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the woods would be very silent if no birds sang there except those that sang best—Henry Van Dyke











  
  
Prologue




I was nine when I met Harry Fernley and twelve when they took him away. The years between were an Eden of woodsmoke, birdsong and adventure. 

Jon’s urging me again—get that story written down, Lily love. So I try, but my mind goes straight back to the day he was taken, even though it wasn’t the beginning.

I’d heard my mother’s end of a phone conversation. The words ‘arrest’ and ‘Harry’ swam in my head for a moment before I tore out the back door and grabbed my bicycle. I took off, legs pumping, down the main road and slid around the corner into Murphy’s Lane. I came to a halt before Harry’s gate with the back tyre skidding in the gravel as the police car appeared between the pine trees on either side of the gate posts. I wobbled and slipped off the seat.

Constable Munnings in the driver’s seat glanced at me and looked away—no amiable wave and grin. Instead, he riveted his eyes on the road and turned sharp into the lane. That’s when I caught a glimpse of Harry’s face through the rear window.

Dad found me later, folded over with grief on Harry’s front step, my cheek pressed into the cold concrete.

Perhaps my mind swings back there because it was where my childhood Eden ended and my venture into the hazy world of grown-ups began. I was about to discover that people can appear shiny and good on the outside, but be rotten underneath. If you’ve ever flipped the glossy-feathered body of a dead bird over with a stick and found a mess of maggots underneath, you’ll know what I mean.

So, if I’m to record this story, I must go back to the start so the middle makes sense. Back to 1975, when I’m nine years old, all arms and legs and itching for adventure. The day I pack a pile of tomatoes into an old string bag to take over to Nan’s. Getting ready, though I didn't know it yet, to meet Harry. 








  
  

1

Meeting Harry





My heart flapped like a bird inside my ribcage. I was going out by myself today—all the way to Nan’s in Helmut Road. 

Mum and I were in the backyard—me squatting on the damp grass picking tomatoes and Mum hanging her whites on the Hills Hoist. Helen Reddy’s Leave Me Alone played from a transistor radio perched on the kitchen window sill and Mum was swaying her hips to the music.

‘It’s nearly full,’ I said as I plucked another tomato and added it to a string bag Mum had lined with a piece of old sheet.

‘There’s a nice one.’ Mum wandered over to the garden bed and leaned forward to twist a ripe fruit off the vine. ‘That’ll do. We don’t want too many jars of pickles coming back.’ She placed the tomato in the bag, stood and wiped her hands on her apron.

I was ready to go! I hoisted the bag up and swung it gently from side to side.

‘Can you manage that?’ she asked.

‘Uh-huh. I’ve got good muscles.’

Mum jerked her head towards the gate. ‘Off you go then. And don’t go rushing off from Nan’s too soon.’

She didn’t need to tell me twice. I skipped to the gate and lifted the latch.

‘Stay on the footpath,’ Mum said.

‘Orright.’

‘Alright.’

‘All. Right.’ I slipped through and let the gate click shut.

‘Stay at least fifteen minutes and mind your Ps and Qs.’

‘Yep.’

‘Yes.’

‘Yesss.’

‘Ta-ta, then.’ Mum headed towards the back door, waving her hand over her shoulder.

My heart skittered a bit as I left the security of the fence. This was a new thing, me being allowed out without a grown-up. I looked back once, saw that Mum had turned to watch me from the corner of the house, and scooted off.

I was Little Red Riding Hood, taking a bag of goodies to my grandmother. Instead of a red hood, I wore the typical garb of a Tasmanian country girl—a cotton dress (a tad too short and bearing a few neatly sewn patches), long white socks and a pair of gum boots. Mum had tamed my dark, unruly hair into two plaits that swung from the top of my head.

Clutching the string bag, I trudged along the footpath, glancing at each house, eager to see if any neighbours were observing me going past on my important mission. At the first corner, I looked left along the road where old Molly Crouch leaned on her front gate, pushing her false teeth out and in. We waved to each other. Crossing the road, I spied Mrs Hammond, the minister’s wife, pulling weeds from the church garden with her head wrapped in a brown scarf. She looked up.

‘Good morning, Lily. Lovely day.’

‘Morning,’ I said breathlessly as I hurried past.

