
SECRETS
FROMTHEDUST
‘I am held captive and intrigued by
the very first coherent thoughts to

emanate off the first page…’

GGomez 5/5* geckogomez.com

GEORGE HAMILTON



 
 

Secrets From The Dust 

Table of contents: 

Synopsis 
Reviews 
Title Page & Copyright 
Dedication 
Beginning 
Acknowledgements 
Other Books by George Hamilton 
Connect with George Hamilton 



 
 

 

SECRETS FROM THE DUST 

Snatched from her family during the 1960s, Margaret, a 
headstrong Aboriginal girl, is fostered by the McDonalds, in the 
Australian outback, under the government sponsored 
assimilation policies. She stubbornly fights to maintain her 
culture until she can escape or her real parents find her. But soon 
she discovers that she is growing to like many of the customs 
and material possessions of her captors, throwing her into an 
identity crisis, which rips another fault line through her world.  

By the time she grows into a beautiful young woman, she has 
already suffered the disappointments of unrequited love and a 
forbidden desire. Encouraged to hide behind the identity of a 
Southern European, the highly charged political environment of 
the time, and her love for a political activist, forces her to 
confront her true identity. 

George Hamilton studied at the University of East London, 
majoring in development economics. He spent several months 
during 2002 in Australia researching Koori (Aboriginal) culture 
at the Koori Centre, University of Sydney, amongst other places, 
and some of that work is reflected in the novel. He currently 
lives in London, England. 

 



 
 

Reviews: 

4/5* 
‘Harrowing, beautiful and thought-provoking, Secrets From the 
Dust is an impressive novel from George Hamilton. With its 
shocking conclusion it deserves an audience…’(Shelleyrae’s full 
review at Bookdout) 

5/5* 
‘This one hits on the heart of the dreaming and the repercussions 
of stealing the indigenous from their "country"…’(Karyn’s full 
review at Goodreads) 

5/5* 
‘...it was a superbly written, thought provoking book that I just 
didn’t want to put down.’(Joo’s full review at KUForum) 

4/5* 
‘The characters in this story all form a connection with the 
reader. You don’t just read this book, you live it, and that is due 
to the amazing writing of George Hamilton. ...this is an eye 
opener book that should be read by lots of people as a way to put 
some sense into them.’(Guta’s full review at murphyslibrary) 

4/5* 
‘A fabulous read. Wonderfully written and well researched. I 
found the character of Margaret an absorbing one.’(Larelle’s full 
review at Goodreads) 

5/5* 
‘This book was very hard to put down once I got started 
reading... This book is very well written and the characters are so 
easy to become connected with. I feel like this book will be 
enjoyed by many.’(Lynn’s full review at Readers Favorite and 
Amazon.com) 
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‘Secrets From The Dust is a well written book which pulls at the 
heartstrings... Thoroughly enjoyable read would recommend it to 
my friends.’(Rosemary’s full review at Amazon.co.uk) 

4/5* 
‘Secrets from the Dust more than lived up to my expectations... 
the story has encouraged me to search for other stories of 
Australia...’(Gretchen’s full review at Goodreads) 

4/5* 
‘I loved how the author painted the vastly different experiences 
of Aboriginal history between rural and urban Australian life in 
the 50s, 60s and 70s… The book would make great discussion 
for a bookclub.’(Megan’s full review at Goodreads) 

4/5* 
‘Ok, I have to be honest. I have never read something like this 
before as far as I am concern and guess what, I like this book. 
Really…! This book makes me realise that how much you try to 
be someone else, you are still who you are.’(Lolliepop’s full 
review at Goodreads) 
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Chapter 1 

The pang pang gooks all laughed as their several tiny fingers 
raced over the bushes, plucking at the wild riberries, which were 
fat with juice. The girl that they sometimes called Snake-woman-
child darted in and out of the scrub with an athletic ease, eager to 
reach the biggest fruit ahead of the others, with whom she would 
share them afterwards anyway. They were eating more than they 
saved for the elders, who were dancing and singing up some 
spirit back at camp, and the luscious red juice ran down mouths 
and across cheeks, adding to the days-old stains that had already 
accumulated on their T-shirts and dresses. 

A cloud of red dust billowed and raced towards the berry 
pickers, even though the sun was sitting high in the belly of its 
expansive sky and there was no hint of a breeze. They first 
noticed that the flock of chattering budgerigars, which had 
waited patiently on the wing for their chance at the scrub, had 
flown off, and when they stopped listening to their own rowdy 
voices, they heard the roar of the truck towards them, and turned 
to see it at the head of the dust cloud. The little ones ran off as 
the truck careered closer, remembering the warning of their 
parents. But Snake-woman-child stood still, in a game of dare, as 
she knew the elders had mostly warned them about 
cunnichmen—who could do more than arrest drunks and thieves 
for breaking ‘white man’s laws’—and what they had called 
‘smart-dressed types’, driving big black cars. 

The truck stopped in front of her, and two fellas, farmer 
types, jumped out of either door. The men’s skins were only 
lightly touched by the sun, and when one of them lifted his 
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Akubra, his head was bald and his ears white, like the colour of a 
dead man’s bones. “G’day. You know where we can get some 
water, love? Our radiator is as dry as this here track.” He kicked 
at the ground, and the dust landed on his shiny new boots. He 
appeared to ignore her when she didn’t answer, then he lifted the 
bonnet of the truck and stuck his head inside. 

The younger man, who had a few days’ growth on his chin, 
waggled a water bottle over his gaping mouth to indicate it was 
empty, but still she said nothing, and didn’t attempt to close the 
twelve feet between them. Her narrow nose, and translucent blue 
eyes looking out from behind her rusted gum tree skin, 
mesmerised him. He pulled himself away from her spell, went 
back inside the car, and brought out some candy, which he held 
at arm’s length whilst gingerly closing the gap between them. 
All of the remaining berry pickers took a few steps back, but 
Snake-woman-child stepped forward, holding out a handful of 
berries for the exchange. She could feel the eyes of fear from her 
kin heavily on her back, but knew her actions would be sung and 
danced up when the others tasted these new treats. They would 
sing that Snake-woman-child truly had the spirit of her totem 
serpent, and she would hide any hint of individual pleasure and 
sing them up too, so that no one person could take the glory for 
all that had gone on that day, and no one person would be 
without recognition too, because that was the way it had always 
been. 

The men spoke to each other in hushed tones, but the one 
with the candy kept his hunter’s eyes on her just the same. She 
remembered a few of the words she could hear, like slowly and 
pretty blue-eyed one, because it was less than two years since her 
mother had liberated her from the settlement school to go 
walkabout with their mob. This way she would be able to parent 
her in their mob’s ways, and she could be closer to where her 
husband might find work as a sheep shearer or cattleman, as he 
was always on the move. 

“Grab the little mulatto bitch!” the bald-headed man shouted 
when the one bearing gifts was within a foot of the exchange. It 
was then that she noticed the coarse sack hanging from his back, 
and he pulled it out and threw it in an arc, like a whip. It was 
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over her head by the time she had turned and taken two lithe 
strides in the other direction. The other children scattered like 
frightened rabbits. The girl kicked, clawed and screamed more 
violently than a hare caught in a trap, but the two fellas were too 
strong. They tied a rope around the sack, and one of them carried 
the writhing bundle on his shoulder to the back of the truck. He 
threw her into its empty belly real hard, and she hit her head and 
passed out. 

When the girl came to, it was dark, like the deep caves at 
Walara, and she sniffed the oily air in the truck through two 
holes in the sack. The vehicle lurched over uneven ground, and 
its inners rumbled more ferociously than angry thunder. The fear 
woke in her, and she pushed her arms against her bindings, but it 
made breathing the already stale, hot air burn her lungs. So she 
lay still and sang to herself, and each time the fear in her rose, 
she sang louder, so as to block out the screams that were leaping 
from her heart. 

*** 

They arrived at Radley Domestic Training Home for Girls in the 
dead of night. Radley and other segregated training institutions 
like it had been set up by the Chief Protector of the Government 
Protection Board in each of the states. They were the legal 
guardians of all Aboriginal children, and homes like these were 
usually the first stop for those children taken from their families 
due to ‘neglect’, ‘destitution’ or because they were 
‘uncontrollable’, or so the state authorities said. Before the state 
began to take the children, the growing Australia had been in 
need of a cheap source of labour, and when the European settlers 
had first spread out across the outback, they had met fierce 
resistance from the natives with whom they fought over rights to 
land, food and water sources. Once the settlers had won those 
battles, they had then kidnapped Aboriginal women and children 
to provide what labour and recreation they required. Later, the 
policy was carried out in a more formal manner when the 
Government and missionaries took the mixed-race children to 
train in ‘European values and work habits’, before they were 
employed by the settlers in exchange for rations. 
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The men took the sack off the girl in the back of the truck, so 
it couldn’t be seen how they had trussed her up. Then they 
presented her to a rotund woman standing in front of the stone 
building in her dressing gown, with both fists pressed into her 
doughy hips. She carried a two-foot long leather sheathed 
truncheon in one hand, and slapped her foot against the gravel 
with open impatience. 

“This is the girl,” the bald man said, scratching his head. 
“Well, does she have a name?” the woman demanded. The 

men looked at each other and then back at the girl, but she 
seemed to stare straight through them as if they were ghosts. 

“Margaret,” the bolder man said, stroking his coarse chin. 
“Her name is Margaret.” 

“Then thank you and goodnight,” the woman said as she spun 
on her heels and flung the heavy, wrought iron clad, oak door 
open. “Get in,” she commanded, and the girl, who was now 
Margaret, followed her extended arm into a long, pine-floored 
hallway. 

“You will address me as Matron Blythe,” she said as she 
marched a pace ahead. Margaret felt as if she were floating, and 
her mind had lost all of its ability to navigate on its own, so she 
followed Matron Blythe. They climbed a stairway to the first 
floor, and Matron Blythe stopped outside a varnished French 
door. She looked Margaret up and down and tightened her nose 
as if slamming a door. “You’re filthy, but it’s too late for you to 
wash now. The water is turned off at seven. You’ll have to wash 
the bed sheets in the morning.” Her voice fell off. “You will go 
straight to bed and I’ll have no whimpering out of you to wake 
the others, or else there’ll be no breakfast for you in the 
morning.” With that she eased open the doors and led Margaret 
into a large dormitory. Thirty or so iron beds with thin 
mattresses ran in straight, regimented lines down either side of 
the dormitory, and more than half of them were occupied with 
girls fast asleep or keeping as still as they could, so as not to 
provoke the wrath of Matron Blythe. They stopped at an empty 
bed and Matron Blythe pointed Margaret towards it. She 
climbed in wearing the same sweaty dress she had been trussed 
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up in all day and pulled the thin blanket over herself. Only then 
did Matron Blythe leave the room. 

*** 

Margaret lay awake for the longest time while struggling to 
unravel her thoughts, wondering how it was that they had 
become tangled now. She knew she had to escape before these 
people tried to get her to forget her mob’s ways—her mother had 
always advised her to if she was caught—but each time she tried 
to think of it her mind spun a web, and she would be left hanging 
some place, unable to move. Was it a dream? She closed her 
eyes tight and then sprung them open to end the lurid nightmare, 
but she was still in the dark dormitory. A steady breeze floated 
in through one of the grilled windows, left slightly ajar, and it 
seemed to revive her, so she turned her head in the direction 
from which it was coming and breathed more deeply. The cool 
air blew away some of the webs and she started to knit together 
ideas again. She looked around her for some means of escape. 
She had made no plans, but pushed the blanket off her and 
swung her legs onto the floor. Before she could stand, an elfin 
voice sang out, “Don’t do it, Matron will getcha.” She stuttered, 
wondering if the voice was part of the dream. When she didn’t 
hear it again she got up and started across the well-waxed floor. 
“Matron will getcha I tell you, she sleeps real light.” 

“Shut up, Lilly, let her get caught if she wants. We’ll get her 
breakfast in the morning,” another voice said. 

“Who wants that stinky stuff?” another added, and there was 
a cacophony of giggles around the room, as most had stayed 
awake to see who the new girl was. 

The doors of the dormitory crashed open and Margaret froze, 
snared in the blinding light of a torch. “What is all that talking, 
and why are you out of bed, Margaret?” Matron Blythe 
demanded. The words for a response were coming back to her, 
but too slowly for Matron Blythe’s lean patience. “Well, girl?” 

“I—I wanted to go toilet, Matron,” she lied, looking down at 
the floor, where she was making shaky patterns with her foot. 
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“I told her she had to ask you first, Matron Blythe,” said the 
thumbnail voice belonging to Lilly, “because there is no toilet 
after bedtime, but she’s new and didn’t know.” 

“I would prefer you to mind your own business and go back 
to sleep, Lilly.” 

Matron Blythe turned her furious attention back to Margaret. 
“Didn’t I tell you there is no toilet after bedtime?” 

“Yes, Miss—I mean Matron Blythe,” Margaret said when she 
saw the stony look on the woman’s face. 

“Then you’ll go back to bed like everyone else and hold it in 
until morning.” Matron Blythe pointed the torch towards the 
bed. “And let me tell you we don’t tolerate pee-the-beds here at 
Radley. They are good homes you girls will end up in, and I will 
not have them thinking badly of the training you receive here at 
Radley.” Margaret climbed back into bed wondering what new 
home the woman was talking about when she already had a mob 
and a home. She pulled the blanket over her, and Matron Blythe 
spun on her heels and left. 

