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Majoring in Community Welfare at university, Renee McBryde has worked in the community services sector for the last fifteen years, primarily working with disadvantaged children. She currently works in Child Protection for the Northern Territory government. She also teaches various Community Welfare courses in Alice Springs to upskill other professionals within the sector.


Renee grew up in Sydney and has travelled the world extensively, notching up over fifty countries to date. She is passionate about community development and has spent time working in Africa, including volunteering in a remote Internally Displaced Peoples camp in Kenya.


Renee moved to the Northern Territory in 2015, in the final months of her third pregnancy. She and her husband chose Alice Springs because after all their escapades together they still wanted to have a life full of adventure, even though everyone told them it would be impossible with three small children.




For John. My light, my laughter, my love. Always.








There is no agony like bearing an untold story inside you.


Zora Neale Hurston










Prologue


Strip clubs, prostitutes, drugs, corruption; or maybe just one last drink? No matter what your vice is you’ll find it in Sydney’s Kings Cross. It’s 1981 and the lure of the Cross is at its peak: raw, edgy and laced with danger. The laws are loose and the morals are looser; the streets a playground for the misfits and transients who have nowhere else to go, nowhere to rest their heads between the darkness of the night and the breaking of a new day.


Knowing the Cross makes it easier for me to imagine them there. To see them walking hand in hand around El Alamein Fountain or to glimpse them through the window of the video arcade where they met only months ago. Gemma and Michael, Gem and Mick; two troubled hearts seeking salvation among the wreckage of broken lives in the Cross. These two swear they’re going to be different. They are going to leave the Cross behind and really make a life together.


Gem is so young and pretty it hurts to look at her, especially like this standing outside Central Station. Her athletic swimmer’s body had always made heads turn, but now she looks too starved to swim even a single lap, let alone in under twenty-five seconds. Her thick chestnut mane is pulled back loosely from her face, her smile exposing perfect white teeth. From a distance you might think she’s collecting money for her school charity, a walkathon perhaps, but if you get close enough and strain against the whipping wind, you’ll hear she’s begging, pleading with the passers-by for some loose change. She hasn’t eaten properly in days. Gem tries to make eye contact with those desperate to avoid her. The scabby infected sores beneath her unwashed jeans begin to ache.


Hours later she carefully counts her meagre collection, enough for just a couple of cheeseburgers. She decides to call it a day, setting off towards William Street, back to the Cross, back to him.


Her hunger pains fleetingly satisfied, Gem lets herself in to Michael’s place and sits staring at the four grubby walls, waiting for him. The door handle turns and Michael walks in, and they lock eyes, each breaking into a smile. Everything is tolerable now. Intoxicated by his authority and control, she wonders how they ever drew breath without each other. In his arms, in his bed, she is consumed by him.


Whispering in her ear, he says, ‘Tomorrow let’s just go and get away from all this shit. The drugs, the squats, all the sick child fuckers with their filthy money! We don’t need it! We are done. As of tomorrow, babe, we are going to live the good life!’


She nods into his shoulder, believing his words because at nineteen, he knows these things, and because growing in her belly is their reason to start afresh: a tiny new life that will soon rely solely upon them to nurture her and guide her in life. A new beginning.


In this moment they are bound to each other. Him and her. Their baby. Everything else falls away. They fall asleep entwined, full of hope and the promise of a new day, a new life.


Neither stirs as the wailing sirens and screeching tyres pull up outside their window; both have lived rough for too long to be disturbed by the sounds of the Cross. It’s not until wood cracks as the door detaches from its hinges that their eyes fly open to see the door momentarily airborne before it settles inches from their tatty mattress. Six armed police officers storm the room, jaws clenched.


‘Michael Caldwell, you are under arrest.’


Gem draws the discoloured sheet around her as they drag him from the bed. Clawing at him, at them, she is confused, desperate, her fifteen-year-old eyes wide in disbelief. ‘Mick, what’s happening? What’s going on?’ He is silent, doesn’t look at her, so she turns to the officers. ‘Please don’t take him from me, he hasn’t done anything wrong!’