From the corner of my eye, I glimpsed her struggling to her feet as she called, ‘Where are you off to?’ I pretended not to hear and scurried down the street, my gumboots slapping the backs of my calves. If I stopped, I’d have to hang about for her to pick some flowers for Nan. Or worse, she’d disappear inside for a jar of jam, and come out talking ten-to-the-dozen. I’d have to wait for her to run out of words and hand over the jar before I could continue on my way. I hummed loudly as I clopped up the road so she would think I couldn’t hear her over my own voice.

I passed the few weatherboard houses at the edge of town where the footpath ran out, sticking close to the explosion of eucalypts by the roadside. Finally, I reached Murphy’s Lane, a narrow gravel road flanked on either side by rows of poplars that ran down to the Murphy’s cattle farm. At the end was a public walking track which wound its way past the farmhouse, down an embankment and onto the beach. 

Nan lived in Helmut Road, off to the right of Murphy’s Lane. I planned to take the tomatoes to Nan’s first before heading to the beach. From there, if the tide was out far enough, I could wander back into town along the shore and take the short-cut to my friend, Kylie’s house.

But as I turned into Murphy’s Lane, I saw a man. He carried a fishing rod and a rucksack and loped along the road ahead of me, his big leather boots crunching on the gravel. His dark hair was wild and curly and lifted in the wind, and he had the longest legs I’d ever seen which put me in mind of the Murphy’s horse and almost made me giggle.

I scuttled along behind him, my gumboots clapping against my much shorter legs. His strides were long and purposeful, yet he seemed to glide like a sailboat surrendered into the wind, as if he had all the time in the world to get where he was going.

The man glanced briefly over his shoulder, saw me and slowed his pace. My breath caught in my throat. I’d been so engrossed in watching him, I’d passed the turnoff to Helmut Road and Nan’s house where I was supposed to go. The obvious solution was, of course, to turn around and go back, but my nine-year-old pride wouldn’t allow it. (How foolish I’d look!) So I kept walking.

The man’s pace slowed further still, as if he intended me to catch him up. I looked behind me to see if anyone was about but we were alone. If I kept walking there were only two places I could be going, Murphy’s farm or the beach, and I would need to decide which by the time I reached the end of the lane. I slowed down. As I did so, the man stopped and I had no choice but to meet him.

As I drew alongside him he began walking again, slower steps this time to match my childlike pace. The bird in my chest was frantic now, hitting itself up against my ribs. I glanced sideways up into his face and judged him to be roughly my parents’ age, though there was an air of something wild about him I couldn’t have put into words at the time.

I was surprised when he nodded his head towards me in greeting like the men in those old movies Mum watched on Saturday afternoons. I’m sure he would have tipped his hat if he’d had one. 

Then he smiled.

Oh! —what a smile the man had! Straight white teeth and a good-natured grin. But his eyes were the thing—they were blue and bright and crinkled up in a kindly way as if I were his dearest friend and he was glad to see me.

‘Fine day,’ he said. His voice was warm like cocoa.

I no longer cared where I went at the end of the road. He could have been the Pied Piper and led me to a cave and I would have gone in.

‘I’m Harry Fernley,’ he said, as we approached Murphy’s Farm.

I gazed into his face and my lips turned up in a smile of their own accord. ‘I’m Lily Craig.’

‘Where are you off to, Lily?’

I shrugged, grinned stupidly and almost tripped on a rock.

He glanced at my bag. ‘What have you got there?’

I lifted the bag and held it open as I clopped along so he could see the tomatoes inside. ‘Me and Mum grew ’em.’

‘They’re beauties. Do you need to take them somewhere?’

‘Nuh, not yet.’

He nodded once and looked ahead. ‘Maybe you’ve got time to come fishing, then?’

You might think the bird in my chest would be doing cartwheels by now but, for some reason, its beating slowed and came to rest. We made our way down the road and passed the farm together, Harry matching his steps to mine despite the length of his legs, so it was no effort to walk beside him. 

There was a place where I usually clambered down to the beach, using footholds which had been moulded into the bank over the years. However, we passed it and continued along a narrow track through the bushes until we came to an outcrop of sandstone boulders. We slipped through a gap between them and stepped down onto a platform of rock. Harry took my bag and went first, holding out his hand to help me down the last part. His hand was warm and huge, and my small one disappeared into it. We made our way to the edge of the platform and climbed down into a hollow in the cliff, the floor of which jutted out over the water.