*** 

Margaret woke to the cock-a-doodle-doo of a rooster somewhere 
in the grounds, and the girls all around her jumped out of bed 
and made them, with sheets folded back precisely one forearm’s 
length over blankets as they had been taught—Matron Blythe’s 
forearm, that was. Lilly, who was as slight as a thin gum tree and 
about a foot shorter than Margaret, even though they may have 
been the same age, had slept in the bed next to her, and kept 
smiling her small broken teeth at Margaret each time she did a 
fold that she wanted her to follow, but there was no talking. 
When all of the beds were made, the girls stood straight-backed 
with chins out, at the head of their beds, with a white towel 
rolled exactly four times under their left arms and a toothbrush 
in their right hands, all neat and tidy, the way Matron Blythe 
liked it. Some of the girls looked at Margaret hard, trying to 
weigh up if she had enough white blood in her to be Matron’s 
pet and their enemy. They ranged in colouring from near white 
to a dark coffee, although when Matron lined them up to be 
inspected by prospective foster parents, she would have the girls 
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she called half-castes at the back, the quarter-castes or quadroons 
in the middle, and the octoroons—whom the girls at the back 
hated—at the front. There were no full-blood Aboriginals in the 
home, as unlike the mixed-race Aboriginals it was felt their 
numbers were in decline, and the strict control of them in 
segregated settlements and who could marry an Aboriginal 
would speed that process. 

The girls stayed by their beds for ten minutes, waiting until 
the squeak of Matron Blythe’s loafers, which they said sounded 
like farting, told them she was on her way. Margaret saw her 
more clearly now, and she had a sagging chin and two or three 
rolls of fat around her neck. She strode down one side of the 
dormitory and up the other with her flat feet turned outwards, 
slapping her truncheon against the palm of her hand as she 
inspected beds and the girls’ preparation for the wash. When she 
had done, she crossed over to Margaret’s bed and ripped all the 
bedclothes off, leaving them in a pile. “You’ll wash these by 
hand this morning, Margaret. And in future you will make sure 
you’re clean before you go to bed. Don’t for one minute think 
that because you’re all little black girls I can’t see the dirt on 
you.” She addressed the last part to all the girls, then slapped her 
hand twice with the truncheon and commanded, “Dismissed.” 
The girls filed out of the dormitory, down the corridor and into 
the communal washroom. As always, they had to leave the door 
open, and Matron Blythe sat in her office across the corridor 
with its door ajar, so she could watch them. 

*** 

By the time Margaret had finished washing and hanging the 
sheets, breakfast was almost over. She trudged into the dining 
hall dizzy from the hunger which was biting her like a rabid dog, 
and the dehydration which had set in, as she had drunk nothing 
since the previous day. The clean, cast-off frock that Matron had 
given her to wear was already sticking to her sweaty skin, and 
every now and then she peeled it loose. She went up to the 
serving counter where a woman the girls called Matron Cook 
was standing behind a large pot with ladle in hand. 
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“You must be the new girl—Margaret?” Matron Cook said, 
her meaty smile revealing the two gold teeth on one side of her 
mouth. 

Margaret chewed it over on her shredded gums. She didn’t 
accept the new name, but her mother had told her to pretend she 
agreed if she was ever caught, until she could run. “Yes, miss,” 
she said. 

“Matron Cook,” the woman whispered as if in a conspiracy, 
and Margaret repeated her name. 

“Afraid there isn’t much left, Margaret,” Matron Cook said as 
she slingshotted gooey lumps of porridge into a bowl. It caused 
her upper arm to wobble like jelly, and the porridge stuck to the 
dish like cement. 

Margaret took the bowl, scanned the faces at the four long 
tables which dominated the room, and went to sit at the table 
where Lilly was. Lilly grinned at her through her jagged teeth, 
and Margaret managed a twisted raise of her cheeks. The other 
girls had already scraped their bowls clean, and some had even 
washed them with their tongues when Matron Cook wasn’t 
looking. Margaret screwed her face up at the mess in the bowl, 
and the heavy whispers from the girls around the table softened 
as they waited. 

“You best eat it, Margaret. There’ll be nothing more,” Lilly 
said. 

Beatrice, the darkest and hardest girl to place in the home, 
who had short nappy hair and a bulldog’s build, bared her teeth 
at Lilly and shot her a kick under the table. “It’s her porridge, 
Lilly; leave her alone.” Lilly clutched at her bleeding shin and 
her eyes watered, but she didn’t cry out; they had their code. 

Margaret sliced through a piece of porridge with her spoon 
and moved it slowly to her mouth. The sugarless mass caused 
her to heave, and Beatrice pulled the bowl away from her so that 
what came up landed on the table. “You want it?” Beatrice 
asked, with her spoon at the ready. Margaret shook her head 
whilst wiping her tongue with the back of her hand, and Beatrice 
shovelled the mass into her own mouth. “You’ll be glad for it 
soon enough,” she said between mouthfuls. 
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Matron Blythe arrived with the day’s duty roster when the 
girls finished eating, having been served breakfast in her office. 
“Cathy, Sheila One, Kate, clear the tables and then cooking 
skills with Matron Cook. Molly, Joan, Sheila Two and Beatrice, 
go to Matron Thomas in the sewing room. That table there, I 
want the building scrubbed and polished from top to bottom. 
Lilly, Margaret and you two, I want the vegetable gardens 
weeded. The rest of you are with me for domestic lessons.” It 
was the same everyday in Matron Blythe’s quest to train the best 
domestic girls in all of the state. The younger girls who were fair 
enough would be fostered or adopted, and those of around 
thirteen years old, or who looked big for their ages, would be 
sent out to work as domestic servants or farm labourers for their 
keep. “Chop-chop!” Matron Blythe gave her two ‘get moving’ 
claps, and the girls jumped to attention and filed out of the 
dining room in all directions. 

*** 

Margaret followed the other two girls out through the door that 
she had entered the previous night, into the blazing heat, and 
really saw the sprawling, walled-in, two and a half acres of 
grounds that made up Radley for the first time. The ten foot high 
red-brick wall encircled the property like a noose, except for 
huge double iron gates at the front, which were left permanently 
open. A gravel drive cut down the centre to the front door of the 
two-storey institution, which years before had been a monastery. 
To one side of the drive was a large vegetable garden with peas, 
tomatoes, cabbages and several other plants in various stages of 
growth. On the other side was a small orchard of apples, pears 
and oranges. Three or four bees’ nests scattered through the 
orchard pollinated the plants and provided honey, and behind the 
trees was a chicken house. 

The girls went over to a small wooden tool shed, where Mr 
Ralph, the beanpole, leather-skinned gardener, whose back had 
started to curl forward from age and so much bending, was 
waiting. He handed them wooden rakes, pointed out where they 
should weed, and told them to be careful with his garden, before 
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trundling off to work on a patch of ground himself without even 
noticing the new girl. 

Margaret watched Lilly rake up rampant weeds from a bed of 
peas and followed her. She was wilting like an exposed leaf 
scorched under the sun, but didn’t want to show it. “Where you 
from?” she suddenly asked Lilly, to help herself to keep going. 

“Not from round these parts,” Lilly said. She continued to 
weed, not looking at Margaret as she spoke. “Social workers 
come to our house and looked in all the empty cupboards and 
said us children were being neglected. Me mum said if we were 
entitled to Social Security like you people then they wouldn’t be, 
but they pushed her out of the way and took me and me brother 
both. Mum come running after us, grabbing hold of the 
cunnichman’s leg, but he kicked her off and said he’d arrest her 
if she didn’t behave. I ain’t seen her or me brother since.” 

“I got caught yesterday near our camp,” Margaret said. “Me 
mum’s going to find me dad and they’re going to come get me.” 
Lilly peered at her out of the corner of a sceptical eye, as though 
she knew differently. “How long you been here, Lilly?” 

Lilly’s eyes turned from her, like someone not wanting to 
douse her flickering flame so soon. “Eleven months,” she said, 
and Margaret buckled at the knees so much that she had to 
support herself on the rake. 

“Eleven months! Me mum loves me too much to leave me 
here all that time.” 

“My mum loves me too,” Lilly made her know, then turned 
away, unsure. 

Margaret lowered her voice. “You tried to get away?” 
Lilly’s neck retracted into her shoulders like a turtle into its 

shell, and she looked about her. Mr Ralph was busily ignoring 
them. “I thought about it, but I don’t know where to go. Some of 
them other girls tried it, but Matron always catches them, and 
then they get locked in the box room without food for four 
days.” 

“Who wants to eat that rubbish anyway?” Margaret’s stomach 
burped, as if to remind her that she hadn’t eaten for more than a 
day. “I’ll wait until we get some of this for dinner.” She rested 
her rake on a fat pumpkin. 
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“That’s not for us,” Lilly said. “Well it is, but Matron uses it 
for herself and sells the rest.” 

“So what do we get?” Margaret demanded, gripping the rake 
like a fowl’s broken neck. 

“Bread and jam with water for lunch, but we get milk with it 
for supper.” Lilly sang out the milk part as though it was some 
great concession. Margaret’s stomach moaned several times in 
succession, and she swayed a little. Tears rose to the corners of 
her eyes, but she gritted her teeth and blinked it back. She tugged 
at a patch of weed, and when it wouldn’t come easily, she 
strangled it in her hand and pulled it free. 

Margaret scanned the grounds to make sure that Mr Ralph 
and the other girls weren’t close. “Let’s take some of these and 
have them later.” She held a tomato, its blood flesh eating into 
the green. 

“We can’t,” Lilly said, and stopped raking, as though 
reconsidering whether Margaret was going to be a safe person to 
have as her friend. 

“Why not? You scared?” 
Lilly clammed up, turned her back on Margaret, and 

continued to weed. 
“I didn’t mean it like that,” Margaret offered in a truce. 
Lilly ignored her for a while longer, and then said, “I’ll show 

you in the morning.” 
*** 

Early the next morning, before the cock had crowed, someone 
shook Margaret out of her sleep. “Hmm?” she said as she rubbed 
her knuckles into the corners of her gummy eyes. 

“Shh!” Lilly pressed a finger over her narrow mouth. She 
signalled for Margaret to follow her to one of the barred 
windows from where they could look down into the grounds. 
Matron Blythe was marching up and down the rows of 
vegetables, scribbling notes into a little red book. When she had 
done there, she crossed to the orchard to do the same, and the 
girls ducked as she went under their window. 

“What’s she doing?” Margaret asked. 
“She’s counting,” said Lilly. 
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“Counting what?” 
“All them vegetables, all them fruit, all the chickens and their 

eggs, and all the honeycombs. If any goes missing and the 
person doesn’t own up, we don’t get to eat, all of us. She does it 
every morning.” 

*** 

Margaret ate the cement porridge on her second full day at 
Radley, and within a few days she was licking her bowl clean 
like the rest of the girls when Matron Cook’s back was turned. 
Then she started making tracks when she thought no one was 
looking. 

“What you doing?” Lilly asked when she saw Margaret 
twisting in the red earth. 

Margaret stopped and clasped her hands behind her back as if 
stillness bore innocence. “Nothing.” 

“I won’t tell,” Lilly said. 
Margaret shrugged her shoulders and shuffled to wipe out the 

markings with her heel. 
Lilly scratched at her calf with a foot to mask her rejection 

and then turned to go. 
“Okay,” Margaret said, “but if you tell I’ll sing you up a bad 

thing.” 
Lilly rose on her toes and giggled like a frolicking kitten. “I 

know, my aunty got that done to her when she stole somebody’s 
husband.” 

“I’m making my sign, so me mum and dad can follow it and 
find me.” 

“How they going to do that?” 
“I was born under the totem of the snake, and so if I make my 

tracks like a snake they’ll come and find me.” 
Lilly watched her make more snake tracks without saying 

anything, then, “You want to come and play skipping?” she 
asked, changing the subject to something they could make 
happen. Margaret finished her tracks and then the two girls 
hopped off like wallabies to find a rope. 

*** 
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It didn’t rain much in these parts at this time of the year, but rain 
had already washed away Margaret’s markings four times. Still, 
she kept making them. On the morning that she and Lilly were 
given the job of cleaning out the chicken house, her stomach was 
shrivelled to a hardened bean. Matron Blythe had already 
counted the eggs and one of the girls had taken them to Matron 
Cook. The girls piled the dirty hay in one place ready to burn, 
and the chicken manure in another, ready to feed the gardens. It 
was one of the few things that Matron Blythe didn’t weigh or 
count, and if she could have squeezed it through her hands and 
scribble a number in her red notebook, she would have. Margaret 
smiled; maybe one day she would get to make Matron’s tea and 
find some nutritious use for it, like the spreading on of mouth-
watering cream that the girls who had taken cooking lessons 
with Matron Cook described. 

A commotion in the yard, over by the front gates, drew her 
eyes from the pile. She and Lilly peered like sunlight through the 
gaps in the trees to see what was going on. A towering black 
man, wearing an Akubra, was arguing with Matron Blythe. 
“Daughter, is that you?” the man called out, and he started 
running in her direction. 

“It’s me dad,” she said, almost jumping with glee. He had 
been away sheep shearing or working as a cattleman for much of 
her life, and she had only seen him five times in the last two 
years. He was all of six foot five with a hardy stockman’s build. 
His skin was a high black, which when the sun shone on it gave 
hints of a transient mauve, and his face was a complex landscape 
of peaks, ridges and valleys. 

“You stay right there, Margaret,” Matron Blythe shouted. 
“He’s not allowed onto the property.” She pushed him back with 
the tip of her baton, but he palmed it aside like a twig and took 
giant strides towards his daughter. He stopped in front of 
Margaret, a cavernous grin splitting his face, but not able to hug 
her as he wanted, as the years apart made them both feel 
uncomfortable. Margaret had forgotten her food hunger, but the 
hunger them government workers never measured when they 
took her, the one for family, came rushing back and filled her up 
to bursting. She swung from side to side, trying to hold back her 
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laugh behind the fear of upsetting Matron Blythe, but the dam 
burst, and the laughter came flooding out until she had to put her 
hands over her mouth and bend at the waist to hold the spillage 
back. 