Then she is alone, sitting silently in Michael’s room, not knowing what to do or where to go next.
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The weekend started like any other. Nan appeared at the door of my classroom well ahead of bell time as she always did on Friday afternoons. Twenty-two pairs of eyes flew to the doorway as she filled it with her round frame. She wore her good black slacks and a red knitted jumper, and it was no accident that Nan’s freshly permed hair and carefully painted nails were the exact same shade of vermillion red as her jumper. She sailed into the classroom like a vibrant splash of paint on a tired canvas, beaming at Manly West’s most infamous kindergarten teacher. ‘Good afternoon, Mrs Beltcher. Would you mind if I steal Renee away a little early today? We have quite a way to travel this afternoon.’ With a wink and a grin, Nan collected me by the arm and we made our getaway, only just managing to hold on to our giggles until we were out of the room with my bag. If only Mum knew!


And then the journey home: bus to Manly, ferry to Circular Quay, train to Redfern and finally the slow walk up to the big sky-scraping units, stopping every few minutes so that Nanna could catch her breath. In the lift we would count the floors 3, 4, 5 … 12, 13 … 14! Ding! Every leg of the well-trodden journey taking me further away from my weekday life with Mum.


As soon as we were in the door, Nan stripped down to her bra and knickers, peeling off the steaming layers that, in spite of the heat, she insisted on wearing, because, ‘Rennie, darling, everybody knows winter clothes make you thinner!’ I wondered if this was the latest pearl of wisdom from Nan’s Weight Watchers meetings.


The zip of my uniform was barely undone before Nan was sashaying down the hall in one of her Ken Done–inspired house dresses, elbows flapping in an attempt to release the heat of the day.


‘Why didn’t you just wear that to pick me up, Nanna?’


She looked at me as if I’d suggested she leave the house nude. ‘Doesn’t that mother of yours teach you anything? It’s important that we always try to look our best! I can’t just wear a house dress out in public, I could run into anybody – or worse, be hit by a bus! I don’t want to die in a house dress!’


She sauntered off to make one of her endless cups of tea, and I made a beeline to my room to make sure all was just as I left it. My heart leapt – sitting on my bed was the biggest package I’d ever seen. It was covered in inky red stamps from the post office, and my name was written prominently on the front in thick black texta. It was from my daddy.


Nan appeared behind me with the scissors. Setting down her mug of tea, she sliced the masking tape carefully along the creases before stepping away so I could fold back the flaps. The room became scented with wood chips and something strong and heady like Nan’s nail varnish. Pulling at the sea of plastic bubbles, I uncovered the most magnificent jewellery box.


‘Wow, Nanna. Look! Isn’t it beautiful?’


The wood was the same colour as the cherry juice that stained my fingers at Christmas time; so polished that my own smile reflected clearly back at me.


‘It’s called rosewood, possum,’ Nan said.


When I opened the lid there were no dancing ballerinas or music, just a gleaming glass mirror and a glamorous bed of emerald green velvet, soft but scrunchy beneath my fingers.


It was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen but presents like this from my dad were not unusual. Everything my dad had ever sent me was handmade, specially carved with me in mind.


Whenever he sent me things he always told me on the phone that, ‘Any dad can just go and throw something in a trolley but my little girl deserves the most beautiful things. Everything I send you is made with love, by me. Special and one of a kind, just like you, sweetheart.’


The presents were my dad’s way of saying sorry for never being home like other daddies. I found it hard to understand why I couldn’t see my dad after work or on weekends like all the other kids, so I always made sure to tell everyone that my dad was the big boss of Cottee’s Cordial and he was so important that his work simply couldn’t be without him. All my friends were suitably impressed, especially because I punctuated my stories with a well-versed rendition of the Cottee’s jingle – which every child knew and loved – as if it was about my very own dad.