‘Tide’s about right for fish,’ Harry said, and pointed downward.

I peered out over the lip of the shelf where the water lapped and gurgled in and out of crevices in the cliff face.

I knew this place already. It was not only a fishing spot but also a good place for picnicking on sunny days. My friends and I called it the Hollow. From its vantage point, we’d spent many hours munching sandwiches and watching the comings and goings of the folks of Crayfish Cove (population four-hundred, give or take) through Kylie’s binoculars. We would take turns looking out over the bay to the jetty and the fishing boats, the tiny figures bent on industry amongst the cray pots or sitting at the end of the pier with fishing rods. At the road end of the jetty, intermittent bushes struggled up a bank to the main road where more tiny townsfolk trickled in and out of the general store and post office.

Beneath the town, a cliff encircled the rocky shore with a face of orange sandstone, the exact colour of honeycomb, cut out in a semi-circle as if a giant had waded in and taken a bite out of it.

Decades later, Jon and I still go down there with bags of picnic food slung on our backs like we did as children (only we’ve swapped the jam sandwiches for cheese and crackers.) When I lean against the rock with the sun on my face, salt tang in the air and the seagulls skirling overhead, I can close my eyes and slip back in time to that day with Harry. I feel the fishing rod gripped in my small hand and sense Harry leaning towards me, showing me how to hold it just right, how to recognise the tug of the fish and the slow way to reel it in.

I can hear his voice, soft and low so as not to disturb the fish, yarning about the ocean and the tides and how the waves crashing in from the sea had hollowed out the cove which gave the town—Crayfish Cove—its name. And I see those two flapping silver fish we reeled in, the name of which I no longer remember.

I wanted to stay there, to catch more fish, to spend more time with my new friend. But Harry said, ‘That’ll do for today,’ and I helped him pack up his gear.

We made our way back up Murphy’s Lane and stopped at Helmut Road.

‘Your folks, are they Brian and June Craig?’ Harry asked.

‘Yep,’ I said.

He took a faded tea towel from his rucksack, reached into the bag he’d been carrying the freshly-caught fish in and lifted one out. He wrapped it in the towel and placed it carefully in my string bag, on top of the tomatoes.

‘Take this home to your mother. Tell her you caught it yourself, and say Harry Fernley sends his regards.’

‘Do you know my mum?’

His sun-browned face crinkled in a grin. ‘I went to school with her.’

‘Oh,’ I said, surprised.

Harry pointed to a gate further up on the other side of the road, mostly hidden by pine trees.

‘That’s my place through there. You can come over anytime. Follow the gravel drive a-ways and you’ll see the house around the corner.’

I couldn’t believe my ears. Did he just invite me to his house?

‘Some of the kids are coming over tomorrow arvo. You know Jacky Hix?’

I nodded.

‘He does a bit of gardening for me. And the Pevensie kids are getting a treehouse up at the back of mine.’

‘Orright,’ I said, still nodding.

‘Well, hooroo.’ He turned away.

‘Hooroo,’ I replied.

I stood at the corner of Murphy’s Lane and Helmut Road, gazing after Harry as he ambled back up the road. I didn’t move until he turned into his gate and disappeared between the pine trees.

At Nan’s, I spent fifteen minutes (I watched the clock) drinking milk and munching Milk Arrowroot biscuits. Nan wrinkled her nose and muttered as she rubbed at the tomatoes in a sink of water, making the point that fish and tomatoes shouldn’t go into the same bag together. 

‘Harry ought to know better. You can tell him that from me.’

I tried to find out more about him from Nan but her answers to my questions were short, sharp and not particularly enlightening. When I left her house, instead of visiting my friend Kylie, I hurried straight home and burst through the back door into the kitchen, shouting, ‘Mum!’

Mum stood at the stove, one hand on her hip, the other stirring something in a saucepan. She looked up and frowned. ‘Boots off. Come on, boot’s off.’

I hurriedly kicked off my gumboots and pushed them across the kitchen floor and out the door with my foot.

‘You’re back early.’

