on him. He’d have to report Jim; he needed to be certain the boys did not attack him when he was trying to help them.

      The office was vacant when Doctor O’Brien got there. He looked around the schoolroom. It was empty. Through the window, he saw the car with the Commonwealth Coat of Arms on it and a tall man talking to a group of young teenagers while the principal and teachers hovered nearby. He guessed that he would not be introduced to the politician. Doctor O’Brien debated if he should barge out there and request that the government representative come inside and visit the sick bay and the dormitory, where young Jarrah lay.

      Iain Fife turned and strode toward the front steps of the building. Doctor O’Brien turned and hurried to catch up with him.

      A small frown crossed the supervisor’s face. He acted quickly. He thrust his hand into his pocket as he moved toward the chauffeur. He then grasped the chauffeur’s hand in a firm shake as he leaned forward to speak close to his ear.

      “Ahem, sir, Mr Fife.” The chauffeur twisted his head toward the vehicle.

      Iain’s face indicated his displeasure when the chauffeur drew close and whispered, “The ladies guild at the Compley sporting arena have afternoon tea waiting, and the local seat is in jeopardy. My orders are to remind you that this Aboriginal boys’ home visit was your idea, but it will not win the votes that drinking tea at the sporting club and posing with a few babies will bring the party. We mustn’t be late, sir.”

      Iain turned back to the supervisor and teachers. “Have I seen all the boys?”

      “You have, Mr Fife.” Several men spoke as one.

      Iain walked passed them to the boys who, after a sideways glance at their teachers, moved out of the assembly line to shake Iain’s extended hand and to receive pats on the shoulders. They beamed in delight at his promise.

      “I’ll not forget any of you.” Iain twisted his mouth as he glanced to the car. The chauffeur stood at attention holding the door open. “I wonder if the voters realise that the chauffeurs have the final say in running the country?”

      The boys laughed. “Goodbye, Mr Fife.”

      “Goodbye, young men. Be proud of who you are now while taking advantage of the opportunities offered. I’m working for you, and not for the affluent people you will see me photographed beside in the papers.”

      Doctor O’Brien strode out of the front door as the chauffeur shut the passenger side door. He waved at the tinted window. Iain wound the window down and craned his neck toward the man carrying the doctor’s bag. Doctor O’Brien hurried down the step as the car accelerated and moved away.
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      Jim manoeuvred the bed back into position while Billy poured water onto his clean handkerchief and put the wet portion in Jarrah’s mouth.

      The sound of men’s footsteps rushing towards them caused both boys to jump back and stand rigid. Jim closed his eyes and braced himself. Two supervisors grabbed him. He was hauled outside and thrown in the dirt.

      “Get up and fight.”

      “Make me!” Jim instantly regretted his boldness.

      Yanked up by the back of his collar, Jim curled his lip and struggled to rise as his shirtfront cut “into his throat. Boys gathered in a half circle in front of him. Men lined up behind and shoved him. Jim was propelled forward into a melee of boys, who came at him from every direction with their fists up and punching.

      Jim tried hard to duck out of the scrum. “Stupid Drongos!” he yelled.

      Someone struck him in the face. He hadn’t seen the blow coming. Men behind him called out numbers, ranking his chances to remain standing. He raised his clenched fists to protect his face. Struck in the belly and under the ribs and in excruciating pain, Jim welcomed the blow rendering him temporarily unconscious. He collapsed on the ground.

      There was no reprieve as he recovered consciousness. The dazed boy was heaved up and thrown towards advancing boys, all of them teenagers who’d needed to harden to survive. Stunned by a heavy blow to the side of his head, Jim hit the dirt again. They allowed him to stay down for the count of ten. Rolling over, he tried to get up, and a boy kicked him in the ribs amidst hoots of laughter.

      Jim brought his hands up above his ribs; he didn’t dare touch his chest, as the pain was intense. He moved his hand to his jaw to stem the bleeding and lay gasping where he’d fallen in the dust. Someone dragged him aside.”
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      They came for Billy. He stood trembling, hesitating to leave Jarrah’s side, but stood up and walked ahead as ordered.

      The supervisors pushed Billy in front of the semicircle of boys.