Clearing a space on my dressing table for my new prized possession, I fussed over where exactly the centre was, trying to make it look just perfect. I felt so grown up, so loved.
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That next morning I woke up hungry, the smell of eggs and toast wafting from the kitchen as I sing-songed the news that the lady of the house was now awake. ‘Nanna! Grandpa! I’m awake! And you better come quick ’cause there’s a big lump in your bed!’


Giggling, I scrambled under the sheets and doona, quickly pulling up the lilac-embossed bedspread so that the bed looked made. Slap, slap, slap, I could hear their slippers getting closer along the linoleum floors.


‘My goodness, Betty, look at that big lump in your bed,’ Grandpa said in his thick Irish accent.


‘Perhaps we should lie on top of it and squash it out?’ said Nan. Jumping on top of the bed, they rolled back and forth. I gasped for air as I heaved under their weight, laughing and choking and laughing.


‘Listen. The lump is making a noise!’


After a few more moments giggling, the covers were thrown back.


‘It’s me!’ I squealed.


A kaleidoscope of shock, disbelief and relief patterned their faces. ‘Oh thank goodness, it’s you! Now come on, you big lump, it’s breakfast time!’ Every morning waking up at Nan and Grandpa’s was the same.


The day was supposed to be a scorcher, thirty-five degrees by lunchtime, so before it got too hot Grandpa and I set off for Prince Alfred pool, laden down with all the things Nan deemed necessary for the day.


‘What have you packed in here, Betty? The bloody kitchen sink?’


‘You leave the packing to me, Michael Kevin bloody Neville … smart mouthing me! The hide! You just concentrate on getting Rennie to the pool in one piece, and mark my words, you big Irish sod, if you let anything happen to her, even one little scratch …’ She wagged her finger at him, the threat hanging in the air.


‘Yes, yes, woman! I know!’


The threat of Nan’s words were obviously still echoing in Grandpa’s cauliflower ears as we walked down Elizabeth Street, because he was on guard: ‘Come back here, missy! How many times do I have to tell you? You must never walk next to the gutter! Always walk next to the houses. A car could leap from the road at any moment and crush you – and what would we do then? What would we do if we didn’t have you anymore?’


I grabbed his hand and started to swing our arms back and forth, trying to pull him into a skip. His Irish eyes smiled; he never could manage to stay mad at me for long.


‘You’ll be the bloody death of me, you will, my girl.’ Then suddenly he pulled my arm, skipping ahead as he chortled out the words to one of his beloved Irish ditties, waiting for me to join in with his ponderings about how just far it was to Tipperary, which always made us smile.
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Pushing through the turnstiles to the Prince Alfred pool, my nose filled with the smell of chlorine and my heart swelled with happiness. It was here that Grandpa first taught me to swim, and it was practically our second home in the summer; when we were there, just me and him, the hours seemed to melt away like the endless ice-creams I always sweet-talked out of him. Hours and hours of somersaults, splashing and big strong arms throwing me high into the air, as I shouted, and always got, ‘More, more, more, Grandpa!’


Eventually, I would spy a friend to play with and Grandpa was allowed to retire to the bench to complete his beloved crosswords. With one eye always watching my latest trick, Grandpa would sit patiently until I emerged, red-eyed and stomach rumbling, announcing, ‘Okay, we can go home now.’


That Saturday, back at Nan’s after bolognaise and a bath, I dressed for bed in my favourite nightie – an oversized Boy George T-shirt that only just covered my scrappy knees. Like a spoilt cat I sprawled out on the lounge, all tanned legs and sun-bleached hair, fingertips curling over one cool leather arm of the lounge and toes stretched to the other. Saturday night meant two things: watching Young Talent Time and my weekly phone call from the Cottee’s farm. I started to think about all the things I needed to tell Dad.


‘Nan, do you think I’ll get to speak to Big Bird tonight?’