‘Look what I caught!’ I thrust my hand into the string bag and pulled the towel away from the fish. I held the bag open for her to see inside. ‘A fish. Harry Fern-tree helped me catch it. He said to say his regards.’

‘Harry Fernley?’

‘Yep, Fernley.’

Mum paused her stirring and peered into the bag. Her face visibly softened. ‘Now, where did you see Harry?’ 

‘On Murphy’s Lane. He took me fishing.’ Quickly, I added, ‘I went to Nan’s like you said and gave her the tomatoes.’

‘Fishing? Where?’

‘At the Hollow.’

‘How about that. Pop it in the fridge then—not like that, on a plate.’ She turned back to the stove and continued to stir. ‘So, tell me about this fishing.’

I stood next to her and told her all about my afternoon with Harry while she nodded and asked questions in the cunning way she had of pulling information out of you.

‘So can I go tomorrow?’ I asked, when I got to the part about Harry’s invitation.

‘Jacky Hix and the Pevensies, you say?’

‘Yep.’

‘Yes.’

‘Yesss.’

‘We’ll see.’

I sighed and slumped into a seat at the table. I could do nothing more but wait, hoping we’ll see turned into a yes. Mum wasn’t one to be rushed. 

Mum took the pot off the stove and set it on a trivet on the bench. She pulled out the custard-covered spoon and handed it to me. ‘Here, lick that. Careful, it’s hot.’

I took the spoon and blew on the custard.

‘It’s only a bit after three, do you want to visit Kylie for a while?’

‘Um…nah. I’ll see her at church tomorrow.’

Visiting Kylie and playing on her new ping-pong table had seemed an exciting prospect only that morning. Now, it had lost its appeal.

All I could think about was Harry.








  
  

2

A never-ending morning





Sunday morning dragged its feet. I flew out of bed, dressed in a hurry and swallowed my Weet-Bix down so quickly it was a wonder it didn’t get stuck. I had the idea that my haste would speed everything else up—church, home again, lunch—so I could head off to Harry’s. But being ready before everyone else and having to wait for them had the opposite effect and time seemed to stand still just to provoke me. 

Mum had said I could go! She knew Harry from her school days, she said, though he was a few years younger. About thirty, she reckoned. She’d telephoned both Jacky Hix’s and the Pevensie children’s mothers the night before, after which it was agreed I could go over for an hour after lunch. She even defrosted a cake from the freezer for me to take as thanks for the fish.

Now, what to do with all this time. I followed my usual routine of hanging about my parents’ bedroom after breakfast, watching Mum brush her hair up into a bouffant. As she sprayed it into place, I slipped up behind her and breathed in the exotic scent of Gossamer Invisible Net.

Mum had hair the colour of lemons and cheeks like peonies, and Dad was always saying he didn’t know how he got to marry the most beautiful woman in Crayfish Cove. Mum would tut and say, ‘Don’t be silly,’ but I could tell she was pleased. I took after Dad with my thick, dark hair and eyebrows and brooding look, and I prayed often that God would turn my hair blonde and make me even half as pretty as Mum.

Dad was sick of me moaning, ‘Are you ready yet?’ and sent me outside to wait with my sister. Maudie, two years older than me, was already spinning on the front lawn—turning her body round and round with her blonde pony-tail swinging out and her skirt floating about her waist. I glanced up and down the street for Wayne Bottle on his dragster, in case I needed to coax her inside before he rode past yelling, ‘Spaz!’

Finally, Dad called out, ‘Everyone in the Mini,’ as he and Mum came out of the house, and we squeezed into the little car in our Sunday best.

In the seventies, the church was the hub of the local community and a popular meeting place for locals, whether they believed in God or not. The building was modern for its time—long, low and brick, resembling a giant shoebox with windows. It had a large shed attached at the road end and at the other, a separate dwelling we called the manse where the minister and his family lived. The carpark was the pride of the town, having been sealed with funds raised by a zillion bake sales.

Kylie was waiting for me in the foyer when we arrived. We headed straight for the auditorium and our favoured seats in the furthest corner of the back pew where we had a good view of everything.

‘I have to tell you something,’ I said, as we slid onto the wooden seat amidst the smell of old hymn books and furniture polish. ‘I met a really nice man yesterday.’