“He is not allowed, Margaret. You are not to say anything to 
him,” Matron Blythe warned in her sternest tone. 

“So they changed your name, daughter?” 
Margaret nodded a shy response, and the pool of laughter 

overflowed again. 
“Your mam sent to get me, girl. Told me they took you. 

We’ve all been worried sick.” 
“The police are on their way. See, Matron Thomas has called 

them.” Matron Blythe pointed to Matron Thomas, who was 
waving frantically from the doorway. “If you don’t leave now, 
you’ll be arrested.” 

He held Margaret’s hand, and a charge ran up her arm, 
switching her to gushing laughter again. She’d known they’d 
find her tracks. Her mother had always said what a good reader 
of the signs her father was, and she had always dreamed he 
would show her how, one day. Now even Lilly would believe 
her. 

“We’ll get you back, girl. We’re going to keep trying until we 
do.” Margaret buried her fingers in the rich soil of his hand like a 
vine when she realised that he wasn’t going to take her, to hold 
him back. Matron Blythe pulled Margaret’s hand away from his 
as though tugging at a weed. 

“You must leave now or you’ll be arrested. That will only 
upset Margaret.” 

He looked into his girl’s pleading eyes. “You people done 
upset her and our family more than anything else you can do, 
Missus.” 

Matron Blythe shuddered, as if to shake off the touch from 
the implied familiarity of the word Missus. “You will leave 
now!” 

“You getting enough to eat, love? You need any money?” He 
dug a few shillings out of his pocket. 

“She is in no need of anything. We provide all her needs.” 
Her father gave her three shillings anyway. Matron Blythe held 
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out her hand for them. “I will take care of that for you, 
Margaret.” Margaret delayed handing them over a little longer 
than she should have, so that she could remember the ridges on 
the shillings her father had given her, but she eventually 
relented, knowing she wouldn’t see them again. Her father rested 
a hand on her shoulder. “Can her mother write to her, Missus?” 

“I am Matron Blythe to the girls, Miss Blythe to you, and the 
welfare office doesn’t allow letters or contact, and neither do 
we.” 

“Well, I’ll be going to see those welfare people about getting 
our girl back.” 

“She is in much better hands now.” 
“Hands that don’t even feed her. Look at my girl.” 
“If you don’t leave now, not only will you never see Margaret 

again, but I will make sure you spend a long time in jail for 
trespassing.” 

“Okay, Missus.” He winked at Margaret as he emphasised it 
this time, and she gifted him a smile as if to hold him longer. 
“I’ll be taking my leave, but we’ll fight you to get our girl back. 
Me and her mam will be back for her soon.” He raised his 
Akubra to her, and patted Margaret’s reeling head. “I’ll be back 
with you mam soon, love.” 

Matron Blythe watched him leave with Margaret and Lilly, 
whose mouth had opened to fresh hope throughout the whole 
event. Then she stayed by the chicken house until the girls had 
finished and ordered all of the girls to stay inside for the rest of 
the day. 

*** 

Margaret went to bed thinking of the way her father had stood up 
to Matron Blythe. All the girls were talking about it and it made 
her heart swell but feel empty at the same time. She dreamed of 
the shillings that Matron Blythe had taken from her and what 
they could have bought. The girls who had already taken the 
week long cooking lessons with Matron Cook spoke incessantly 
about washing, chopping, seasoning, mixing, baking, roasting 
and boiling beef, legs of lamb, and cakes with icing on the top 
and other treats. The girls feasted on these stories late at night 
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and it filled them up, because they were not allowed to eat any of 
the food they cooked—although three of the girls who could 
remember said that when the inspectors came, if they behaved, 
they got to eat good. But just that one day. Whatever wasn’t sold 
to a shop in town or to local people who had made orders was 
eaten by Matron Blythe or taken home by Matrons Thomas and 
Cook, both of whom lived in town. The waste would be given to 
Mr Ralph to feed to his pigs. But when her father came back she 
would get to eat good. 

*** 

The following morning, the girls had been standing to attention 
in front of their neatly made beds for nearly an hour before 
Matron Blythe came to inspect them for the wash. Margaret, 
Lilly and some of the other girls spied on her from the window 
as she wandered in and out of the chicken house. She stuttered 
out, leafed several pages back in her red notebook, scratched her 
curly head with her pen and went back inside. 

“What do you think’s wrong?” Lilly asked. 
“Chickens must have laid so many eggs today she can’t count 

them. We’re all going to have a good feed of fried eggs for 
breakfast,” Sheila Two said, and infected the room with laughter. 
Some of the girls ran to take a peek and then scampered back to 
their inspection positions, as if Matron Blythe could materialise 
from the chicken house to the dormitory in a second. 

“I think Margaret’s gone and stole Matron’s eggs,” Beatrice 
said. She had been baiting her since the first day. “You won’t be 
needing any breakfast then, will you, Margaret?” Margaret 
ignored her. “And you, Lilly, I can have your porridge this 
morning, can’t I?” Lilly dropped her head like spilt milk and said 
nothing. “Can’t I, Lilly?” Beatrice repeated with a growl. 

“If you want,” a bird-like voice came back. Margaret jabbed 
Lilly in her side and tensed her cheeks, to encourage her friend 
to stand firm, but Lilly’s eyes remained downcast on the floor. 

“Lilly said she’s as hungry as all of us and she wants her 
porridge,” Margaret said. Lilly glanced with timid admiration at 
her friend from the corner of an eye. She hadn’t seen what 
Beatrice could do to those who upset her, yet. 



 

17 
 

Beatrice crossed the room and shoved Margaret in the back. 
“Lilly can speak for herself.” Margaret kept her back to Beatrice 
and tilted her head, but not so that her submission was 
conspicuous to the other girls. Beatrice wanted to fight, and 
Margaret knew she was no match. 

“Matron!” one of the girls cried. All those not already by their 
beds ran back. Beatrice walked, snarling at Margaret all the way. 

“Margaret, Lilly, what have you done to my chickens?” 
Matron Blythe marched into the room pointing her truncheon at 
them. 

Margaret looked at Lilly and shrugged her shoulders. 
“Nothing, Matron Blythe.” 

“This morning there were only half the eggs I counted 
yesterday. That has never happened before.” She waited for an 
explanation. Margaret couldn’t think of anything to say, and her 
head shook in spasms of denial. Lilly’s fretful eyes never left the 
floor. “Your father didn’t put some jiggery-pokery on my 
chicken house, did he? Not that I believe in that sort of thing, but 
you can never rule anything out with you people.” She took one 
step back from Margaret when she said that. “Right, I can see I 
am not going to get an answer. There will be no breakfast for 
any of you today or any other day until I get to the bottom of 
this. Have your wash and I will meet you all back here in fifteen 
minutes to give you your duties.” She slapped the truncheon 
against her palm, and the girls scurried out of the dormitory. 

*** 

Margaret, Lilly, and nine other girls did classes with Matron 
Blythe that day. She taught them the rudiments of reading, so 
that they could follow the recipes their mistresses would want 
them to cook; the basics of mathematics, so that when those 
same mistresses sent them out to shop for groceries they could 
ensure they received the correct change, and anything else it was 
felt would help them in the cleaning of their mistresses’ homes, 
which wasn’t much. They were taught nothing purely for 
themselves, as they were thought most unlikely to need it. 

Margaret usually liked the classes. Often, she tried to read the 
words that Matron Blythe hadn’t taught them, and when she had 
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to clean the classroom or prepare it for Sunday service—which 
only ever happened if a preacher bothered to come out to the 
home from town, as the good Christian townspeople didn’t 
welcome their sort in church—she would sit and practise reading 
one of the books. She was distracted by thoughts of her mother 
and father coming to get her, and wondered how she would 
persuade them to take Lilly, also. The way her father, usually a 
quiet man, was riled up surely meant that they would be coming 
soon. 

The girls were still not getting any breakfast because the egg 
count remained low. Throughout the day they watched each 
other like circling vultures for any signs that would show who 
knew what was happening to the eggs. At lunch, Margaret sat 
gazing at Beatrice as she wolfed down her two pieces of bread 
and the two half slices she had confiscated from two other girls. 
“What you looking at?” Beatrice said when she realised. 
Margaret played with the edge of her plate, but her ferreting 
stare didn’t leave Beatrice. 

“You found any reason why them hens didn’t lay?” 
“Maybe they did lay. Maybe you and Lilly ate all the eggs 

and so that’s why we didn’t get breakfast.” 
“Yes, that’s right,” Margaret agreed, “they laid ten eggs and 

me and Lilly ate five each, so we didn’t want breakfast anyway.” 
“Well, in that case you won’t want this either.” Beatrice 

leaned over, snatched a slice of Margaret’s orange-jam bread, 
and devoured it in one go. Margaret stretched across the table 
and wiped her face with the other slice like a rag. Beatrice leapt 
on her, knocking cups and plates off the table. She grabbed hold 
of Margaret’s curly black hair, which showed a tendency to 
wanting to grow straight, and yanked at it as if it had offended 
her. The other girls flocked into a circle, cheering. 

Matron Cook ran to call Matron Blythe, who cracked her 
baton onto a table and shouted for quiet. The screaming girls 
remembered where they were and ran to their seats, but Beatrice 
remained on top of Margaret. Matron Blythe swiped her once 
across the backside with the baton, and she grimaced in pain and 
scrambled to her feet. Then Matron grabbed Margaret by the 
shoulder and struck her the same way. It cut through her like 
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lightning and she coughed up an involuntary scream as tears shot 
from her eyes before she could hold them back. 

“Into the middle, you two.” Matron Blythe pointed to the 
centre of the room with her baton. “Up!” All the other girls stood 
with their hands behind their backs. Some were quaking in their 
frocks, wondering if they would be next. “Would the rest of you 
girls like to remind these two how they must act if they are to 
improve their lot in life?” There was a bloodcurdling silence. 
“Now!” She banged the baton onto a table. 

The girls all recited it in a chorus. “We must think white, 
speak white, look white and act white if we are to improve our 
lot in life.” 

“Do you think these two were doing that?” 
“No, Matron Blythe.” 
“Do you think they will find nice husbands?” 
“No, Matron Blythe.” 
“If the only husbands they can find are full black men, then 

what will happen?” 
“Their children will be blighted, Matron Blythe.” 
Matron Blythe paced between the rows of tables. “Even the 

darkest of you can have a good life if you observe those rules 
and behave in the right manner. Albert Namatjira was a black, 
blacker than any of you.” She waved the baton at them as if she 
were conferring damehoods for their good fortune. “He was 
granted honorary citizenship of Australia because he acted 
right.” Some of the girls squinted at each other as if to ask what 
citizenship was and why they didn’t have it. Did it mean you got 
to eat good if you had this citizenship thing? “You all have a 
better start than him. Don’t let me see you behaving like these 
two.” She pointed her baton at Margaret and Beatrice. “Out. 
Animals stay out in the yard.” 

*** 

The stifling heat of daytime dissolved into a freezing night, and 
Margaret and Beatrice stood trembling in the yard whilst the 
others slept. Several times Margaret thought about running 
away, but she wasn’t sure where she was and in which direction 
to run. Anyway, her mother and father would be coming for her 
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soon, and she would get them to take Lilly, too. On one occasion 
she thought about lying on the grass and going to sleep, but 
Matron Blythe had left her light on, and every few hours she 
peered out into the blackness to check on them. They were 
allowed the morning wash, but no breakfast. Then Margaret was 
assigned to digging the gardens with Lilly and two other girls 
again. She was flagging, like a struggle-weary fish at the end of 
a line. 

“Here, Margaret,” Lilly said. She took a piece of crusty bread 
from the pocket of her frock and handed it to Margaret, who 
grabbed it and wolfed it down. 

“Where did you get it?” she asked, her hunger still unsated. 
“It’s yours. You left it on your plate last night and I hid it for 

you.” 
“Thank you, Lilly. When my father comes back to get me I 

want you to come with us.” Lilly said nothing, and dragged her 
rake through the brittle, red soil. “You do want to come, don’t 
you? We can take you to go look for your mob.” Margaret gazed 
at Lilly, whose frown said she didn’t like playing this game. She 
appeared not to believe in it, even though Margaret’s father had 
come. Although he was as big as an ox, Margaret sensed that she 
thought Matron Blythe could sweep him away like flood 
currents, and to continue playing this game hurt her too much. 

“You think he’ll really take me?” Lilly decided to play to 
satisfy Margaret’s hunger. 

“If I ask him he will, I’m sure of it.” 
“Okay then, Margaret, I’ll come with you and your mob.” 

*** 

The following morning after they were surprised with breakfast, 
Matron Blythe told all the girls to change into a clean frock. 
Then without warning they were told to gather in the dining hall. 
The tables and chairs had been pushed to the sides, and a heavy-
jowled man and a small bespectacled woman that they didn’t 
know sat erect behind a table at the far end of the hall with 
Matron Blythe and Matron Thomas. They were talking and 
making notes into a heavy, leather bound book. The girls stood 
in five lines at the other end of the hall, the octoroons at the 
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front. After an hour or so they heard cars pulling up outside. 
They craned their necks to see out of the too-high windows, but 
the occupants of the cars soon came in anyway. They were 
mainly women on their own, or husbands and wives, and 
sometimes a small family group. Many had seen the girls 
advertised in newspapers or church magazines, and after 
meetings with the Welfare, they felt it their Christian duty to 
ensure the girls had a family upbringing, at the same time getting 
domestic service on the cheap. After they had spoken to the 
panel at the front table, they approached the girls and walked up 
and down the lines inspecting them. It wasn’t like Matron 
Blythe’s inspections. Some would hurry down the lines, hurry 
back to the front table and out again. One woman walked down 
the lines with a white handkerchief over her nose and her 
shoulders turned away from the girls. When she bumped into 
one of them she jumped back startled, waved her handkerchief at 
the front desk and ran out of the dining hall. Others took their 
time and stopped to inspect the girls’ physical stature with a 
farmer’s buying eyes, but no words were exchanged. A few of 
the couples even smiled soothing reassurance at the girls, but 
most of their children were either indifferent, or making faces 
and laughing at them, and one mother slapped her son on the 
back of his head for this. 