Sometimes Dad put me on the phone to some of his Cottee’s farmers. They always told me what a great man my dad was to work with and how lucky I was to have a dad like him. Big Bird was always my favourite. He had a smooth, deep voice just like Dad, and he always asked me fun questions like, ‘What’s the name of Dorothy’s dog in The Wizard of Oz?’ Once a long time ago I had asked Dad if Big Bird was the same Big Bird from Sesame Street. Dad had erupted in laughter, a great big belly laugh that kept on going and going until it infected the phone line because, before I knew it, I was laughing too, although I wasn’t sure why – it seemed a reasonable question to me. Before Nan could answer me about Big Bird, the phone rang. I sprang out of the lounge even though I wasn’t allowed to answer the phone; we all knew it was for me.


‘Yes, we’ll accept the call, thank you,’ Nan said into the receiver and then moments later, ‘Hello, Michael. How are you, love?’


At her hip, I pulled the spiral telephone cord until it was rigid. ‘My turn now, Nanna … Hi, Daddy!’


‘Sweetheart! I miss you! How are you?’


We fell into our weekly exchange. Dad always began with the same questions:


‘Are you being a good girl?’


‘How’s Mum? Nan? And what about Grandpa?’


‘What did you learn at school this week?’


And then it was my turn, always replying with my own scripted questions too:


‘When can I come to visit the farm, Daddy?’


‘When are you coming home?’


That week I couldn’t wait to tell Dad about my new trick on the monkey bars at school.


‘Guess what I can do, Dad? I can swing around the monkey bars with no hands, just holding on with the backs of my knees! Only me and one other girl in the entire junior school can do it. Maya Bray did it first but she can only do it seventeen times and I can do it twenty-two times now!’


‘Are Nan and Grandpa still with you, sweetheart?’ he interrupted. ‘I have something important to tell you, but it’s just our secret for the moment okay?’


I wasn’t sure that he had understood the importance of my monkey bar trick. Did he hear me say the trick was with no hands? Did he hear me say twenty-two times? Perhaps if I told him how the backs of my legs were scarred and bloodied, raw from the friction of the metal bar rubbing against my skin, he would better understand the difficulty of the trick.


‘So, the way the trick works is –’


‘Sweetheart, stop! This is important, you’re not a baby anymore and you need to know the truth. I don’t want you to say anything to Nanna or Grandpa until I’ve finished speaking, okay?’


Young Talent Time was on. I wanted to hear the important news, but Dannii Minogue had just appeared on screen wearing a shimmery strapless dress with her crimped hair styled into a side pony. She was poised to sing. I felt torn.


‘Okay, Dad.’


‘Darling, it really is time for you to know that I don’t really live on the Cottee’s farm, or work for Cottee’s Cordial.’


Now I was listening.


‘I want you to come and visit me, I want to be able to see you, so you need to know the truth for that to be able to happen, okay?’


What was he talking about? Was I finally going to the Cottee’s farm?


‘I don’t live on the Cottee’s farm. I live in a place called jail.’


‘Jail?’ I whispered.


‘Jail is a place people have to live if they do naughty things.’


I was confused. ‘I do naughty things all the time and I don’t live in jail!’


‘Only grown-ups go to jail, sweetheart, grown-ups who do very naughty things.’


‘What sort of naughty things?’


At home Mum was always asking me, ‘Renee, are you deaf?’ and it popped into my head at that moment that maybe I was deaf, because even though I was trying to listen, my brain felt tangled, and I could only hear bits of what Dad was saying.


‘We killed two men … it wasn’t supposed to happen … we had a knife … you’ll understand better when you’re older.’


Silence.


‘Say something, sweetheart.’


‘Are you sure you don’t just work for Cottee’s Cordial?’


‘No, sweetie, I’m in jail.’


I burst into tears.


The phone was taken away. Angry words were shouted into it, but I couldn’t hear them.