‘Who?’ Kylie blew her fringe out of her eyes and it flopped back again.

‘Harry Fernley. Have you heard of him?’

‘Nuh.’ She leaned over to pull her wrinkled socks back up to her knees.

‘We went to the Hollow together, just me and him, and we caught some fish. I’m going to visit him today. See if your mum will let you come.’

Kylie screwed up her nose. ‘I can’t, we’re going to Pop’s. Anyway, why didn’t you come to my house yesterday?’

‘I was too tired after fishing with Harry.’

Kylie sniffed and turned away. I felt a slight pang of remorse when I realised I had offended her, but not enough to quell my sense of self-importance. I had a new friend and he was a grown-up. Not even Kylie—who had nearly everything a kid could want—had that.

Mum gave me a wave as she and Dad headed towards their seat while Maudie came over to give Kylie and me a hymn book each. Kylie gave my sister such a warm smile, I forgave her disinterest in my fishing expedition.

The room filled with local folk in their Sunday finest, greeting each other and shuffling into seats. Old Molly Crouch stood hunched in the aisle in a stretched cardigan and brown stockings rumpled at her ankles, handing out peppermints to a swarm of children. Eight-year-old Jacky Hix—Molly’s favourite—came away with a handful.

‘I’ll go,’ Kylie said, jumping up to join the crowd around Molly. When she came back, she dropped two sweets into my hand and said, ‘She called me “dear”. I think she forgot my name again.’

Finally, Mr Hammond tapped the microphone and welcomed the congregation. We all stood and opened our hymn books as Mrs Hammond pumped the pedals on the organ, and How Great Thou Art echoed around the auditorium.

As we sang, I glanced along the length of the back wall at the other kids who shared the row with us. Still munching his peppermints, Jacky Hix stood about half-way along with his older brother, Maurice. Jacky had a face full of freckles and two large front teeth that put me in mind of a rabbit. As he chewed, he jigged up and down as if he couldn’t keep still. I watched him with a new interest. How long had he been gardening for Harry, I wondered? How did he even know Harry? Had Harry seen him walking down the road one day and introduced himself, like he did with me? If Jacky had ever mentioned Harry at school, I didn’t remember hearing it. However, Jacky was a boy and a year younger, so not someone I took much notice of.

The Pevensie children stood in a pew further towards the front with their mother, Nora. Harry said those kids were building a treehouse at the back of his place. How did that even happen without me knowing about it?

The music stopped and we sat down. Our Sunday school teacher was away so we were given colouring-in pages and pencils to occupy ourselves. When the minister, Mr Hammond, began to speak, I tuned out and coloured absent-mindedly, disappearing into my daydreams. What would Harry’s place look like? How wonderful if the treehouse had rooms and furniture like the one in my favourite book, The Magic Faraway Tree.

I looked up and studied the backs of the heads of the Pevensie children—Bobby, Aileen, Curly, little Sarah and the rest. There were eight of them altogether, sitting up straight and quiet. Did they all go to Harry’s, or only some of them? Did he help them with the treehouse? Did he smile at them and ask them questions about themselves like he did with me? I pursed my lips. Well, I went fishing with Harry all by myself. Maybe none of them had done that. I returned to my colouring. By this afternoon, I would be one of those children who’d been to Harry’s place and knew what his house looked like.

I was drawing spots on a balloon when Kylie jabbed me in the ribs with her elbow. I looked up to find her sucking in her lips and hunching her shoulders, obviously trying not to laugh. She jerked her head towards the front of the room where the minister was pacing the platform and waving his arms about, his voice steadily rising. Kylie snorted, slapped her hand over her mouth and snorted again. From the seat in front of us, Glenda Hill turned and shooshed her.

One of the boys on our row hissed, ‘Here he goes’ as Mr Hammond’s voice rose to a crescendo. As we watched, he suddenly grabbed the sides of the pulpit with his enormous hands and stared out at the congregation, his face all red like an underdone roast. 

‘And what about YOU?’ His voice thundered across the auditorium.

He closed his mouth and the room grew silent. Even the children held their breath, except Kylie who dropped her head with her shoulders shaking, and hid her face in the front of her jumper.