      A teacher stood with the boys in the half circle formation and waved his arms for them to back up and widen the boxing area. “You’ll come each day and learn to fight.” He put his arm on the shoulder of a boy of similar size to Billy and pushed him into the circle and beckoned for Billy to step forward. “Keep your hands high and punch. When you see your way clear, punch into the belly. Hit fast and hard.” With a loud “Fight,” he stepped out of the way.

      Billy tried to stand still and take whatever judgement these white Elders had chosen for him. He didn’t understand boxing. “My family believes in talking over problems; we don’t fight.” He held his fists up, but they trembled weakly and wouldn’t strike back.

      In the Woggan-Wandong community, even when serious offences were committed that demanded someone be struck on the head with a club or speared in the side, they always took their punishment bravely. No one argued with the Elders’ judgements.

      An uppercut blow caught him under the ribs, knocking his wind out. As he fell forward, a blow struck him in the face, and blood poured from his broken nose. Like Jim, he lay still and found himself being dragged over the rough ground.

      The supervisors set upon Jim again. They stripped him while a master flexed his cane and cracked it in the air. The cane struck his flesh.

      Billy lay in the dirt flinching as they thrashed his cousin.

      Jim’s soft skin was lacerated. They held his legs apart and beat him on the tender flesh on the inside of his thighs. Then they carried him to the stables and locked him in solitary confinement so he wouldn’t be seen until the welts and bruises on his body healed.

      Billy was forced to fight a boy every afternoon. The boxing coach barked orders at him. “If you don’t fight hard enough, you won’t be allowed out of the ring.”
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      “Harry struggled to settle in back home in Sydney after spending a year in the country with his Uncle Iain and Grandpa Alan. It had been a shock to discover from Iain that the reason his parents had no time for him was because they were engaged in criminal activities. He withdrew even further than before into his self-made fantasy world with his imaginary friend Charlotte.

      His one-year-old sister had no concept of what a mother was. To Emily, her mother Lesley was the scented lady from the fashion house downstairs. The housekeeper, Janice, was the lady who kept everything upstairs tidy, and that included her and her brother Harry.

      When Harry was near them, both Emily and Janice watched him with their lips and brows drawn in tighter than usual and their eyes following his movements. Sometimes Emily would play at being asleep when he was near her. She’d clench her mouth closed and watch him through eyelashes and nearly closed eyelids.

      “Whatever were you doing?” The housekeeper scooped Harry into her arms. Janice carried her seven-year-old charge into the kitchen and propped him on a stool.

      “How can I get my work done?”

      “I saw rats,” Harry said.

      “You imagine things.”

      “I was giving Emily stuff so the rats would leave her alone.”

      “The rat plague is over. They poisoned them. Now stay away from your sister.”

      “Did Grandpa Ray get rid of the housemaids’ children with the rat poison?”

      “Harry! What a dreadful thing to say. Go to your room and play with Emily.”
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      Jim returned from solitary confinement when his skin healed over. In the darkness of the dormitory at night, Billy hugged him and cried quietly. “I just want to be out of this place,” he whispered.

      “We have to be strong. We can’t escape with Jarrah, and we’ve got to take care of him,” Jim reasoned. He held Billy and comforted him. A lump rose in Jim’s throat, but he couldn’t cry.

      Billy understood and from then on threw all the effort he could muster into the boxing bouts.

      It suited Jim to follow orders to participate in boxing training, as it gave him a release from the rage within him. He fought an older Kellincha boy every day and took naturally to throwing strong punches. He coached Billy, not only to defend himself but also to take down a heavier opponent. Both boys set their minds to becoming professional boxers.
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      “Though Emily and Harry were distant half-cousins to Jarrah and his cousins, they were more of Scottish than Woggan-Wandong ancestry. Brought up as white children in the Fife-Mayer family’s luxury apartment in the sophisticated city, they received no more adult affection than the institutionalised Aboriginal boys at Kellincha.

      The chore of nurturing the Fife-Mayer children fell on Janice’s shoulders, along with maintaining the apartment and the catering for dinner guests, the latter two considered the most important.

      Janice thought Harry’s eyes often focused on and followed something that wasn’t there. “What do you think you’re looking at, Harry?”

      “My secret.”

      “You’re not the same boy since you came back from your Uncle Iain’s place. It must be the influence of those housemaids’ brats.”