On the TV, Johnny Young was surrounded by the whole YTT gang, singing ‘All My Loving’. It was the end of the show and Johnny’s smooth, velvety voice wrapped itself around me, as if trying to comfort me, but all I could think about was that my daddy didn’t work for Cottee’s Cordial.
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In the immediate aftermath of the phone call, a state of emergency was called. My nan wasn’t sure what to do, or how much to say. There was much arguing and indecision, with Nan and Grandpa unable to agree on how this bombshell should be handled until Grandpa said, ‘There’s no bloody way around it, Betty, call Gemma and face the music. She’s the girl’s mother and she has a right to know. She should be here for this.’


Mum hadn’t known about the weekly phone calls with Dad and once I knew she was coming I became terrified about how much trouble I would be in for not telling her. I started to worry about how I would be punished, knowing that if Nan and Mum got into a big fight, I would most likely be banned from seeing Nan and Grandpa. It had happened before after they had rowed – Mum had refused to let me see Nan and Grandpa for three months. Nan and Grandpa often recounted how they had sat and waited for Mum and me all day Christmas Day, with a table full of food, and a tree with presents underneath, and we never showed up. They didn’t know that I had cried myself to sleep every single night until eventually Mum had given in. There was no doubt that threatening separation had become Mum’s trump card, and if there was one thing that would make Mum fly off the handle, it was talk of my father. I was scared.


Mum knew that I had spoken to my dad on the odd occasion because sometimes when I got home on a Sunday evening I would slip up. She always knew about the gifts because Nan would find a way to subtly mention something to Mum like, ‘What? Oh, you haven’t seen Ren’s new jewellery box before? Mick made it for her. Touch the velvet, go on, it’s so soft!’


I would be sent into my room at the mere mention of my father’s name: ‘Go and play with your Barbies, Ren. I need to have a talk with Nanna.’


I could imagine Mum on the other side of the paper-thin walls, hands on hips, foot stomping as her voice travelled through to most of the units in the building. ‘Mum, I’ve told you and told you and told you! I don’t want Renee to have anything to do with him. No letters, no phone calls and definitely no gifts! If she wants to know him when she’s older then that’s up to her, but I don’t want him in my life, I’m done with all that shit.’


Nan would reply, ‘We’re not all fairweather friends, Gemma. Just because you abandoned him, doesn’t mean the rest of us have to. The girl’s got a right to know her father, doesn’t she? Besides, it’s just a phone call and a gift every now and then.’


‘Mum, I don’t give a fuck if it’s every now and then. It should be never. She’s my daughter, not yours, so it’s my decision. If you want to speak to Mick then you go ahead and do whatever you want but Renee is not to talk to him anymore. Why do you keep trying to tie him to me? Are you trying to punish me?’


Sometimes they fought long and hard and other times I could hear Nan give in. ‘Fine, fine, fine, Gemma, whatever you think is best. Are you staying for dinner?’


Whichever way the fight went, Nan’s house rules stayed the same, largely underpinned by the ethos ‘What your mother doesn’t know won’t hurt her,’ and ‘What happens at Nanna’s stays at Nanna’s!’


My phone calls with Dad were really just the tip of the iceberg in a lifetime of lies and betrayal between Nan and Mum. Even at the age of six I was acutely aware of the necessity to tread very carefully when they were both in the room; it could be very easy to upset either of them, with the other around. When Nan picked up the phone that night to summon my mother, I knew life was about to change.


Mum didn’t own a car, so her boyfriend, David, must have dropped her off for her to have arrived at such breakneck speed. Long after the doorbell had rung, Nan and Mum stood whispering to each other in the hallway. Just before they rounded the corner I heard Nan say in a voice she never would have used with me, ‘Pull it together, Gemma, I’ll handle it.’ Her hand was on Mum’s back, propelling her forward.


Looking at Mum it was clear that Nan’s living room was not the destination she had in mind when getting ready for the evening. Dressed to hit the town, Mum’s eyes were rimmed with thick black eyeliner and had a rawness that betrayed her lipstick smile. She looked beautiful but sad, just like the crying clown masks Nan collected and put on the wall near the kitchen. Mum knelt in front of me, as she always did, and held out her arms. ‘Come and give Mummy a cuddle,’ she said. She was shaking.