A man with bushy eyebrows and runny lips hesitated in front 
of the older girls in the last line. They were the darkest, and so 
had been at Radley the longest, but his plain and strident wife 
kept insisting on looking at the lighter and smaller girls at the 
front. She won the argument on which line, but only if she 
agreed with his choice of girl, which was Cathy. His eyes 
wouldn’t leave her pure honey skin and gangly limbs, and they 
went back to the front desk and had what appeared to be a heated 
discussion with the panel. The man stood up and pulled his wife 
to go, but Matron Blythe called them back, and in a flurry of 
activity papers were filled out at the desk. Matron Thomas, a 
straight-backed woman with a quiet and gentle demeanour, came 
over to Cathy. “Come, Cathy, we have to go pack your things,” 
she said, and they disappeared. 

“What’s going on?” Margaret whispered. 
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“They could be our new foster parents,” a voice replied. 
“But we got our own parents, so what we need new ones 

for?” 
“They’re going to take Cathy away.” 
“They’re going to take you too, Margaret,” Beatrice said from 

somewhere behind her, “so you mum and dad won’t find you.” 
Margaret’s legs began to shake like a wet and bloody lamb, as 

she now understood what these people were here to do. 
“Can’t be any worse than here,” someone whispered. “At 

least we’ll get fed better.” 
“You’ll have to work a lot harder though.” 
“I’m not going anywhere,” Margaret said. “Me dad’s coming 

back to get me soon.” 
“You see the way that man looked at Cathy?” 
“Yeah, he wants Margaret, too,” Beatrice said. 
Matron Thomas returned with a tear-smudged Cathy and a 

small sack containing her other frock and some undergarments. 
She handed the trembling girl to the woman, and she and the 
man with the bushy eyebrows led Cathy away. There were no 
goodbyes. 

As they went through the door they bumped into a woman 
wearing a wide-brimmed white hat with a black band tied around 
it, which hid most of her sun-worn face. She had been rushing 
and apologised several times before heading for the front table 
whilst searching her bag. Some of its contents spilled onto the 
floor, and she stooped to pick them up and apologised again, but 
to no one in particular this time. After a few minutes with the 
panel she walked down the lines, throwing tremulous smiles at 
the girls in-between dabbing at her face with her handkerchief. 
She stopped at all of the youngest girls in the first line, two in 
the second, and Margaret in the third. “How long have you been 
here?” the woman asked, in that high-pitched, phoney voice they 
heard Matron Blythe use when she was on the telephone as 
though she were sucking on a stone. 

Margaret kept her eyes to the floor. “Long time, miss. They 
say I’m too bad to place,” she said in her worst English, causing 
some of the girls around her to giggle. The woman showed a 
flicker of a smile, then hurried down the fourth and fifth lines, as 
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if she was obliged to look because the girls had been waiting, 
then she went back to the panel at the front before leaving. 

*** 

It took several days for Margaret to get over the inspections from 
the foster parents and feel satisfied that she wasn’t about to be 
taken again. Cathy had been the only girl chosen, and life at 
Radley fell back into its normal routine, except for the chooks, 
whose eggs were still below average. Matron had asked Mr 
Ralph to check them for diseases and to buy another rooster, if 
only to excite them into laying more unfertilised eggs, but still 
they were laying half as much as they had done previously. 

Late in the afternoon, when they had nothing in particular to 
do, Margaret and Lilly sauntered down to the chicken house. 
They circled it several times to make sure that they were alone, 
then Lilly kneeled at the back of the hut and allowed Margaret to 
stand on her back to peep through a gap in the weatherboard. 
“That lady who talked to you when the foster parents came 
seemed nice,” Lilly said. 

“A dingo will act nice until it gets close enough to bite you,” 
Margaret said. 

“But some of them won’t bite, and then you become friends.” 
Margaret ignored her and concentrated on the chicken house. 

The chooks seemed all right to her, and she had seen one of the 
other girls collect their eggs that morning. Then she noticed it. A 
large brown egg sat in one of the hens’ nests; it must have been 
laid after the girl did her rounds. Margaret squeezed her hand 
through a gap in the weatherboard and took hold of the warm 
egg. “What you got there?” Lilly asked. Margaret showed her 
the egg and then hid it in the long grass. She pushed her face 
back up against the hole to see if there were any more. She 
winced as nails bit into her ear, and jumped back from the 
chicken house in pain. 

“What are you two up to?” Mr Ralph asked, his face twisted 
in scorn. He had Lilly by the ear also. “Been stealing the eggs, 
eh?” 

“No, Mr Ralph, we’re not doing anything,” Margaret said. 
“Right then, it’s off to Matron Blythe with you two.” 
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Matron Blythe marched them back down to the chicken 
house, and on the way they saw Beatrice coming from that 
direction. “What are you doing, Beatrice?” 

“Nothing, Matron Blythe,” Beatrice said, standing to attention 
with her hands behind her back. 

“Idle hands make for mischief, run along and find something 
to do and stop making a nuisance of yourself.” Beatrice scurried 
off and Matron Blythe carried the other two to the back of the 
chicken house. “Well, explain to me what you were up to?” 

“We were watching them for you, Matron Blythe. To see if 
we could tell why they weren’t laying.” 

“Yes,” agreed Lilly. 
“And?” 
“We don’t know, Matron Blythe,” Margaret said. She was 

watching Matron’s steps with concern, as she was treading close 
to where she had hidden the egg. 

“Do you know what happens to little liars?” 
Lilly did, and she started to cry. 
“No, Matron Blythe,” Margaret said. 
“I’ll give you one more chance to tell me the truth.” 
Margaret was saying nothing. No matter what Matron Blythe 

did to her, she wasn’t going to lose that egg. She only hoped that 
Lilly could hold out too. Matron Blythe swung away from them, 
“Have it your way, then. Wait here.” She looked in the grass, 
right where the egg was, and retrieved a dry twig. Margaret’s 
throat shrunk dry, but Matron didn’t find the egg. When Matron 
Blythe went into the chicken house, Lilly’s shrieks drifted 
higher, as if she were calling for absolution. Matron Blythe 
returned with the twig, and there was something on the end of it. 

“Put out your tongue,” she ordered Margaret. Then she 
smeared the chicken shit onto it. Lilly got the same. The 
bitterness would eat away the lies. 

“I will get to the bottom of this soon,” she promised as she 
waddled away from them. 

Margaret plucked a leaf from a tree, wiped her tongue clean, 
and spat out the rest. Lilly was still crying with her white-grey 
smeared tongue hanging out. Margaret used a leaf to wipe it for 
her. “When we eat that egg it will all have been worth it, you’ll 
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see.” Lilly shook her head as if to dislodge Margaret’s words. 
“I’ll let you have most of it,” Margaret said. She pushed back the 
grass to retrieve her egg, but their nest was empty. She continued 
to search but couldn’t find it. They ambled back through the 
orchard like outrun dingoes. Beatrice was sitting against an apple 
tree, sniggering at them. 

“Margaret, put out your tongue,” she called, whilst waving a 
twig at her. Margaret poked her tongue at her with a wide-eyed 
glare. Beatrice returned the tongue wagging, but there was a 
yellow egg yolk sitting on hers. 

*** 

The cooking lessons gave the girls another opportunity to be 
around food, and sometimes steal some, and that’s why they all 
liked them. They also liked the fact that Matron Cook was easy-
going when Matron Blythe wasn’t around, and then you could 
just call her Matron. She made jokes about some of the girls’ 
cooking and shared her heaving laugh with them, and those that 
made a really good effort she would pat on the head and say well 
done to them. She told the girls that when they did the cooking 
for their masters and mistresses they should taste it, because that 
was the best way to tell how good it was. But she was sorry that 
she was the only one allowed to taste the food here, because 
Matron Blythe disapproved of them tasting things. The girls 
weren’t sure if it was because Matron Blythe felt scorn at the 
thought of them putting spoons into their mouths and then back 
into the food, or if she just wanted to deprive them. If it were up 
to her she would make them taste it, Matron Cook had said, but 
you know how you girls are, in no time it would fly back to 
Matron Blythe. So she instructed the girls on what to do and 
waltzed around the kitchen dipping her finger into sauces, slicing 
off bites of meat, and filling her spoon with stew. 

Margaret was into the third day of cooking lessons, and 
already she was getting the hang of making roasts in an iron 
oven, and stews using a gas fire. She had learned some of these 
things with her mother, but they had done it in an old three-
legged oven when they lived on the settlement. Even so, with the 
rations of second-rate flour, unrefined sugar, tinned meat and 
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last grade tea that they were given—which had to be 
supplemented with tucker they surreptitiously gathered from the 
bush, and a sheep that her father would send with someone from 
time to time—her mother and the other women could concoct 
sticky fig pies, roasts that melted in the mouth, and cakes that 
didn’t last long after they had been baked. And if any of the 
families in the settlement ran out of their small rations after a 
few days, which they often did, they would always share. Her 
mother and some of the other women had been thrown out of the 
settlement by the new manager, because they objected to being 
fenced off from their kids and obeying all his rules. But he had 
only let them take their black kids with them. The half-castes 
and above couldn’t go, he said, but her mother had sneaked back 
with some of the other women and taken their kids to go 
walkabout. Sometimes she hankered after those walkabouts as 
though in a deep grieving. On these extended holidays to their 
own tribal areas, at times when they were teeming with game 
and other bush tucker, her mother showed her how to hunt 
rabbits by sneaking up on them from behind and falling on them. 
Her mother was also a good shot with her father’s rifle, and 
when she shot a wild pig, swan, emu or kangaroo, it would be 
cooked in a large hole in the ground, wrapped in leaves, with hot 
rocks on top. There were days when she licked the air to 
remember the taste of roo tail soup, or emu liver with bush 
tomato, and her stomach would argue even more, as it was doing 
now. 

The girls all wanted to try a taste of the food they were 
making, but the penalty for being caught was expulsion from the 
cooking lessons, and it might mean that Matron Cook wouldn’t 
put extra porridge into their bowls for breakfast, or extra jam on 
their bread at lunch and supper. So mostly they obeyed the rules 
and memorised the smells, textures, consistencies and amounts, 
so that they could elaborate on their stories when they told them 
to the other girls. 

Matron cook made us cook something real fancy today. 
After you roasted it you had to put these white shoes—or was 

it hats?—on them. 



 

27 
 

The food’s getting dressed to go out. Now I know why we 
don’t get to eat any! 

Well, when the fat was spitting from the frying pan I made 
some of it hit me on my lip, and I tasted it. 

I didn’t wash my hands after like Matron said we should, and 
when I came out I licked it off. 

Well, I made some of that batter stuff spill onto my frock, and 
I ate it off when I came out. See, there’s a bit left—you want to 
taste it? 

On the last day they made cakes. Because she had done well 
during the week, Margaret was allowed to make the cream cake. 
After the sponges had been baked and the cream churned, she 
spread the jam onto the cake. A drop of jam fell onto her finger, 
and she considered it for a moment. Matron Cook was at the 
other end of the kitchen with another girl, and so she plunged the 
finger into her mouth. The next time she shook the knife to 
encourage the jam onto her finger and licked it off. Lilly saw her 
and wore a snigger laced with envy behind her hand. Margaret 
spread thick mounds of cream onto the jam, and then placed one 
sponge on top of the other. Then she loaded the rest of the cream 
into a piping bag. She piped some onto her finger and tasted it 
first, the richness fogging her caution. 

“What does it taste like?” Lilly asked. 
“Fluffy clouds,” Margaret answered, and Lilly bounced as 

though she could float. “You want some?” Lilly shook the 
craving from her head and hurried back to what she was doing. 

The slapping of truncheon against open palm told them that 
Matron Blythe was approaching, and everyone, including 
Matron Cook, fell silent and doubled their efforts to look busy. 
Matron Blythe strolled around, inspecting the girls’ work 
without comment. Then she addressed Matron Cook from the 
other end of the kitchen. “Matron, will you have the cream 
sponge and an apple pie sent up to my room for supper.” 

“Yes, Matron Blythe,” Matron Cook replied in her best voice, 
genuflecting from her corpulent waist. 

Matron Blythe started to leave, and then with sudden thought 
spun back. “Would you like to have cake and sandwiches with 
me for supper, Lilly?” 
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“Me, Matron Blythe?” Lilly touched a palm to her chest to 
hold back her surprise. 

“Yes, you, Lilly.” 
Margaret was shaking her head ‘no’. She could see Matron 

Blythe rolling the truncheon between her fingers like some 
extension of herself. But Lilly was too overcome to see 
Margaret. 

“Yes please, Matron Blythe,” Lilly accepted with her eyes 
glazed over. 

“Then you will be responsible for bringing up the cakes for 
supper,” Matron Blythe informed her, and she turned around and 
waddled away. 

“Don’t go, Lilly,” Margaret said, her forehead creased with 
worry. 

“Why?” Lilly demanded. 
“Because I don’t want you to.” 
“You had a taste of it.” 
“Yes, but it wasn’t that nice.” 
“You said it tasted like fluffy clouds.” 
“When my father comes for us he’ll give us shillings and we 

can buy cakes.” 
“He may never come!” 
“He will, I promise he will.” 
“I think you’re just jealous that Matron asked me.” 
“No I’m not.” 
“Yes you are.” Lilly swung away from her. 
Margaret shuffled closer to her and whispered, “Some of the 

girls say she uses it like—like a man thing.” 
Lilly stared at Margaret as if she were an untravelled trail. 