      “My family got rid of them.”

      “Yes, your Uncle Iain and Grandpa Alan should have done that sooner. Thank goodness, they’ve seen sense, and those boys are gone.”
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      A petite child waited alone at the back door for her father. Emily’s forehead and cheeks were almost hidden in an abundance of red-gold curls styled to emulate the child film star Shirley Temple. Yet she knew she was a disappointment to all, as no amount of curls could disguise the large nose and jutting jaw on her gaunt, pale face.

      With rag doll in one hand, and clutching a daisy chain in the other, she listened to her heart seeming to thump in time to her father’s footsteps coming up the back staircase.

      Peter Mayer glanced at his daughter as he thrust the door open. “Janice,” he bellowed and strode up the hall, quickening his pace as he neared the living room entry of the palatial townhouse over his wife’s business premises.

      Emily held the daisy chain, leaping and trying to loft it onto her father’s head.

      He shoved her aside. “Don’t ever take my children to the park again. Do you hear?”

      The housekeeper met him as he rounded the corner into the lounge room. Her face was flushed; she still gripped the dish mop, cradling it in her left hand. “I thought it would be alright now, Sir.” Her eyes flashed back and forth anxiously between her employer and the drips that fell on the Persian carpet. “You said Simmo was in Long Bay Prison, Sir.”

      “Hmph! Tax evasion. He got two years. Everyone knows he organised the face slashings.”

      “How does that affect your children?”

      “Just damn well do as I say, Janice.”

      Emily scooped Moonface into her arms. She crushed the offending daisy chain and listened to her father raging at Janice for not protecting her and Harry properly.

      “It’s your job to keep the children in this house and out of our way. I’ve important guests and our business isn’t yours or the children’s.”

      Janice scurried back to the kitchen.

      Daddy frightens Janice. Emily bent over Moonface doll and clung to her. Little Jack Horner sat in the corner. She walked slowly to her thinking spot and wondered if Jack Horner sucked his thumb because he was scared of Simmo using a razor when his gentle approach didn’t get results.

      In her childlike way, Emily was aware that she either needed to become invisible through silence or be locked away for protection from others. If she’d had adult language to express the confused feelings regarding her safety, they might have sounded like this.

      All the men Daddy knows are scary. Henchmen Pointy and Boots. Funny names, but they aren’t funny. Pointy has razor blades in the toe of his shoes. Boots has metal toecaps to kick and stomp on people he doesn’t like. Daddy and Mummy keep me and Harry safe inside away from people like that.

      Emily sat in the corner, like little Jack Horner. They let her. Harry got rushed from the room when adults called. Emily just wiggled back further into the corner, making herself as invisible as little Jack bending over and hugging Moonface doll so she too would be invisible and be allowed to stay and listen.

      They allowed her to say. After all, they believed that she was deaf and mute and retarded at that.

      Emily could speak. She alone knew that. She spoke in her head all the time and things happened around Emily when adults forgot she was near. As an intelligent child, she quickly discovered when she didn’t make a noise and pretended she couldn’t hear, adults said interesting things.

      She was more scared of Grandpa Ray than Simmo or Pointy and Boots, whom she hoped never to meet. Daddy lets Grandpa Ray in the house when Mummy isn’t home to keep him out.

      As frightened as she was of Grandpa Ray, she didn’t want to miss any of his stories. She sat in the corner and listened and learned about a boy called Jarrah and Billy and Jim, the two younger sons of Alan Fife, her other Grandpa. She also learned about the time when Grandpa Ray got his leg shot at. He liked to rub his thigh and talk about the bastards, especially the time when she was one-year-old when he’d decided there wasn’t going to be any Fife bastards around to make any future claim to the Fife property.

      Mummy is Grandpa Alan’s oldest child, and Daddy likes the idea that she should be his heir. It’s funny how Daddy doesn’t tell Mummy how he and Grandpa plan for her to inherit all of her family’s property.

      Being as intuitive as Jarrah, Emily knew not to trust Harry. When Harry approached her, Emily pretended to sleep with her mouth clamped shut. When she was allowed to toddle around out of her cot, Harry gave her chocolate. She sat on the stairs squashing the chocolate under the carpet runner, hopeful that Janice wouldn’t find it.
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      “Jarrah recovered from concussion and joined in activities with other boys his age. Jim and Billy brought him to watch them spar. Jarrah far preferred it when they took him to help with the kitchen garden or the farm work.