Wrapping my arms around her neck I whispered into her ear, ‘Hi Mumma!’


At the sound of my voice, her lips contorted, lipstick disappearing into her mouth. She kept looking to the ceiling, trying in vain to stop her tears from spilling over and drowning us all. It was a trick she had taught me when some of the kids in our street were picking on me and I had run home bawling. Just keep looking up to the sky. Don’t let them see how much they’ve upset you; don’t ever let anyone see you cry.


Her voice cracked into a million pieces. ‘My baby girl, my baby girl, I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry, I love you so much.’ I felt her hot tears start to pour down her cheek onto mine, matting our hair together.


And I felt so, so sorry for not telling her about all the phone calls and for making her feel so sad.
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Nan made herself a fresh tea and set it down at the head of the table, then went to the linen closet to retrieve the big bottle of Johnnie Walker she kept hidden behind the tea towels. She poured two generous glasses of scotch, added a splash of Coke, and then slid them over to Mum and Grandpa. Strangely, neither of them uttered a word of complaint about her customary heavy-handedness. There was not one sarcastic smile or any dramatic gagging as per their usual carry-on because on this occasion they were both grateful for a little extra of Nan’s Dutch courage, which everyone clearly deemed necessary for facing a wide-eyed six-year-old, and the past.


And then they began. Nan and Mum. Counsel and co-counsel. Grilling me for every word, intonation and thought that had been exchanged between me and my father. Looking back now it was one of the rare times I saw them act as a team. Perhaps they weren’t as different as they thought?


‘What exactly did your father say to you?’


‘Tell us word for word.’


‘Are you sure he said he killed someone? Or did he say his friend killed someone?’


‘How did he say the men died?’


‘Did he say anything about Mummy?’


‘So, let’s get this straight, he started by saying, “Where’s Nan and Grandpa?” Is that right?’


‘Try to remember exactly … Let’s go over it again.’


I now realise they were trying to find out how much I knew, how little they could get away with telling me and how many of their lies could be salvaged, but at the time I felt worried that if I said the wrong thing, or reported back incorrectly, I would get into even more trouble. It seemed paramount that I not make a mistake, that I report every word perfectly.


‘Okay, petal. Well, we had thought we would talk to you about all this when you were a little older, but your dad obviously had a few other ideas in his head, so tonight we’re going to tell you about some very important grown-up stuff, okay? Everything we talk about tonight is a secret, one that you can never tell anyone else about. It’s just for family. Do you understand?’ asked Nan.


I nodded. My very first round-table discussion about my father’s colourful past.


Nan feverishly set about conjuring a new portrait of my father, her beloved would-be son-in-law. She was a generous artist, my nan, manipulating her palette and canvas with expertise; heavy brush strokes in some places and barely visible sketching in others. Truth and lies bleeding into each other and, like any child, I was easily distracted by all the pretty colours.


‘It’s true that your dad is in jail, sweetie, but it’s a very complicated situation. When your mum and dad were younger, before you were born, they knew some very bad men. These men did some very awful things to people and one day your dad and his friend Andrew tried to stop them from doing bad things.’


‘What did the bad men do?’


‘They used to hurt young children.’


My eyes had grown wide as I looked to my mother for confirmation, but Mum was someplace else, back out on the periphery of my life, where she often sat when Nan was around. So while Nan concentrated on filling my head with a more abstract version of the truth, Mum focused on refilling her glass. Nan was always the boss, even when she was commandeering the conversation while wearing a Sylvester and Tweety Pie nightie.


‘What did they do to the young children?’


‘You’re too young to know all the details. But your dad and Andrew tried to stop them, they were very courageous, but then the bad men tried to hurt your dad and they all got into a fight.’