Now that the minister had the attention of the room, he cast his eyes across his audience, drawing out the pause. Then, in a quiet voice, he said, ‘Can you count yourself among the righteous?’

The congregation sang with gusto after that, with Joy is the Flag Flown High fairly lifting the roof off.

Afterwards, as the adults cut up cream cakes and sipped tea, I hung about my parents, pestering them to leave until Mum grew tired of me and told me to go and find Maudie. We finally made it past Mr Hammond who was pumping hands at the door. I heard Kylie’s mother’s voice behind us, gushing, ‘What a wonderful sermon, Walter!’ and I pictured Kylie rolling her eyes.

I couldn’t say what we had for lunch that day, except it would have been a roast complete with all the trimmings—typical Sunday fare—and Mum would have put it in the oven at a low heat in the morning so it would be ready when we arrived home from church. I doubt I could have told anyone five minutes later what I’d eaten, my mind was so preoccupied.

At last, I set off for Harry’s carrying a basket containing a cream cake set on a paper plate, and wearing my second-best dress. (Mum made me take off my good Sunday one.) I slipped through the gate holding fast to my basket, waved to Mum and hurried down the road.

I was Little Red Riding Hood once more, carrying my goody basket, except this time I wasn’t going to my grandmother’s. Who could Harry be in the story—the woodcutter? I was taking a cake to the woodcutter to thank him for saving my grandmother from the big, bad wolf. I began to skip, corrected myself and slowed to a walk, in case anyone was watching.

Trotting down Murphy’s Lane, I slowed as I approached Harry’s gate which was old, rusted and wedged permanently open. Weeds and grass grew through the wire and scraggly pine branches hung over the wooden gate posts.

I peered past the gate and into the gravelly track that served as Harry’s driveway. But the trees were so thick, and the way so shadowy and dark, I couldn’t see a thing.
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Billy tea and a hankering for cake





I ventured through Harry’s gate and found myself walking into a veritable forest. It was impossible to see where one tree ended and another began. I stood for a moment, breathing in the mingled scents of pine and eucalyptus and gazing up into a canopy of branches. Continuing on, I passed an oak tree which stood at a bend in the track. As I turned the corner, there before me was a large, flat space and what I came to know as Harry’s place. 

First, a wooden fence enclosed a good-sized garden bursting with tall, lush corn stalks. Next to this, a wooden cottage with a tin roof, chimney and concrete steps leading up to the door. A few old chairs and odds and ends scattered about the front of the house. A ute, a stack of firewood under a lean-to, a couple of young trees protected by wire at their base and some fruit trees. Past the cottage, the trees were thick on one side and on the other was a glimpse of the sea and a view up into the hills.

I jumped as a kookaburra cackled above me. At the same moment, a movement from the garden caught my eye—a flash of brown amongst the corn plants, then gone. I stood motionless, breathing quickly. The plants shuddered, there was another flash and a whoop, and Jacky Hix appeared, bare-chested and brown. Harry emerged, flinging his arm around Jacky’s neck and gripping him in a throttle-hold. Jacky shrieked and Harry dropped him, both disappearing into the corn stalks. A moment later, they were up again, twisting about like wild animals.

I tightened my grip on the basket handle and watched. I was no stranger to this male-bonding thing called wrestling. I’d seen my cousins and Uncle Bert doing it—rolling on the ground, squirming about and sitting on each other. When my cousins were little, Uncle Bert would lift them up in the air by their feet and let them dangle while they squealed.

Jacky flew at Harry and they gripped each other—big man and wild boy—before disappearing again, hooting. 

I glanced down at my second-best dress with the pink tulip pattern and my black buckled shoes and frilly socks. Oh, why hadn’t I worn my jeans and boots? And what had possessed me to insist on carrying Mum’s cream sponge in a white wicker basket?

‘Lily!’ Harry had emerged from the corn and stood waving over the fence. ‘Come on over.’ 

As he turned away to say something to Jacky and no one was watching me, I slipped closer to the bushes by the side of the driveway and shoved the embarrassing wicker basket into the middle of them. I gave it a swift kick to ensure it was completely hidden in the foliage and scooted forward with my hands empty.

As I approached, Harry came through the garden gate with Jacky bounding after him. He turned to Jacky and said, ‘Mate, put your shirt on when ladies are present.’