Her bottom lip enveloped her top one, sealing in her anger that 
her best friend should try to prevent her from eating cake. They 
didn’t talk again. 

*** 

All the other girls were in bed long before Lilly slithered into the 
dormitory as if she were stepping onto hot coals, sniffing back 
tears. She climbed with halting spasms into bed, and with each 
movement to get there she belched out a sharp moan. Margaret 
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got up and crept to stoop by her bedside. “You all right, Lilly?” 
There was no response. The moonlight rested on Lilly’s face, 
which was ashen and vacant, and her red eyes were swollen with 
tears. Her two hands rested between her legs like a broken 
shield, guarding that place. “My father is going to come and get 
us soon, Lilly, you’ll see.” Lilly looked straight through her as 
though it didn’t matter now. 

Margaret spent much of the night by Lilly’s bedside, brushing 
her hair, talking and singing to her, but she expected and 
received no response. When the new rooster crowed the 
following morning, Margaret woke to find herself still kneeling 
by Lilly’s side. 

*** 

Matron Blythe removed Lilly from cleaning duties and had her 
sit in what went for reading and mathematics classes. There was 
much cleaning of the dormitory, bathroom and kitchen that 
week. Extra girls were put out to weed the vegetable gardens, 
and Matron Blythe inspected everything three times and for 
twice as long, but she wore false pleasantness now. She stopped 
to ask some of the girls how they were, which shocked them. 
“Fine, thank you, Matron Blythe,” they all said. She even 
praised some of them on their work, which encouraged them to 
do more. 

“What’s going on?” Margaret asked some of the other girls, 
but they just shrugged their lightened shoulders now that their 
burdens had been eased. Then Matron Cook was asked to select 
some of the better cooks to prepare food for the next two days. 
Margaret was selected to bake cakes and pies. Matron Cook was 
pickled with animation, waltzing around the kitchen as she tasted 
each dish. 

“What’s happening, Matron?” Margaret asked. 
“Oh, all right, then. It’s tomorrow, but you mustn’t tell.” She 

was bursting like bloated crackling to tell the secret herself, and 
the girls gathered round. “You all get to eat this tomorrow, if 
you’re good.” 

There was a malnourished silence. Then Margaret broke it. 
“Why? Does she want us to forgive her for Lilly?” 
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Matron gave her a stern schoolmistress’s glare, and 
Margaret’s gaze fell to the pies she was making. “There is an 
inspection tomorrow by the Inspector of homes, and if you are 
all good,”—her words stopped like an upturned stall on 
Margaret again—“you get to eat what you have been preparing 
for the last two days. So let’s hope no one spoils it. Now do your 
best, as it’s all for you.” She chirped as if she was the one 
expecting to eat a good meal for once, and her elation filled the 
girls, and they poured this into their cooking. But Margaret was 
still brooding over Lilly. 

*** 

The Inspectors from the Aboriginal Protection Board were 
supposed to visit and inspect the homes every few months, but 
they rarely did. Radley hadn’t been visited in more than a year. 
Mr Simmonds was a short, balding man with a pleasant round 
face, who removed and wiped his steel-rimmed glasses with 
nervous frequency. Like Matron Blythe, he was fond of taking 
copious amounts of notes in a diary he carried for the purpose. 
Matron Blythe led him around the vegetable garden and he was 
impressed at the variety of vegetables the girls had to eat, and 
expressed his wish that other homes were run to the same high 
standards. They wound their way through the orchard and past 
the chicken house, and Matron Blythe told him how they were 
buying in eggs now because for more than two months their hens 
hadn’t laid properly. Mr Simmonds kept chickens himself, and 
told her about a remedy for worms that might get them laying 
again, and she accepted his suggestion because it pleased him, 
not telling him that Mr Ralph had tried that but it hadn’t worked. 
Mr Simmonds insisted on seeing everything. He ran his hand 
along window ledges as they climbed the stairs, noting in his 
book that they were immaculately clean. Then they walked 
through the dormitory, where he tested the firmness of the beds, 
and he took one of the girls’ frocks from a cupboard and 
examined it for cleanliness and any tears. But Matron Blythe had 
been nothing but thorough herself, and all was in order. 

Last of all, Mr Simmonds was shown to the dining hall, 
where the girls stood assembled like a choir. As she walked 
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through the door, Matron Blythe stopped and introduced him. 
“Girls, this is Mr Simmonds, the inspector from the protection 
board.” 

“Good day, Mr Simmonds,” they sang out in chorus. 
“G’day, girls,” he replied. He took off his glasses and cleaned 

them again, as if to confirm what he was seeing. All four of the 
long dining tables were overflowing with sumptuous fare. A 
small pig sat at the centre of one table, and then all the tables had 
whole roasted chickens, a leg of lamb, potatoes, carrots and peas, 
fruits from the orchards, freshly baked bread, butter that had 
been churned that morning, pies and cakes and clotted cream. He 
licked the aroma from his lips. “I don’t want to keep you from 
this marvellous lunch, girls, so I will be brief.” 

“We hope you will join us for lunch, Mr Simmonds,” Matron 
Blythe said. 

He looked at his watch. “I wish I could, Matron, but I have 
another visit to make today.” 

“Then you must make Matron Cook pack you some lunch.” 
She raised her hand in command and Matron Cook set about it. 

“That would be most welcome, thank you,” he said, 
moistening his lips again. 

He walked towards the girls assembled in a line away from 
the tables, Matron Blythe now making him lead. He stopped at 
the beginning of the line to ask the girls how they were doing. 
Did they enjoy the home? Were the matrons good to them? He 
didn’t ask if they received enough to eat, as going by the fare on 
display that was patently obvious. 

“Good.” 
“Yes.” 
“Yes,” came a consensus of replies. The girls all knew what 

to say if they expected to partake of the feast, and he noted their 
answers in his book. 

Margaret stood towards the end of the line. She wiggled her 
toes, clasped her jittery hands behind her back, and hoped the 
smiling man would walk past her, before she could ambush him 
with the truth, which was unfurling in her aching belly, to rob 
the others of the only good day that they would have for the next 
six months—at least, until the next inspection. The inspector 
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walked past her, to the next girl, and the other girls breathed a 
collective sigh of relief, like nervous game that had avoided 
being snared on their way to some succulent grazing, because 
they could now allow themselves to taste the aroma; it wouldn’t 
be long now. 

“Margaret, you were asked a question,” Matron Blythe said, 
causing her to jump out of her wilful reverie. 

“Do you get enough to eat?” Mr Simmonds directed his 
question to her again, from his position in front of the girl next 
to her. Even though he was satisfied by the evidence he had 
seen, it was on his list of questions and he wanted to put a tick 
next to a girl’s answer. 

“No, sir, we don’t.” The answer escaped before she had time 
to trap and strangle it. 

“But look at all this.” Mr Simmonds gestured to the food on 
the tables. 

“The worms out back eat better than us, sir. All this fancy 
stuff is just for show.” 

“Margaret has a problem with telling the truth, Mr Simmonds, 
don’t you, Margaret? I said, don’t you, Margaret?” Matron 
Blythe repeated. 

Margaret bowed her head as if bearing shame. “Yes, Matron 
Blythe.” 

Mr Simmonds ticked yes for the answer and finished his 
questioning. He collected his packed lunch, thanked Matron 
Blythe for showing him around her remarkable facility, and 
swaggered away. 

Matron Blythe waited until Mr Simmonds’ car had sped 
through the gates. Then she instructed all the girls to leave the 
dining hall except Margaret. If one failed, they all failed. There 
would be no sumptuous lunch. She ordered Margaret to pack the 
food away to be taken to town for sale. “I will deal with you 
personally tomorrow,” she promised. It probably meant more 
chicken shit spread on her tongue again, Margaret thought. She 
would wipe it off like the last time and eat a stolen carrot to get 
rid of the taste. But she knew the other girls would want their 
revenge. 

*** 
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The following morning no one spoke to Margaret at breakfast. 
Matron Blythe had said nothing to her, and she wondered when 
she would receive her punishment. As soon as breakfast 
finished, Matron Blythe strode into the dining hall. “Margaret, 
Beatrice, go to the dormitory and pack your things.” Margaret’s 
mind grew cataracts again, the way it had when she was caught 
and taken to Radley. But both she and Beatrice went, and 
Matron Blythe accompanied them. As soon as they had packed, 
she escorted them down into the yard where Mr Ralph’s car was 
waiting, its engine shuddering. Some of the other girls must have 
been standing on their chairs, because Margaret could see their 
bobbing heads at the windows of the dining hall. Lilly was 
standing at the door pulling at her dress, her eyes welling up. 
She had said nothing since the day she ate cakes with Matron 
Blythe, and her mouth parted as if to say goodbye, but nothing 
came. 

“But me mum and dad are coming for me, Matron Blythe,” 
Margaret protested. She had even laid down new tracks in the 
yard last night in case they had lost their way. 

“Where you are going they will never find you,” Matron 
Blythe said. She ushered her into the back seat with Beatrice, 
and she sat in the front next to Mr Ralph. 

The car jerked forward and rolled towards the gates. Beatrice 
squeezed herself into a corner like a rodent in a cage, but 
Margaret was still protesting. Then she turned to look out of the 
rear window at Lilly. “Tell me mum and dad they took me, Lilly. 
Tell them to find me. I’ll always be your friend, Lilly,” and she 
started to cry. 
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Chapter 2 

Margaret wasn’t sure how long they had been driving because 
she had been raining tears. The car had left the dusty roads some 
miles back and sped along a straight tarmac highway, which rose 
and dipped gently all the way for miles. The land to either side 
was unchanging red earth, which was dry and bald, but here and 
there a hardy gum tree broke through the congealed soil and 
sharp tufts of spinifex grass salted the plains. As they went over 
one rise, a tall peak appeared as a dot on the horizon, but it was 
more than three hours before they reached the mouth of the 
canyon which was outlined by the peak. It took another hour to 
drive through the canyon, and Mr Ralph followed a sign to the 
left towards a small town. They were journeying further away 
from where her parents might find her. Since they had left 
Radley they had passed only seven other vehicles on the road, 
and those were mainly huge road trains transporting farm 
produce. They veered away from the town before they reached 
it, and stopped by a leaning farmhouse. Matron Blythe had a 
word in Mr Ralph’s ear and then climbed out of the car. 

“Beatrice, get your things and follow me.” 
Beatrice, who had not moved for the whole journey, eased 

herself out of the car like an infirm old woman. Margaret stared 
at her arching back, her heart screaming like thunder as she 
realised she would be on her own. Even though she and Beatrice 
had not gotten on, hers was a familiar face, a known adversary. 
Beatrice turned to shut the door. “Bye, Margaret.” Her voice, 
which would normally drown out all around her, was unusually 
shallow. Margaret couldn’t sound the words, and Beatrice 
pushed the door shut and followed Matron Blythe up onto the 
veranda. Margaret pressed her face up against the glass as if to 
see better. Somehow she hoped the people in the house wouldn’t 
want Beatrice, and she would get to come with her. The Beatrice 
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she knew at Radley was like a cornered boar, desperate to 
survive. That wasn’t the real Beatrice. She needed to be with 
someone she knew, even if it was Beatrice. 

After a few minutes Matron Blythe came back onto the 
veranda followed by the man with the runny lips, his wife and 
Beatrice. Cathy was nowhere to be seen. Matron Blythe climbed 
into the car and Mr Ralph pulled away again. Margaret gazed out 
the back at Beatrice fighting to raise her hand, but it resisted, and 
instead she waved it from where it rested against her side. 
Margaret flattened both her palms against the window so that 
Beatrice could see them. 

“I just polished that glass this morning,” Mr Ralph said. “Did 
you hear me, girl?” 

“Margaret … Margaret,” Matron Blythe called, but their cries 
were like far-off echoes. 

*** 

They drove for another few hours before stopping at another 
girls’ home as dusk rolled in. There, they shared supper and had 
beds for the night, and then they set out again as the sun rose. 
This time they drove on an unsealed highway for several hours, 
over land where there were even fewer tufts of spinifex breaking 
the barren soil. Some of the yellow spiked grass leapt out of 
nowhere to slash at the tires of the car, and Mr Ralph sometimes 
swerved to avoid it. No other travellers traversed this road. 
Margaret began to take note now, whereas before she had not. If 
she were to leave tracks so that her mum and dad could find her, 
she would have to know the country they had driven through. 

Finally, they broke out of the choking desert into an oasis of 
life and growth, and Matron Blythe coughed up her relief. Red 
river gums grew up to eighty feet high in the middle of a 
streambed, and Mr Ralph sped the car down one side of them, 
throwing sand up against their rock solid, mottled grey, white 
and red trunks. Before long they came upon a forest of acacia 
and eucalyptus trees, which were interspersed with desert oaks. 
They followed a rough path through these for over twenty miles 
before they came upon a dust track, and there was a large bullet-
riddled sign nailed to a tree with the name of the town, Malee. 
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They drove for another five miles before they saw any sign 
that human life existed in these parts. At the dusty intersection of 
the unsealed road into the town, they could make out the start of 
a ploughed field behind a hedgerow of acacia bushes. Mr Ralph 
waited while Matron Blythe looked down at her directions, and 
she told him to turn left, away from the town. A few hundred 
yards up the bumpy road they startled a freckle-faced boy on his 
pony, his head protected from the fierce sun by a straw hat. He 
stopped to stare in curiosity at the strangers, and Matron Blythe 
wound her window further down and leaned out of it. “Good 
day—” 

“G’day, miss.” 
“Do you know where the McDonalds’ place is, young man?” 
“Yes, miss.” He continued to stare his unshielded amazement. 
“Well?” 
The boy leaned off his pony and pointed behind him, but his 

inquisitive eyes never left them. “Follow the track back there 
and it’s the first homestead you’ll see. It’s the only one up that 
ways.” 