‘So … Nanna, was it just like in Grandpa’s Chuck Norris movies, the goodies fighting the baddies? And my daddy won, right?’


‘Gosh, you’re a smart girl! That’s exactly what it was like.’


‘So the baddies died, right? And my daddy killed them?’


‘Yes, they died. Your dad and Andrew had to kill the bad men, just like in the movies.’


‘So why did they have to go to jail if they got the baddies? Chuck Norris never goes to jail … Does Daddy have a gun? Is he a policeman?’


Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad if my dad didn’t work at Cottee’s Cordial, especially if he was a policeman, or, even cooler than that, a trailblazer karate expert like Chuck Norris. I could just picture the faces of the kids at school, awestruck, as they huddled around me on the handball courts, hanging off my every word.


‘No,’ Nan said, ‘your dad isn’t a policeman and he doesn’t have a gun. The police wouldn’t do anything about the bad men, so your dad did. He got the baddies but what he did was still against the law, so he had to go to jail, and he has to live there until the policemen say he can come out.’


‘Oh.’ It made sense. My dad was even braver than a policeman because he had to fight the baddies with no gun. Like Chuck Norris.


My mind ran away, fantasising about going to school on Monday. My two best friends, Elleni and Alicia, and I would race to the top of the fort, our favourite place to sit and talk about everything we had done over the weekend. I would wait till last to tell them my news. Elleni had the nicest, most normal dad I had ever met, and Alicia’s dad wasn’t around much because her parents were broken up like mine. Alicia’s dad worked nights and weekends in a nightclub that my mum sometimes went to. They already thought my dad was cool for working at Cottee’s so they would be super-impressed when I told them he was actually like Chuck Norris. Elleni’s hands would fly to her mouth, Alicia’s eyes would grow big, both of them wonderstruck as I regaled them with brave tales about my dad fearlessly fighting evil.


‘Do you think it would be okay if I just tell Elleni and Alicia about Dad?’ I pondered aloud.


Sprays of tea and scotch flew as both Mum and Nan spluttered, ‘No!’


‘You can’t tell anyone! No one at school, none of the grown-ups you know, not your teachers, not even any of Mummy’s friends, okay? No one! It’s our secret. A family-only secret. Lots of families have big secrets.’


‘Why do we have to keep it a secret from everyone if Dad’s a goody? Elleni and Alicia wouldn’t tell anyone anyway!’


Nan opened her mouth but Mum jumped up, spilling some of her drink on Nan’s nightie as she came around the table.


‘Mum! Stop filling her head with rubbish! Haven’t you caused enough trouble? None of this would even be happening if it wasn’t for your obsession with Mick! He’s not your bloody son, okay? Your loyalties should be to me and Renee! Not to a fucking murderer you barely even know!’ The scotch was making Mum brave.


Mum knelt down in front of me again and cupped my face hard in her hands, her fingers pressed into my cheeks. ‘Look at me and listen! This is not a game. This is serious. Do you like having friends? Do you like having sleepovers with Elleni and Alicia?’


Of course I did. I nodded as much as her grasp would allow.


‘Well, let me make this very clear. Elleni and Alicia will never be allowed to play with you again if anyone finds out you have a murderer’s blood pumping through your veins, okay? No one will. You will sit in the playground all by yourself! Your father is not Chuck Norris. He killed somebody. Stabbed them to death. Do you understand?’


It seemed important that I did understand so I nodded, but I was confused, because I still thought he was the goody and someone always has to die in fights between good and bad.


‘Listen, Rennie,’ Nan said. ‘Your mother’s right. If you ever tell anyone anything about this, not only will no one want to play with you or be your friend, but you could be taken away from us. Do you understand? Do you want to be taken away from us and have to live with strangers? You might never see me or Grandpa again!’


Now I was worried. ‘What about Mummy?’


‘Not Mummy either. Is that what you want?’


‘No. That would make me very sad.’