      After a year of training, Jim excelled at boxing. “Billy and I are going to become professional boxers.”

      “Why?” Jarrah fidgeted.

      “The big kids won’t touch you if we can fight,” Billy said. “In this place, you’ve got to learn how.”

      “I don’t want to.” Jarrah strode towards the kitchen door.

      Billy and Jim watched with affection as Jarrah returned with a basket.

      “I’m going to collect eggs by myself.”

      The ten-year-old cousins continued to spar, and then when Jarrah hadn’t returned, they went to fetch him. They found the basket of eggs and their six-year-old cousin pretending to be a rooster. He crouched at eye level with a black rooster and walked on bent legs, following it and dragging the ends of his baggy shorts on the ground. When he stood up, he trailed black goo down his legs. Billy grabbed Jarrah up from the sloppy ground and Jim took the basket.

      They carried the egg basket and Jarrah, laughing as they went to the gully trap. There they washed the dirty boy and the eggs under the running tap.

      “Your totem can’t guide you home until you’re able to collect eggs without getting rooster shit on your pants.” Jim handed Jarrah the basket of cleaned eggs.

      “Then, we can all go home?” Jarrah beamed with pleasure.

      “We will leave when we’ve taught you all we know.” Billy smiled.

      Jarrah scowled. “But we’re not allowed to learn our stuff here.”

      Jim ruffled Jarrah’s sun-bleached hair. “We’ll take you on dairy duties and teach you things while we are out of earshot of others.”

      “We won’t let you lose contact with country,” Billy said.

      Jim held Jarrah’s arm tight for a moment. “Don’t tell anyone that we teach you about home.”

      “I won’t tell.”

      Billy and Jim watched, as doting parents might, as Jarrah scurried away to take the eggs to the cook.

      Jarrah returned, prancing with joy at the praise he’d received.

      “See, life here isn’t too bad if you work to fit in,” Billy said.

      Jarrah’s expression became solemn. “I want to go home. Teach me quick.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            TRADITIONAL CULTURE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “That night, Jarrah’s recurrent dream of leaning out of the back of a truck, calling for his father to charge up on his white horse and rescue them, turned once again to terror as his father and his horse disappeared into a mirage on the horizon. Jim woke him and rocked the younger boy in his arms while whispering stories.

      Jarrah glanced to make sure the other boys in the dormitory were asleep then whispered, “Don’t let me stay here too long.”

      “There’s no hurry,” Jim said. “When you get home, the Rainbow Serpent will still be resting at the bottom of the Dreaming Billabong, where the Great Eagle Man sent him. Nothing will change. Dreaming Billabong will wait for you.”

      “Tell me about Eagle Man.” Jarrah wiped away his tears.

      Billy lay on his back and talked quietly. “He makes sure the Woggan-Wandong laws are kept sacred and inseparable from everyday matters.”

      “We don’t tell whitefellas about him,” Jim said,

      “They only think they know about him,” Billy said. “Our people told them top-level stories, and they added their own and created the Bunyip to explain him.”

      “Billy and I can teach you the middle-level “stories we’ve been taught,” Jim said. “You will learn the deeper levels from the Elders.”

      Jarrah propped himself up on an elbow, his eyes open wide, his face glowing with anticipation. “When?”

      “When they think you are ready to be trusted with the knowledge,” Billy said.

      “The deep knowledge must never be shared outside of our family,” Jim said.

      “So, if we keep the whitefellas believing there’s a bunyip protecting the billabong, the Rainbow Serpent can rest undisturbed?” Jarrah asked.

      Billy and Jim answered as one, and both reached to hug Jarrah as they spoke. “Yes.”

      Jarrah loved the stories and his nightmares changed to dreams of living beside the billabong, which became his burning ambition.

      Weaving stories about each location of their home country—rilla, the gravel; tapi, the sand; and their beloved yaru, the mountainous country—Billy and Jim taught Jarrah Woggan-Wandong language.