“Thank you,” she said as Mr Ralph thrust the gear into first 
and hurried the car into a turn. They went past the boy and 
turned up the path, between more of the acacia. At points the 
bushes thinned, and Margaret’s mouth fell stone dry as she saw 
the homestead with its green corrugated iron roof get closer. 
They drove into a clearing in front of the homestead, which 
stood on stilts, its weatherboard walls freshly painted white. On 
the side of the homestead was a small barn with a hardy variety 
of bougainvillea climbing up over it. The tank stand stood taller 
than the two-floored homestead, with a tank that carried several 
months’ water supply. Furthest from the house was the dunny, 
which stood on the edge of a forest of malee trees. Margaret’s 
eyes flitted about like a buzzing bee, but she tried to keep her 
body still, so that she would feel the vibrations of the place and 
take in all those stirrings that her eyes couldn’t pick out. 
Swallows flew back and forth from under the barn roof and, 
somewhere, a log from an old malee was singing out a hollow 
death song. Margaret shuddered at the vibrations from marching 
ground insects and reptiles rising into the air, as she was 
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surprised at how much her senses were still alive, having spent 
countless nights away from the desert floor where they had been 
honed. She eased herself high in her seat to look at the two dogs 
lying lazily under the shady tank stand. Then she saw the woman 
heaving an axe over her head and letting it fall onto the log at her 
feet. She could only have been twice the length of the axe, but 
her arms were thick and her back firm. She raised the axe to 
strike again and saw the car approaching. Without stopping in 
her motion, she dropped the axe and ran into the house through 
the back door. 

*** 

They waited in the car, expecting that the woman who had run 
into the homestead had gone to call someone, but no one came. 
Mr Ralph was about to hit the horn when a woman wearing a 
beehive hairdo, a pleated dress, and white stilettos stepped out 
onto the veranda. She stumbled a little coming down the steps 
and had to hold on to the banister for support. She walked 
towards the car, swaying a couple of times in the high heels, and 
she shielded her eyes from the sun with a fan. When she 
recognised who it was, she stopped like a felled log. Matron 
Blythe climbed out of the car to meet her. “Good day, Mrs 
McDonald.” 

“Good day, Miss Blythe, I didn’t expect you until—Well, 
until I had got back in touch to confirm it.” 

“I had to drop off another girl not far from here, Mrs 
McDonald, so I thought it best to bring Margaret today. You do 
still want her, don’t you?” 

“Yes … Yes,” Anne McDonald said, looking around Matron 
Blythe for the girl. 

Matron Blythe turned to her side and didn’t see her. 
“Margaret, Margaret, come here, child.” Margaret slid out of the 
car and crept towards them. She scratched her leg through her 
frock and then started to pick at her nails. “Have you forgotten 
your manners, Margaret?” 

“Good day, Mrs McDonald.” Margaret gave a curtsey like she 
was told, her head bowed all the time, but it still felt silly. 
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“Good day, Margaret.” Anne McDonald pursed her lips into a 
weak smile and nodded at her. Then she turned to Matron 
Blythe. “Lets get in out of this infernal heat. I’ll never get used 
to it.” Matron Blythe silently concurred and followed. 

Anne and Matron Blythe stepped on the path an army of ants 
were busily crossing, but Margaret remembered to step over it, 
and she followed the two women up the five steps onto the 
veranda, which was shielded with a fine mesh gauze to hold 
back the flies which were milling outside. The doors to the 
house had been left open to allow cool air to circulate, and Anne 
showed them through into the lounge. She put her head round 
the door and called out, “Elizabeth.” An auburn haired girl, not 
much older than Margaret, but prematurely widening at the hips, 
hurried into the room. 

“Yes, Mum.” 
“Elizabeth, this is Matron Blythe and Margaret. Margaret is 

coming to live with us.” 
“Hello.” Elizabeth directed it to both of them, standing as 

erect as a stone-built fence. 
“Hello, Elizabeth,” Matron Blythe said, then she poked at 

Margaret’s arm, before she could say anything. “Have you lost 
your tongue, child?” 

“Good day, Elizabeth.” Margaret gave her a curtsey too. 
“Elizabeth, can you fix some supper please?” The girl was 

already on her way to the kitchen. 
“Not for me, Mrs McDonald. We have such a long way to 

go.” 
“It wouldn’t be proper not to have you and your driver eat 

before you go, Matron Blythe. It shouldn’t take but a few 
minutes.” Anne directed her to a seat. “We can have some cold 
ham with a salad. I did have a joint to roast for Wednesday, but 
that will take too long. Would you like some pineapple juice? 
It’s freshly squeezed from my husband’s crop.” 

“All right then, Mrs McDonald, but we really must be on our 
way within the hour.” 

They called in Mr Ralph from the car, and soon Elizabeth had 
set five large plates of sliced ham, tomatoes and salad leaves on 
the table. She went back and forth a couple of times to bring in 



 

39 
 

bread and butter, a jug of pineapple juice, and a strawberry cake 
that they had made specially for another day, but she looked glad 
to eat now. As they ate she watched Margaret through lowered 
lashes. 

Margaret had never sat at a table with their kind, and Matron 
Blythe warned her not to shame them with a peppery stare. She 
ate like a turtle, chewing every morsel as if she expected it to be 
her last. And on two occasions she slipped slices of bread under 
the table to hide in her frock. 

 “This is an excellent meal, Mrs McDonald. We’ll certainly 
be stronger for the drive back.” 

“It’s a pity you’re in such a hurry and can’t stay the night,” 
Anne said. But Margaret would later learn that the offer was 
only out of courtesy, as Anne McDonald felt sure that the 
accommodation she had to offer was probably not as 
comfortable as what they were used to, and she hated subjecting 
her home to anyone’s scrutiny. 

Matron Blythe slipped more ham into her mouth and finished 
chewing on it. “I must tell you that the girls at Radley don’t 
appreciate such rich food, Mrs McDonald. There is certainly no 
need for Margaret to have the same meals as you.” 

“Would you like strawberry cake, Matron Blythe?” Anne held 
the dish in front of her, then she passed it to Mr Ralph and then 
Margaret, who looked for Matron Blythe’s approval first, but 
when she saw that she was too involved in her own meal she 
took a slice. She bit into the cake and pinpricks ran through her 
as she remembered splashing as she swam in ponds with a dozen 
other children, mulberry juice running down her cheeks as she 
sat in a tree eating the fruits, and chasing goannas with her 
mother. The high went soon after she had finished eating the 
cake, as she remembered what Lilly had been forced to do to eat 
cake. 

Margaret helped Elizabeth to clear the table whilst the two 
women completed the formalities of signing the various forms. 
At the door Matron Blythe remembered something. “Now I’ll 
tell you this for what it’s worth, Mrs McDonald. Margaret’s a 
spirited girl, but she is also a little liar. I don’t expect you’ll be 
able to train it all out of her, but she does have some intelligence 
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and is good at domestic chores. With any luck she’ll be able to 
get work as a housemaid when she’s a little older, and find a 
half-cast or quadroon that will marry her. At least that way her 
children may stand a chance, although I doubt it.” She waited for 
Mrs McDonald’s reaction, but when there was none, she spun 
around and hurried to the car, which Mr Ralph had already 
started. Margaret stood in the hallway, where she had heard 
Matron Blythe’s parting remarks. She watched as the car started 
its long journey back to Radley, and its spinning wheels spat up 
dust at the outback homestead. 

*** 

The tight knots in Margaret’s stomach loosened a little as the car 
disappeared. She realised that Anne McDonald was the same 
woman who had been chopping wood as they pulled up to the 
homestead, as she had seen her hastily discarded boots by the 
kitchen door. What other changes would Mrs McDonald make 
now that Matron Blythe had gone? Fortunately, she had hidden 
two slices of bread under her frock, just in case. Sure, Anne 
McDonald had given her strawberry cake right when Matron 
Blythe had more or less forbade it, but was that so she could 
pass the inspection? 

“Elizabeth, get Margaret that old brown dress that you’ve 
grown out of, that should fit her. We can’t have her doing work 
in this one.” Anne cast an eye over Margaret, trying to measure 
her size. “We’ll have to see what else of yours she can get later.” 
Elizabeth ran upstairs followed by her mother. Within moments 
Anne returned, dressed in an old pair of pants and shirt, with a 
scarf protecting her beehive. “Margaret.” She followed after 
Anne, who scurried like a foraging mouse to the storeroom at the 
back of the house. The woman’s movements seemed familiar to 
her. “This will be your room. We were going to get it ready for 
you, but you’ll have to help Elizabeth to do that now. Mr 
McDonald never seems to have the time to do anything in this 
house.” The room was murky with floating dust and packed to 
within a pace of the door. Anne turned back and scurried past 
Margaret into the kitchen. She reached into a cupboard and 
pulled out pieces of dusting cloth. All the time Margaret was 
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watching each move she made, trying to weigh up when and 
how much she could untie her knots. Had the strawberry cake 
really told her anything? 

Margaret changed into the brown dress in the kitchen, taking 
care to hide her two slices of bread in its pockets. The frock 
caught her mid calf. Anne pinned it at the shoulders because 
Margaret was slighter than Elizabeth, then she gave both girls a 
broom and duster each, put on her boots by the kitchen door and 
hurried out of the house back to the logs. 

The girls stood in the doorway of the storeroom and stared at 
the crates and boxes of all sorts, but they were really tracing the 
outlines of each other’s personalities. “I suppose we oughta 
move the boxes first.” Elizabeth froze at the sound of Margaret’s 
voice. 

“Well—okay, we can put them in the barn; Daddy won’t need 
it for storage for a few months.” There was someone else. 
Elizabeth had called him Daddy, and her mother Mr McDonald, 
and Margaret was already wondering about him. What would he 
be like? Not many men had worked at Radley; something to do 
with the way Abbo girls seemed to cast a spell over them, 
offering them favours and all sorts, or that’s what she’d heard. 
Some of the matrons were used to saying anything in front of 
them—maybe because they considered them like Mr Ralph’s 
pigs, too dumb to understand and have feelings. 

They humped several of the crates and boxes into the barn, 
sometimes single-handed, and when the boxes were too heavy 
for one, they carried them together. When they carried one box 
they faced each other, and Margaret searched Elizabeth’s face 
with a prying stare. It made Elizabeth glow warm, and halfway 
to the barn she turned to carry her end from behind. When they 
put the box down, Margaret sat to rest on the bed of hay 
scattered over the barn floor, still staring. 

“We’re not going to finish if you sit there.” 
“We can take a rest, can’t we?” Margaret said. 
“Mum never rests until bedtime, and she’s okay.” 
“Well, at Radley we learned lots of ways to rest so that the 

matrons couldn’t see us.” 
“Sister Ruth says you’re all lazy.” 
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“Who is Sister Ruth?” 
“She’s my teacher at school.” 
“She doesn’t know my dad, then. He works so hard that we 

only see him once or twice a year.” 
“He can’t be a very good dad if we have to look after you.” 
Margaret didn’t answer. She was beginning to wonder that 

herself, as he had promised to come back for her, and he had 
waited so long that Matron Blythe had moved her before he 
came. Now she wondered if he would be able to find her in this 
new place. 

“Sister Ruth told Mum that she couldn’t take any more 
Aboriginals in her class.” 

“Why’s that?” 
“Well, for one, a lot of the parents don’t like it, and Sister 

Ruth says she doesn’t want to drag the school down.” 
Margaret felt like hopping when she heard this. She did like 

school, but if she couldn’t go then maybe they would have to 
send her back to Radley where she would see Lilly, and her 
father would certainly find her there. 

“Mum says she’ll get you in one way or another, though. But 
I don’t think Daddy agrees.” 

For a while, they observed each other like eagles circling 
prey. 

“What do you like to play, Elizabeth?” 
“Everybody calls me Liz, except Mum.” 
“Why’s that?” 
“She says the full name has a regal ring to it.” 
“What’s regal?” 
“Like Kings and Queens and so on.” 
“You a Queen, then?” Margaret asked, with serious eyes. 
“No, silly.” 
“What you like to play then, Liz? I like to swim, hunt rabbits, 

climb trees and run after spirits and things. How about you?” 
“Those are boys’ things. I go to school, read and play the 

piano; and Mum is teaching me about etiquette.” 
“What’s that?” 
“It’s just something white ladies have to learn so that—well, 

so that we become proper ladies and find a nice husband.” 
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“Are—Are you a real live Aboriginal?” Liz asked as though 
she was unsure about the wisdom of the question. Margaret 
shrugged her shoulders as if easing off dust. “Well, do you eat 
slugs, roots and babies?” 

Margaret laughed. She leaned back on her hands, put the 
soles of her feet together and flapped her knees like wings as she 
laughed. “You ever seen anybody eat babies?” 

“Well, no. But Sister Ruth tells us that you do.” Liz circled 
her foot in the hay as if to ease her smouldering discomfort. “I 
don’t think you are, anyway. Sister Ruth showed us a picture of 
some once and they were real black. Like charcoal. But she 
covered up the bottom bit and wouldn’t let us look long because 
they didn’t have any clothes on. She says this girl and boy in our 
class are half-caste, and if they are halfway between something 
then they are nowhere at all.” 

Margaret continued to flap her limbs and watch Liz. She 
knew she was going to feel at ease with her. 

“We had better go and finish that room, otherwise Mum’s 
going to be mad.” 

“We can rest just a little bit more.” 
Liz headed for the barn door and Margaret scrambled to her 

feet behind her. Then a shower of hay landed over Liz’s head 
and shoulders. “What did you do that for?” She spun around, 
brushing hay out of her auburn hair, which was tied in a ponytail 
that reached the small of her back. Her freckled face, which was 
otherwise milky white, glowed. 

“Because my mind told me to,” Margaret said as she waited 
for Liz to join in the game. 