Jacky retorted, ‘She ain’t no lady,’ but he yanked a T-shirt off the fence and pulled it over his head.

Harry shook his head at Jacky and smiled at me. I couldn’t help grinning back.

‘Well, this is my place.’ Harry held out his arm, indicating for me to go up the steps into his house, and he and Jacky followed behind. ‘Jacky and I were just saying we should put the billy on. Wait here a sec’ and I’ll get the things.’

As Harry disappeared through a door into another room, Jacky said, ‘He’s gonna make billy tea on the fire.’

I turned to look at the fireplace at the other end of the room, which I’d spied as we came in.

Jacky said, ‘Not there. Outside,’ and leapt back out the front door, leaving me to look around.

The house had a damp, smoky smell. The fireplace at the far end of the room, blackened from much use, was swept and piled neatly with fresh logs. It was framed by bookcases either side, set into the wall, the shelves filled with random paraphernalia—a row of small stones, a few ornaments—and set around it was a couch and two armchairs, covered in a faded floral fabric. At the end where I was standing, the kitchen ran along the wall and consisted of a narrow bench, it’s laminate peeling up in places, a sink, a stove and a small fridge. Above the sink, a shelf caught my eye for its incongruity. Made from a single piece of curved wood which put me in mind of a wave, it held an orange shell as big as my hand and a framed photograph of an elderly couple.

Harry entered the room carrying a wooden packing box. ‘Here we go. Want to have billy tea with us, Lily?’

I nodded. ‘I’m allowed to stay for an hour.’

‘Perfect.’ He waited for me to exit the house and followed behind. He set the box on the ground and asked, ‘Have you had billy tea before?’

‘Nuh,’ I said.

‘You’re in for a treat, then.’

Jacky trudged over, carrying an armload of logs. After setting them on the ground, he sat on one of the old chairs which I now saw were arranged around a fire pit—a hole dug into the ground and lined with blackened rocks. A metal structure stood over the pit, its legs embedded into the earth. It looked a bit like a tiny swing frame. I sat next to Jacky on a chrome chair with a cracked vinyl seat that made a puffing sound under my weight. Harry took newspaper and sticks from the box and stuffed them into the pit with a few logs.

‘I’ll get the water.’ Jacky leapt from his seat, grabbed a tin can and took it into the house. He came back carrying the dripping can carefully by its thin handle. Harry helped him latch the handle over a hook on top of the metal frame so the can dangled over the logs. Harry lit a match to the newspaper and blew on the flames until they fanned out and the sticks caught fire.

‘There, that won’t take long,’ he said. He jabbed at the logs with a metal poker until sparks shot out with a crackle and the wood began to burn.

We looked up at the sound of children’s voices and two of the Pevensie children ran around the corner of Harry’s shed. I must have looked surprised because Harry grinned at me and said, ‘There’s a shortcut through the scrub from the Pevensie’s place.’

They skipped over to the fire and slapped themselves down on two of the seats as if they’d been doing it forever. I couldn’t help feeling irritated that these children had been coming here without me knowing about it and I hadn’t even met Harry until yesterday.

‘Do you all know each other?’ Harry asked, and we nodded. I knew them from school and church on Sundays, though not well. Curly was Jacky’s age and Sarah was a tiny girl of about six. Both were very blonde and Curly’s head was entirely covered in soft curls like a cherub. No one used his real name. I don’t believe any of us knew it.

‘Where are the rest of you?’ Harry asked.

‘They’ll be down soon,’ Curly said.

‘Have a look in there,’ Harry said, jerking his head in the direction of the shed.

‘Did you fix it?’ Curly asked as he jumped off his seat. Without waiting for an answer, he dashed over to Harry’s shed with Jacky following close behind. They yanked the door open and a few seconds later came out wheeling a billy cart.

‘Thanks Harry!’ Curly called.

‘No worries, mate. It just needed a new bolt in the axle. Should be good to go.’

Sarah, glancing up at me from under her fringe, invited me to have a look at the cart and we joined the boys, leaving Harry to tend the fire.