      They held his hand and taught him the dance of the rock wallaby climbing the cliff face. They told him of the cliff caves, and Jarrah imagined making his home there overlooking the billabong and the land he wanted to own.

      “We live by the law—the most food for the least work,” Billy said. “That’s why the supervisors here think we have to be trained out of laziness.”

      “Seeing us sitting on the cliff edge, watching the land below, the whitefellas never realise we are hunting,” Jim said. “Late at night, when others are asleep, we’ll wake you and take you into word pictures.”

      “Show me.” Jarrah lay back in his bed, content in Jim’s arms, and closed his eyes and entered the word picture.”
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      Jarrah plunged into the water of the billabong. Billy speared fish and put them on forked branches. Jim showed Jarrah how to pick the largest lily leaf, and Jarrah held the leaf in front of his face and lay partly submerged in the water. While holding the stick with the fish mounted on top just in front of the leaf, Jarrah seized the leg of a greedy water bird as it tried to steal his fish.

      “We watch and learn the secrets of all creatures,” Billy said. “This pleases the Rainbow Spirit.”

      “Why don’t the whitefellas understand our hunting?” Jarrah asked.

      “They don’t want to understand,” Jim said. “They want the little that’s left of our hunting land, so they try to force a different life on us.”

      In the word picture, Jarrah visualised a young girl entering the water to dive to retrieve roots from the water plants. She swam back to the water’s edge and filled her basket with the potato-like food. Then she dived again for more. The Dreaming Spirit tangled her legs in the reeds, in anger that she had been greedy and gathered more food than needed.

      The boys rushed from the water yelling for help, and the girl’s family ran to her assistance, diving into the water. They brought her body to the surface. Jarrah opened his eyes and left the word picture. He understood the lesson.
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      Jarrah attended Kellincha classes, such as they were. They were mostly about how he was to grow up speaking English, renounce his Aboriginality, and learn to work in white society.

      Most things he was taught in the classroom contradicted the lessons he received from his cousins, who were equally determined he maintain his knowledge of and belief in Woggan-Wandong traditions. Jarrah decided that survival meant following both laws.

      Fleeting memories from the past came to him. He remembered his beautiful dark-skinned mother and his father, whose face was a lighter brown shade, similar to Jarrah’s skin tone. There were stockmen and graziers, their skin every shade of brown, and he knew they were his Woggan-Wandong family.

      He recalled living in a big homestead and not in the Woggan-Wandong Mountains that Billy and Jim spoke of. He also remembered an uncle. Jarrah struggled to place exactly who this uncle was.

      At night, while he lay under the coarse blanket in a bed within a row of beds, he decided that if the Dreaming Billabong country owned him, then he had to own the Dreaming Billabong. He was certain that if he owned the land, they could never take him away from his country again. In these quiet moments, Jarrah pieced together in his mind most of the people from his past and a time they had grouped together two years earlier to celebrate peace. He memorised his father’s words:

      Dreaming Billabong reflects every colour of the Rainbow Serpent that rests in its depth. When the serpent sleeps and silver, ghostly plumes of mist rise from the still waters, even life-hardened swagmen swear they hear a ghost.

      The memory made him long for his Dreaming Billabong and family.
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      In a luxury Sydney apartment, two-year-old Emily lay in her cot, wishing someone would unlock the door and let her out. But her Mum and the housekeeper said she would get into too much trouble. Something was going on, and she wanted to know what it was.

      She sat up, hearing the click of the lock. Someone was entering her room. She jumped up when she saw the tall, slender man, his brown face lit with joy upon seeing her.

      “Uncle Iain!”

      She loved his smell. It wasn’t cloying like her mother’s scent. His seemed clean, and she fancied it would be how happy things like earth and the sunshine on your skin would smell.

      Uncle Iain hugged Emily. It pleased her that he seemed to like her smell as he breathed deeply. That helped her put up with the housekeeper’s daily scrubbings with smelly brown soap.

      Uncle Iain’s visits were heaven. He sat and talked to her for hours and his words changed her boring room into a magical waterhole. “Your curtains make patterns on the wall like water ripples—see?” He showed her, by opening the window two inches, that the housekeeper wasn’t God, and you could defy her rules—if you were as tall as Uncle Iain.