“Well, you better watch what your mind tells you to do 
around here. Daddy is in charge, then it’s Mum and then me. 
Sister Ruth says your people aren’t capable of making decisions. 
We’d better finish your room now.” Liz strode out of the barn in 
a fabricated humph with Margaret skipping behind her. When 
they came within view of Anne she stopped skipping, but as 
soon as they were in the house she started to skip again, and 
grinned as Liz fought back her laugh, because it wouldn’t have 
shown that she was in charge. 
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They took a few hours to finish the room. The remaining 
boxes and crates were carried to the barn, and then they piled 
those things that could be burned in the yard. After that, they 
wiped the insides of the windows clean, swept the room of dust, 
hundreds of spiders and cobwebs, and wiped down a spring bed 
and mattress that they found buried in a corner. When they had 
finished, Margaret followed Liz upstairs to find bedclothes and 
curtains. “This first room is mine.” She pointed it out. “This is 
Daddy’s bedroom, and Mum sleeps in here.” The room at the 
end of the landing was light and airy, the floral prints on the 
walls, bedclothes and curtains blooming like the desert after a 
heavy rain, and the scent circulating sweet as lavender. It was 
the only room in the house to have a carpet. The rest of the 
house had polished floorboards and painted walls. Liz opened a 
chest at the foot of the bed, took out a wide-brimmed white hat, 
and laid it on the bed. Now Margaret remembered where she had 
seen Anne McDonald’s walk. The woman who came to Radley 
to look at the girls and dropped the things from her handbag had 
worn the same hat. Liz pulled out two sheets and a blanket. A 
large pile of letters bound together with string fell onto the floor, 
and Margaret put them back into the chest. Liz handed the sheets 
to her. “Once every week we have to change and wash them. 
Mum does hers and Daddy’s.” 

After they had made the bed and hung a piece of hessian over 
the window, Liz led Margaret out the front, grabbing a stick 
lying on the veranda as she went. The sun was already sliding 
out of the sky, making it much cooler. She used the stick to beat 
the clumps of spinifex as she wound her way towards the tiny 
shed on the edge of the woods, being careful to see if anything 
came out of it before she advanced. “What you doing that for?” 
Margaret asked. 

“You have to mind out for snakes and spiders when you’re 
going to the lavatory. That’s where we’re going now. Daddy 
calls it the dunny, but Mum doesn’t think that’s proper.” 

“A snake’s not going to do you no harm if you walk peaceful, 
like.” 

“And how is it going to tell if you’re walking peaceful?” 
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“Step soft, so that the vibrations you leave don’t rush up on 
them too sudden,” she said matter-of-factly. But Liz glared at her 
with her hands on her hips. 

Margaret slowed her walk and was careful to step over any 
clumps of grass that she couldn’t see through. Something glinted 
in the sun and she stopped to look at it. It was what she thought. 
It must be a sign. She couldn’t collect it now whilst Liz was 
watching, but she would come for it later. 

Liz got tired of waiting for her and continued beating the 
grass all the way to the dunny. The door creaked as she pulled it 
back, so that Margaret could see the wooden box on which she 
had to sit. “Mum won’t come in here. She does hers in a pail and 
then Daddy empties it. She says if he gets us one of those indoor 
lavatories, like people in cities use, then he won’t have to do it 
anymore.” 

A patrolling column of ants had captured Margaret’s attention 
and she wasn’t listening. So Liz marched back towards the 
house, and Margaret ran to catch up with her. “Mum says she’s 
heard that Mrs Cartwright has a lavatory inside her house. Right 
inside her own house! Can you imagine that? And it’s made of 
real china as well.” But Margaret wasn’t showing any interest, 
and Liz sighed as if it was to be expected and what Sister Ruth 
had said about them not being cultured was right. 

*** 

Sean McDonald sauntered into the house well after dusk. He 
went straight to the table in the dining room and slumped his tall, 
lean body in the chair. As he prised off his dusty boots with his 
foot, Anne left the plaiting of Liz’s hair and caught them before 
they hit the floor. She deposited them on the veranda, where she 
would clean them before going to bed, and then she fetched his 
dinner from the kitchen. She also gave him a wet towel, so that 
he could at least wipe the caking grime from his hands before he 
started. Margaret regarded him from the floor in the corner of the 
room, and when he looked at her, her gaze flitted back to the 
red-gum fire. 

“She’s come then,” Sean said to Anne. 
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“Yes,” Anne said, through new hoarseness, her uncertain eyes 
never leaving Liz’s hair. She waited to see if Sean had any more 
to say on the subject. He was silent as usual, but over the years 
she had learned to sort the different grades of Sean’s silences. 

“Introduce yourself then, Margaret.” Anne said. 
Margaret curled her head towards her body without turning to 

face him. “Good day, I’m Margaret.” 
“G’day. I’m Sean.” He nodded in her direction, his mouth 

full. 
“Mr McDonald,” Anne informed Margaret, while her fingers 

rushed through Liz’s hair. Margaret turned to acknowledge him 
and flinched from his stare brushing her cheek. She pulled her 
knees tight under her chin, wrapped her arms around them and 
escaped deeper into the dancing flames. 

Sean discarded the knife and shovelled spoonfuls of the food 
into his eager mouth. His plate was piled high as usual, but his 
body seemed to burn away the food before it reached his 
stomach; but that was how it had always been, however much 
was put in front of him. He used the towel to wipe the salty 
grime from his elongated axe of a face and then dragged it down 
his long sinewy arms, which, like the rest of his body, was the 
colour of a ripe pineapple. The towel was already blackening as 
he wiped his hands on it, but it wouldn’t get the soil out from 
under his nails. This didn’t disgust him in the way it did Anne. 
This was the rich soil, whose blood flowed through the food they 
ate, and Sean brought his hands to his face to smell his land. 
“Didn’t get a chance to clear that storeroom.” Anne heard but 
chose to ignore him, and Liz winced as her hair was pulled 
tighter. Sean wiped the towel over his jet-black hair, which 
generally hung to the right. One strand of grey stood out in it, 
but it wasn’t the sort of thing that worried Sean McDonald. Most 
of his contemporaries were bald or greying and had wild boar 
guts. “She could probably sleep in the barn tonight,” he said. Liz 
was stirring a foot as if trying to tell him without betraying her 
mother. 

Anne finished with Liz and beckoned Margaret. She held her 
curly hair between her fingers and wondered what she could do 
with it. She dragged a comb through it several times, but the 
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curls sprang back into place. If it were cut back, would that get 
rid of them? One of the ladies at church was bound to know, and 
she would ask them the first opportunity she got. For now she 
plaited it into one corn stem; that would help to straighten it out. 

Liz took up Margaret’s position in front of the fire with a 
book, which she was unable to disappear in whilst the air in the 
room had frozen over. “We put Margaret’s bed by the window, 
Mum, and I used two of the sheets and a blanket that was in your 
chest. She’ll be warm tonight.” Sean smiled and winked his 
thanks at her. He got up to go to the kitchen and brushed her hair 
as he walked by, which earned her collaborator’s smile. He came 
back with the aluminium pail of milk and a glass, which was 
only for Anne’s benefit, then he switched on the radio, turned it 
down low and sat in the armchair to listen to the world. 

*** 

Margaret knelt at the foot of her bed and said the Lord’s Prayer 
like Mrs McDonald had asked her to. Besides, it was mandatory 
at Radley, and she would probably have done it out of habit 
anyway. Liz had given her one of her nighties, and Margaret 
burrowed under the blanket to escape the cold. She found it odd 
that when she had slept under the stars with her band, even 
though they wore next to nothing and had only a small fire to 
warm them, they could store the heat from the scorching days in 
the very depths of their stomachs and then call on it at night to 
fall asleep with consummate ease. Now she had to wrap the 
blanket around her like a shroud to fall asleep. 

The room fitted her loosely, like reams of cloth that could be 
shared. She had never slept in any place on her own before. She 
had mostly slept with her mother, brothers and sister, and when 
these older siblings had gotten married, her sister had moved 
away to join her husband’s mob, and her brothers, although 
remaining with their mob, had arranged their own sleeping 
places, so then she had slept with her mother. Even at Radley she 
had shared the dormitory with more than twenty other girls. She 
couldn’t sleep with a sharp and harsh vacancy for the familiar 
being driven through her heart, and wondered how much longer 
it would take her mother and father to come. She had left secret 
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messages with trees and birds that she knew were friendly with 
her band, and her mother knew magic and was friendly with 
certain spirits, and they would surely show them the way. She 
dreamed the band by a campfire in the cold desert night, in loud, 
animated conversation about which trail to follow. Father was 
rolling a gummy black ball of pituri around his mouth and 
spitting the narcotic juice when mother overruled one of his 
ideas, and she remembered the foot-raising laughter they used to 
get from these exchanges. The thought that they were still 
searching comforted her like fluctuating breezes and set her off 
into a light sleep. 

In the middle of the night the door creaked open and woke 
Margaret, the sound pinning her to the bed like a ghostly robber. 
She had heard the results of entrances into the dormitory at 
Radley whilst lying in a cold sweat and gripping her blanket 
tight, hoping it wouldn’t be her call. The weighty presence 
sucked the air from the room, and she realised that the blanket 
was off her shoulders, which made her shiver with cold again. 
After a few wheezing breaths the heaviness left the room, 
closing the door behind it. Margaret lay frozen until her veins 
thawed. When she saw a shadow pass by her window she came 
up onto her knees and peeped under the edge of the hessian 
curtain as if she were being hunted. Mr McDonald was strolling 
by the tank stand smoking a cigarette. He didn’t stop by the 
dunny either, but kept going into the woods and disappeared. 
She stayed like that, waiting for him to re-emerge, until the cold 
grabbed hold of her spine again. Then she dived back under the 
covers and spent the rest of the night alternating between light 
bouts of sleep and waking to every sound. 
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Chapter 3 

Anne rose before sunrise as if she had always been used to the 
rhythms of a farmer’s wife. Each morning she did for Sean first, 
as it was part of a wife’s duty. She went to his room, pulled back 
the curtains so that he would see when it was light, laid out his 
clothing for that day and took away the things he had worn the 
previous day. These she would wash later in the morning, so that 
they would be ready for him to wear again in a day or two. His 
breakfast had to be started, and she went down to the kitchen to 
stoke the stove. Within a few minutes there was the toasted scent 
of fresh bread rising through the house. She scurried between 
larder and stove, and soon there were a series of pots and pans 
lined up with thick cut ham being fried, beans being heated, and 
water being boiled for coffee. 

Sean sauntered down, filled a basin at the sink, and took it out 
back where he washed his face, shaved, and brushed his teeth in 
the morning heat, which had already risen to a simmer. When he 
was finished he tipped the water onto the vegetable patch, the 
way they always did to conserve it. As he came back towards the 
house he saw Margaret searching in the grass over by the dunny, 
and he sidled up to the side of the house where she wouldn’t see 
him. 

*** 

She knew it was still out there somewhere, and Margaret stepped 
over and around the clumps of stinging spinifex until she saw it. 
She picked up the moulted snakeskin and hung it around her 
neck. It was already drying out, so she would have to find some 
oils to preserve the crinkly, transparent hide. She walked past the 
dunny to the edge of the woods. This is where she would start it, 
and it would go all the way around to the window of the 
storeroom, which was now her bedroom. With measured steps, 
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she placed her right foot behind the left and twisted in the red 
earth towards the back of the house. Sometimes she twisted 
sideways; this way her mob would feel the vibrations and know 
it was the track of a Snake-woman-child. 

“Margaret! Margaret! What in heavens name are you doing?” 
Mrs McDonald was standing by the kitchen door with a floured 
hand on her hip. Margaret froze in her tracks, clasped her hands 
behind her back, and swung her body like a pendulum. She 
wondered if they would know about these things. The matrons at 
Radley hadn’t figured it out, so perhaps it was something white 
folks didn’t know. 

Margaret shuffled away from the tracks towards the kitchen 
door. Sean had gone in for his breakfast when Anne had come to 
the door. “What is that disgusting thing hanging from your 
neck?” Anne recoiled. “Get rid of it, now.” Margaret threw the 
snakeskin into the spinifex. “Come in and wash your hands and 
get changed. I want you to help Elizabeth sweep off the porch 
before breakfast.” 

Margaret was washed, changed and helping Liz to sweep 
fishy-smelling millipedes off the veranda, which Mrs McDonald 
called a porch, within a few minutes. The thread-thin, black, 
worm-like creatures had crawled up out of the ground in their 
hundreds during the night, and were trying to take up refuge in 
the house, but all the points of entry had been well sealed, and as 
soon as one was breached, Anne McDonald would find the 
source and seal it. Although she had not been particularly 
squeamish whilst growing up in England, here she had had to be 
more vigilant, when her home could be overrun by thousands of 
ants, spiders and millipedes, not to mention the flies, within a 
few minutes. Margaret had carried out similar duties at Radley, 
and although she didn’t understand their ways, she swept the 
creatures into a pile with Liz, scooped them up onto a piece of 
cardboard, and deposited them in a smouldering trash can by the 
side of the house. Once when Liz wasn’t looking, she threw the 
contents of her cardboard into a bush, then she asked the 
Creative Ancestors to forgive her for the ones she had burnt, 
without even eating their flesh so that their spirits could live on 
through her body. 
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*** 

“I’m thinking about seeing the sisters again to ask them if she 
can start school,” Anne said as she shared out the girls’ breakfast 
and left them on the stove to keep warm. Sean wiped the last 
drop of sauce from his plate with a piece of bread. 

“I don’t see what for; their education is out there.” He threw a 
hand towards the vast outback. “Besides, Sister Ruth has already 
said no more Aboriginals in her school.” 