The billy cart was an ingenious invention of nailed together pieces of wood, an apple-box, a rope and four spoked wheels—planned and put together by the Pevensie children. Curly wriggled into the apple-box seat, Jacky pushed him from behind and they trundled away behind the fruit trees. I watched them take turns doing a circuit around the fruit trees until Harry called out that the water was boiled, and we all ran back to the fire pit.

Wearing an oven glove, Harry took down the billy can and poured in some tea leaves while we crowded round and watched.

Harry told us to stand back as he swung the billy can (without a lid) in a big circle using his whole arm. Round and round he swung it, four or five times, and I couldn’t believe how the tea didn’t spill out. For the second time that afternoon, Harry answered my stunned expression with a grin. ‘Science,’ he said. ‘Ask your teacher about it.’

By the time we helped him bring down cups, spoons, sugar and milk from the house, the tea was ready. He poured us all half a cup and we filled up the rest with milk and added sugar. For the next half hour we sat around the fire on the old chairs, sipping tea and getting covered in smoke from the fire. When Jacky asked Harry if he had any cake left, Harry apologised and said he’d eaten it all.

‘Jacky’s mum makes the best seed cake,’ he explained to me. ‘Trouble is I can’t resist it.’

I felt my cheeks heat up as I thought of the basket I’d kicked into the bushes near Harry’s gate. We could have been eating the cake my mum had made.

‘Are you alright, Lily?’ Harry asked. ‘Is the tea too hot?’

‘No, it’s nice.’

And it was nice. Despite my regret over the cream cake, I don’t think I’ve ever tasted a more delicious cup of tea than the one I drank that day.

When we finished, we helped take the tea things back to the kitchen and tidy up. Harry reminded me my hour was nearly up and I’d need to start heading home. Disappointment weighed heavy in my belly and must have shown on my face, as Harry smiled, patted me briefly on the head and said, ‘You can come back any time. Come and have a look at the treehouse before you go.’

We circled the fruit trees and came to a large pine with a rope ladder hanging from one of its branches. I watched as Jacky held the ladder and Curly climbed up. Then Harry held it for Jacky. It was probably a good thing my time was up, as there was no way I was going to climb a tree in my second-best dress and buckle shoes.

‘You coming up, Lily?’ Jacky called.

‘Lily has to go home now,’ Harry said. ‘You can show her next time.’

I reluctantly said my goodbyes and turned to go. Harry offered to walk me to the gate but I said, ‘I’m alright,’ as I thought about the basket in the bushes.

As I skipped towards the fruit trees, a loud whooping started up as a hoard of Pevensie children crashed through the scrub and headed towards the treehouse. Once more, I felt left out, as if a wonderful adventure had been going on without me. I was determined that from that moment on, I would be part of the adventure too.

I ran up to Harry’s driveway, looked behind me to make sure no one was watching and dove into the bushes to retrieve the basket. Once I was around the corner, out of sight of the house, I stopped and took the cake on its paper plate out of the basket. I broke a piece off with my fingers and stuck it in my mouth so I’d be able to tell Mum truthfully what it tasted like (and hope she didn’t ask any awkward questions.) I shook the rest of the cake into a tangle of bushes, shoved the plate back into the basket and hurried through the gate.

Turning into Murphy’s Lane, I was startled by someone coming towards me. We both stopped momentarily to stare at each other.

‘Hello, Lily.’ It was twelve-year-old Jonathan Abbot. 

I said hello back and we both resumed walking. As we passed each other, I looked over my shoulder to see him going through Harry’s gate. So, Jonathan Abbot knew Harry too? As I turned my eyes back to the road, I felt something slip down my chin. Wiping my face with the back of my hand I discovered a big blob of cream. My cheeks burned with embarrassment.

Jon swears he doesn’t remember me having cream on my face that day. He just wants to know whether my heart skipped a beat as I passed him, to which I roll my eyes and remind him that I was only nine years old.

I rushed home and took the wicker basket straight into the kitchen. Mum turned to me, but before she could open her mouth, I blurted, ‘I had great fun. Harry made us billy tea and showed me the treehouse. The cake was yummy. Can I change my clothes now?’

I scooted into my bedroom before she could utter a word, pulled off my second-best dress and shoved it into a drawer. Next time I visited Harry, I’d be wearing jeans and sandshoes, and I’d show them all the right way to shimmy up a rope ladder into a tree.
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