      The breeze flowed through the lace curtains, causing them to move. Emily giggled when Iain made a shadow image of a duck swimming on the light-and-shade ripple pattern that the curtain cast.

      “I’m searching for your cousins.” Iain hugged her and stood, stroking her hair before stepping back. His smile faded. “I’m going to find them and you will come visit me and have playmates.”

      Emily held her arms out.

      “I’ll teach you and Jarrah to swim in the waterhole we call the Dreaming Billabong.” He touched his hand to his lips and blew her a kiss goodbye. “First, I have to find the boys and bring them home.”

      “Fin’ Jar-ha,” Emily said.

      “I will find Jarrah.” Iain nodded his head. “He is as special to me as you are, and you mean the world to me.” He strode back to her cot and kissed her forehead. “I am sorry I cannot be closer to you. Maybe one day you will have a long visit to your home country.”

      Emily watched wide-eyed as the man with the wonderful friendly smell about him stood and left the room. She could not remember hearing soothing words like those before. She quivered when the sound of his outraged voice floated up the stairs and through her massive bedroom door. He used her mother and father’s names, Lesley and Peter, as if he did not like them—or her cot.
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      Footsteps, men talking, and an unusual sound of bumping on the stairs alerted Emily that Uncle Iain had spoken to God again and told him she had grown since his last visit and was too big for a cot.

      Emily danced a jig when the door unlocked, opened. Men carried a mattress and base far larger than that of her cot. Best of all, the bed did not have the bars around it, as the cot had, to confine her.

      “You were getting too big to keep lifting.” Janice grunted as she lifted Emily out of the cot and set her on the floral carpet. “Stand in the corner. Stay out of my way.”

      Emily watched as the bed was made up with white sheets that smelt of starch and crackled as the housekeeper yanked them into ridged formed corner tucks.

      “If you are old enough for a bed, then it is time you believed in God.” Janice spoke toward the pillow she shook. She thrust the pillow on the bed.

      Emily did believe in God. He alone recognised her growing needs. He always brought her just what she needed the day after one of Uncle Iain’s visits.

      Alone again, after Iain left, and feeling important because she was loved both by Uncle Iain and God, the benevolent bed giver, Emily entertained herself by watching the patterns that the sunshine or the moonlight made on the walls after it passed through the lace curtains.

      As her brother Harry listened and talked to his delusion, Charlotte, Emily played in the curtain pattern ripples with her imaginary friend Jarrah. She practiced being Jarrah’s friend in preparation for when they would be together at the Dreaming Billabong.

      Even a two-year-old senses that there are different races of people in the world. Emily understood to respect those, like the housekeeper, who locked doors behind them and who needed firmly tucked corners in their life. But, Emily knew she was of Uncle Iain and Jarrah's race, people who needed the bedcovers unrestrained over their feet, a sky above their head, and no bars or locks.

      She waited for Uncle Iain to rescue all of them—Jarrah, Harry (the reason she was locked away out “of harm’s reach), and herself. Maybe even Mummy and Daddy needed saving too, but please, would God forgive her if she did not care if he rescued the housekeeper?

      At Kellincha, as near to the eastern coastline as Emily lived, but two hundred and seventy-five miles further north, Jarrah imagined being rescued by an uncle he faintly recalled.
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      A year later, in the Kellincha dormitory, Billy lifted seven-year-old Jarrah’s head from the lumpy kapok pillow. “Tonight we’re going to show you how to make a message stick.”

      Eagerly grasping the small stick, Billy handed it to Jarrah. They sat where the moonlight streamed through the window and examined the wood in the moon glow.

      Squatting beside him, Billy took the stick and carefully removed the bark. The three cousins took turns carving the rounded ends. Then they burnished it smooth with the knife handle.

      Jim showed Jarrah how to carve a spiral groove in the wood. “That’s your life, from the time you were born until when you were stolen.”

      Billy pointed to where the spiral should end. “Now, watch.” Billy took the knife and dug deep with a sharp twist. “That depression shows where they wanted to kill you.”

      “I don’t remember that part,” Jarrah said.

      “You are going to have to learn to be strong enough to kill. We won’t always be here to protect you.” Billy looked around to make sure no one was watching. “Make a wiggly line. That line is your wanderings. Don’t make it big, as you still have a long way to go, so leave most of the message blank.”