“But she’s not an Aboriginal.” 
Sean’s face opened like a question mark. 
“Not a full one, anyway,” Anne reasoned. 
Sean pushed back his stool to go. Anne put down the pot she 

had started to scour and hurried to the porch to fetch his boots, 
which she put in front of his stool before going back to finish her 
pots. “You could do with some help around the house,” Sean 
said. “Get her to help you on the vegetable patch.” He pulled on 
his boots and tramped through the back door. A nauseous acid 
rose in Anne’s stomach. She knew what this was leading up to. 
She scoured harder to push it further away. 

*** 

The girls drifted in from their chores. “Have you washed your 
hands?” Anne asked. She was already filling the basin for them. 
They washed and dried their hands and sat at the workbench, 
which doubled as a breakfast table. Liz hurried her food, but ate 
with more decorum when she caught her mother’s gaze asking 
her to show a better example to Margaret. As she ran upstairs to 
fetch her satchel, Margaret gazed after her like an abandoned 
pup, not wanting to be left alone with Mrs McDonald. Mrs 
McDonald wasn’t easy to talk to like Liz, and she didn’t play, 
nor, it seemed, stop to listen to the songs of birds, or feel which 
direction the wind was blowing from. She must have taken a 
wrong turn somewhere, and hadn’t figured out how to get back 
on her trail. “Bye Mum, bye Margaret.” The door slammed and 
Liz was gone. 

They spent all morning washing clothes and bed linen. Anne 
washed the things in the kitchen sink and passed them through 
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the window to Margaret, who rinsed in a basin outside. They 
hung the laundry to dry behind the house and then threw the 
water over the vegetable plot. A little after midday they drank 
lemonade and ate bread and cheese for lunch, then they started 
again, this time on the vegetable plot. Anne showed Margaret 
how to weed between the rows of cabbages, carrots, tomatoes 
and peas, but Margaret was too chilled by shyness with her to 
say she had already been shown how at Radley. They cleared the 
irrigation channels and prepared more ground for planting by 
chopping down some buckabunge. Margaret thought how silly it 
was to chop down this wild plant, which after the rains would 
grow two to three feet high and be luscious and tender for eating. 
It meant that they had to labour long hours over things which 
were not natural to the land, and which would take more of the 
scarce water and sometimes poisons to stop their rejection. But 
that was their way, and she didn’t understand. 

Their cotton frocks were soaked through and stuck to their 
bodies, and at times Margaret started to flag, but she stole 
mouse-sized bites from the bread she had hidden at the previous 
day’s meal when Anne wasn’t looking, even though by now she 
had figured that she would eat the same meals as the 
McDonalds. 

“Have you ever been to school?” Anne asked. It was the first 
words they had spoken all day that required an exchange and 
was not an instruction of what work to do and how to do it. 

“Yes, miss, ma’am.” Margaret realised that she didn’t know 
what to call her, and she kept her eyes firmly fixed on a head of 
cabbage as she answered. 

“What did you do?” Anne persisted. 
“A little reading and writing, but domestic training mostly.” 
“Would you like to go to school?” 
Margaret shrugged her shoulders and then remembered it was 

the type of thing that could get you a clip around the ear at 
Radley. “Don’t know, miss.” Was there one answer that was 
better than another, one that would get her more favour? If there 
was, she didn’t know which it was yet, and so she’d have to try 
and outguess Mrs McDonald until she knew her better. 

“Well, I think God wants you to go to school, Margaret.” 
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She had heard of Him before when they had services at the 
settlement and Radley, but she had never seen Him. She 
remembered that one of the elders at the settlement had told a 
pastor, who had been real excited about this God replacing their 
Spirit Ancestors, that if he couldn’t read the signs on the land, 
then how was he capable of hearing this God fella, because it 
seemed to him the land spoke more clearly than some purely 
spirit God. From what she could figure out, this God was one of 
their Creative Ancestors, a real important one. He was only 
supposed to do good, but probably He had shared out so much of 
the good that there hadn’t been any left for the likes of Matron 
Blythe at Radley. If she had to stay then she wanted to go to 
school, too. She liked all that reading and writing stuff, and it 
would probably mean she spent the day with Liz instead of Mrs 
McDonald. But she didn’t know if to give Mrs McDonald a yes 
would have meant no. So she mostly kept quiet and surrendered 
the pious talking to Mrs McDonald. 

*** 

Anne knew her mind was made up. Margaret had to go to 
school, but she had to get Sean’s agreement, and she didn’t like 
what she had to do to get him to agree to something. 

After they had finished on the vegetable plot, they moved up 
to Sean’s bedroom. Anne wouldn’t have him in hers. Whatever 
was to be done would have to be done in there. The room was 
sparsely furnished with a bed, a wardrobe and a chest of drawers 
with a mirror on top; and if it had not been Anne’s doing, the 
room would have had even less. She stripped the bed whilst 
Margaret dusted the reclaimed-pine furnishings. Then she wiped 
down the mattress with a solution of water and lye, and while 
this dried out Margaret swept and mopped the floorboards. 
When all this was done, Anne dressed the bed with a fresh set of 
her best sheets, using tight tucks and folds as if covering a 
gaping wound. 

*** 

Margaret emptied the bucket from the mopping in the yard, and 
as she turned, she saw Liz drifting up the path like an unhurried 
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grazer. She was about to break into a run to meet her, but she 
stopped herself and gobbled long strides instead, so that they met 
at the bottom of the steps. “What you do today?” she asked. Liz 
sat on the top step and pulled a book from her satchel. Margaret 
sat close and leaned over her shoulder to see it. 

“We did history today. We studied how Captain Cook 
discovered Australia, and when he met the Aboriginals he 
offered them mirrors and metal pans, but they didn’t want them.” 

“How come he discovered Australia if he met those 
Aboriginals there, then?” Margaret asked, her chin in the palm of 
her hand. 

“It says so in the history books.” Liz’s forehead creased in 
annoyance. “I suppose it’s like, well, those dogs over there.” She 
pointed under the tank stand. “They couldn’t discover anything; 
only people can discover things.” 

“We used to have two hunting dogs, and they were always 
discovering rabbit holes, and this girl I knew, her band had a cat 
that was always finding rats in their hut,” Margaret said. 

Hurried footsteps on the veranda stopped them. “Elizabeth, 
can you come and get supper? You can show Margaret your 
work later.” 

“Yes, Mum.” Liz jumped up and scurried to it. 
“Margaret, you need to have a wash and put one of these on.” 

Anne gave her two more of Liz’s outgrown dresses, which she 
almost snatched as she stared at the departing stopper of her 
lesson with Liz. But Anne was too deep into her preparatory 
trance to notice. 

*** 

Supper was hurried and in silence, and as dusk enveloped the 
land, Anne went out and started the engine, which pumped water 
from an artesian well into the irrigation channels of the vegetable 
patch. This underground water was used for irrigation, laundry 
and bathing, whilst the rainwater from the tank stand was for 
cooking and drinking, although the artesian water could be used 
for those purposes if the rainwater ran out. If they had done the 
watering during the day, the heat would have licked the moisture 
from the soil, and the plants would have wilted like raisins. Anne 
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allowed the flowing water to hypnotise her for an hour or so, 
moving the hose every now and then, as if to wash the night’s 
encounter from her mind. When the ground was well soaked, she 
struggled back into the house with the cast iron bathtub, which 
was stored on the wall outside the kitchen. 

The girls were still at the table, poring over Liz’s homework. 
“I would like you in bed by nine, girls,” Anne said, and then she 
went on filling the tub, not noticing when they had gone. She 
brought her Bible down with her towels and read from it up to 
her neck in hot water. When she finished, she put on a light airy 
dress, cleaned the bath for its next occupant, and sat by the tub 
waiting for Sean to come home. 

The front door slapped against its hinges and woke Anne 
from where she was dozing in the kitchen. Sean stomped in and 
fell into the dining chair as normal. Anne brought his dinner to 
the table and picked up his discarded boots. “I’ve fixed you a 
bath for after,” she said, without looking at him, and then walked 
out of the room with the dusty boots. Sean’s mouth locked open 
as he watched her stiffening back go through the door. He would 
have liked to say something, but what eluded him. He had never 
really been comfortable with women, except maybe one. Being 
the third youngest in a family of nine boys, the eldest of whom 
were all hardened hands on a sheep and cattle station, hadn’t 
helped. It was during one of the severe drought years that he had 
left. He had only just reached his teens. Every man had a right to 
make it on his own, he had figured, and he had now been making 
it without them for more than thirty years. Even if he could 
write, he doubted whether he would have found the time or 
inclination to send them a letter just to say he was alive and well, 
and he didn’t think this would have bothered the McDonalds, 
being as concerned as they were with just getting by. Years spent 
criss-crossing the outback as a wagonner, delivering essential 
supplies to remote homesteads and small towns, had made him 
used to an isolated life; that was what he knew. With increased 
transport after the war, he made the right decision to get out of 
the business, buy his own piece of land and go into farming. It 
was hard work, but he was still out under abundant skies where 
he could drift like a solitary cloud. 
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Anne had been the result of an advert placed in a newspaper 
by one of his former customers as payment for his services. He 
had done well there. Had she not been recently arrived from 
England, part of the migration after the war, probably an advert 
by a pineapple farmer with more than three hundred acres in the 
outback wouldn’t have impressed her as it had. In England, a 
man with three hundred acres was probably overflowing with 
wealth. Out here it was a struggle to survive with that when a 
man could own several thousand square miles of land without 
turning a profit, and in some ways he was raked with guilt for 
cheating her of her dream. 

She hadn’t poured him a bath for more than two years now, 
and after that they bought one of those American refrigerators. 
He had come to know the routine now, and if that was the way it 
had to be, he would savour it like a rare eclipse. He wasn’t used 
to forging connections or starting a conversation, and if one did 
start, he preferred it to be about the land, and that it should 
smoulder for no longer than necessary. He knew that nobody 
really understood Sean McDonald, not even Sean McDonald, 
and the easiest way to deal with that was to stay out and caress 
his land with the sun pouring over his back, because they didn’t 
ask who he was. They mostly didn’t seem to mind, and if they 
ever needed to know, he somehow felt they could tell without 
him having to say. 

Anne poured the last of the water into the bathtub and Sean 
let his clothes fall to the floor and climbed in. His knees 
protruded over the top of the tub as he soaped himself down, and 
then Anne brought him his razor and a mirror. When he was 
done he stepped out of the tub onto a towel and she wrapped 
another around him without taking time to notice his bronze cast 
body. 

Sean climbed the steps to his room and waited for Anne, as 
this was what he remembered. He could hear her cleaning the 
bathtub and hanging it back on the wall outside the kitchen, and 
then she hurried up the stairs and into his room in the same 
unbroken rhythm she used for cooking a meal, chopping 
firewood, darning a dress, or any of the other multitude of things 
that she would do outside of sleeping. She turned off the light, 
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sat on the edge of the bed to remove her dress, and Sean watched 
her with guarded hope that she would pull down her hair, but 
knowing she wouldn’t. As she lay back on the pillow her lips 
were sealed like cold steel, her eyes in a trance, and they said 
nothing to each other as he rolled over and mounted her. 

*** 

The carnal negotiations in the McDonald household continued 
for another week. Then they ended as abruptly as they had 
begun. The following morning, after washing the dress she had 
worn the previous day, helping Liz to sweep invading millipedes 
from the veranda, and having breakfast, Anne gave Margaret an 
exercise book and a pencil. “You’re going to school with 
Elizabeth today.” Margaret’s eyes flickered like a dozen candles, 
which she hid the moment she saw that Anne’s lips were still 
curled into a tight ball, the way they were when she had first 
seen her. Even so, she wanted to say something to Mrs 
McDonald that would uncurl her lips, but she couldn’t think of 
anything to say that would do that. She remembered her own 
mother’s gap-toothed smile when she was asked to tell the story 
of how she had been chosen to be guardian of the dreamtime 
secrets. This reminded her that she would have to weave fresh 
snake tracks to her window that night, and it drummed a hollow 
rumble in her just-fed stomach, and so she tried not to think of 
this; they would come. In any case, it didn’t seem as if Mrs 
McDonald had any stories to lift her, so she made up her mind to 
help Mrs McDonald even more in the vegetable patch, because 
she knew how tending to things which were growing could cure 
some parts, even though Mrs McDonald didn’t show any signs 
of it. 

As the girls walked to the door Anne remembered something. 
“If Sister Ruth asks where you are from, you are to say Southern 
Europe, Margaret.” Greeks and Italians lived in the district, and 
Anne had heard that other foster parents compared their 
Aboriginal kids to them. Both girls waited for her to explain, but 
Anne left them by the door and went back to her work. 
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Margaret kangaroo-hopped off the last two steps into the 
yard. Liz stopped at the top with her hands on her hips. “The 
sisters don’t allow any playing in school.” 

 Margaret ignored her and skipped off towards the path. Liz 
shook her head, put on a wide-brimmed bonnet to protect her 
freckled skin from the boiling sun, and followed after her. They 
walked for a way along the narrow path between the acacia and 
gum trees, and when Margaret saw a flock of resting galahs, she 
ran off the path and weaved in and out of the trees like a hunting 
dog to see if she could track anything else. They came out of the 
forest onto the bend in the dusty road, and when they went 
around this, the five-building town emerged to greet them. Their 
dresses wore dark stains under the armpits, and Liz was already 
wiping back streaks of dust-bearing sweat from her forehead. 
“Mum said you’ve done some schooling.” 

“Yes,” Margaret said, “I was taught reading and writing in the 
settlement and at Radley.” 

“Were …Were your teachers nice?” 
Margaret shrugged her shoulders and kicked up some dust. 
“Well, our teachers are Sister Ruth and Sister Agnes. When 

you can’t see Sister Ruth you should hold your body tight.” 
Margaret curled her exercise book in half and pressed the 

point of the pencil into her thumb. “Why’s that?” 
“You just should, okay?” 
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