      Jarrah happily whittled for hours. Then the cousins cleaned up all evidence of their carving and hid the stick under Jarrah’s pillow. Next morning, the boys went to the far northwest corner of Kellincha, and Jarrah hurled the stick over the fence.

      “Do you think they’ll know I’m coming home one day?”

      “Yes, Jarrah.” Billy hugged him. “Grandfather Kanga will get your message.” They walked back to the dairy and resumed the farm duties, all three boys unusually silent and filled with a wistful longing for home.

      That night, Jarrah cried, and Jim cradled his head to his chest. Billy snuggled in beside him, and the three boys squeezed together in the small bed and hugged under the calico sheet and ex-army-issue grey blanket. Jim and Billy talked about their three mothers so that Jarrah would know them when he returned home.

      “I remember,” Jarrah said. “I keep thinking of a night when the stockmen gathered around a campfire. My father stood and talked. All the men looked up to him. There was a man my dad liked. I think he was my uncle. And an old, crazy boss man who ranted about someone called Charlotte.”

      “Yes, Charlotte is the billabong ghost. That’s whitefella’s spirit, not ours,” Billy said.

      “Our mums were there,” Jarrah said. “I remember them clearly.”

      “That was your Dreaming Billabong home,” Jim said.

      Billy and Jim released Jarrah from their arms.

      “Dream of home,” Billy said. “Tomorrow Jim and I will teach you self-defense.”

      “You taught me that already,” Jarrah mumbled sleepily.

      “How to kill in self defense.” Jim touched his shoulder. “Only if you have too.”

      “Go away.” Jarrah turned his back to his cousins and gazed out the window. “I don’t want to be a fighter—not in the way you and Jim are.” He spoke with determination and without a trace of youthful sweetness in his strong voice. “I’m going home.”
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      “As Jarrah slept in the dormitory in Kellincha, Emily sat in the corner of the dining room in the Sydney apartment.

      The room was abuzz with activity as Lesley greeted some of her fashion house clients. Peter Mayer, Lesley’s husband, welcomed his guests, most of them having more to do with his gambling connections than his architecture business. Leib Turnbull, the couple’s finance manager, circulated with a platter, offering savoury appetisers to the new arrivals.

      Janice darted about setting the table while appearing flustered when told she was to make and serve twenty orders of oysters Kilpatrick, lobster thermidor and complete her tasks by cooking and serving bombe Alaska with zombie cocktails.

      Lesley and Peter considered Emily and Harry shining examples of their skilled parenting. “Children should be seen and not heard.” Emily learned that well. She’d stopped making baby noises and pretended to become mute in front of adults several years before. At first no one had even noticed she didn’t speak. Mostly they just didn’t notice her.

      Emily quietly played pickup sticks in her corner out of the grown-ups way. Harry played with his imaginary friend Charlotte somewhere out of sight, where his parents preferred him to be.

      Emily could speak. She alone knew that. She spoke in her head all the time. It was simply that interesting things happened around Emily when adults forgot she was near. As an intelligent child, she quickly discovered that when she didn’t make a noise and pretended she couldn’t hear, adults said interesting things.

      The cosmopolitan guests at the dinner table believed that she had learning difficulties and she was deaf and mute. They opened up and said things they never would have dared say in front of a hearing child.

      The same thing happened in the daytime. A psychiatrist often came to see Lesley, and she talked to him in front of Emily about the black dog of depression that followed her mummy around.

      Emily knew that Charlotte, whom only Harry could see, and the black dog, seen only by Mummy, hung around because they were both sick.

      People also came, especially to see Emily and ask her questions.

      It angered Harry that she got more attention than he got. These special-needs people took her for excursions, giving the girl an outlet from her withdrawn existence at home.

      Emily sat on a seat while the therapists fussed over her, looked in her ears and gave her jellybeans. Therapists gave her the attention her mummy, daddy and the housekeeper had no time to give.

      Then her mother, Lesley, surprised her. An important specialist from the Royal Eye and Ear Hospital made a home visit to see Emily while his wife came for a fitting for an evening gown. Lesley was so pleased she made Emily a rag doll and gave it to her when the specialist arrived.

      Emily had never had anything as lovely. She hugged Moonface as the specialist examined her. He made
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