‘That’s right, you would be so sad! So button those lips and not a word to anyone, okay? Ever. If you want to ask any questions or talk about your dad, you come to Nanna, Grandpa or your mother. No one else. It’s our secret, okay?’


‘Okay.’


And just like that the innocence of my childhood bubble had burst. I was catapulted into a dark and complex world, where my father was serving life in jail for double murder and I somehow had to learn how to carry the weight of who I was and where I came from without ever breathing a word of it to anyone. It was on this night, at the tender age of six, that I was initiated into my lifelong role as a Secret Keeper.
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Manly Vale has long been the suburb that Sydney’s Northern Beaches wished it could disown. Our street, Fairway Close, was a cul-de-sac of poky one- and two-bedroom units infested with single mums and grubby children trying to make ends meet. With everyone living in such tiny spaces, most of us kids were out playing in the street from sun-up to sundown and school, meals and family outings were the only interruptions to our endless games. On school days there was barely time to dump my school bag inside before someone was at our door, tapping on the glass and saying, ‘S’cuse me, Mrs Davidson, I mean Gem, can Renee come out and play?’


In wet weather our mothers would be constantly peeking around the curtains in search of sunshine so they could shoo us outside. The minute the first ray pushed itself from behind a cloud, the street would be swarming again and, under the supervision of the older kids, we would be off picking mulberries, swinging on clotheslines, and sneaking down to the river to feed the ducks, even though Mum would have killed me if she had known how far we roamed. In the evenings we would play in the park at the end of the street until the first stars began to twinkle in the blackening sky and then our names would be called one by one, screeched from the high heavens until we could ignore it no longer without painful repercussions of the wooden-spoon variety. It was time for dinner.


Fairway Close was the type of street that all our mothers aspired to get away from, but for me it was the most cherished home of my childhood. It was the first real home Mum and I had ever had and I would have been happy living there in our shared bedroom – beds less than a metre apart – in the bubble of childhood forever.


Before we moved to Fairway Close, Mum and I had moved around a lot – in and out of refuges, different Housing Commission units or renting a spare room from one of Mum’s friends. We also had long and short stints living with Nan and Grandpa until, inevitably, Mum and Nan would have another falling out. The fights were usually over Nan pulling rank on Mum for disciplining me, like the time just after my fourth birthday party when we were all living in Nan’s big house at Airds in Campbelltown before they moved to Redfern. Mum had been out all day with David and when I saw them pull up, I ran downstairs to greet her. Mum was sitting in the car for ages, not getting out. She kept turning to me and holding up a finger, mouthing, ‘One more minute.’ After what must have been at least a hundred one more minutes, I bent down and picked up a handful of grey garden rocks and threw them at David’s pristine white van. I bent down and picked up another handful and another before Mum’s and David’s doors flew open, looking for the culprit. I hated him and his sandy-blond hair. I’m not sure why I hated him, but he took my mum away from me all the time. Nan hated him too, which was good enough for me. Mum and David were yelling, their words jumbling into each other’s, him yelling at her, her yelling at me, faces bursting with rage. I knew I was in serious trouble, so while Mum was apologising and David was looking at the damage, I made a run for it.


I ran in the front door, screen door slamming behind me, and straight past the living room and kitchen, then up the two flights of stairs on all fours. My heart was pounding, and I kept thinking that if I could just put some distance between me and them, then Nan and Grandpa would have time to come and save me. I heard the screen door slam again so I knew Mum was inside and then she started screaming.


‘Renee! Renee! Get here now! When I get hold of you I am going to pull your pants down and smack your bum so hard you won’t sit down for a week!’


At the top of the stairs I turned left into Grandpa’s room and slid down behind his bed, my back jammed up against the cold wall. I congratulated myself – she would find it hard to smack my bum over the bed and next to the wall. Grandpa wasn’t allowed to sleep in Nan’s bed because he snored and I knew Mum would probably look in Nan’s room for me first. I could hear her thundering up the stairs. Nan’s room. My room. Bathroom. And then she loomed in Grandpa’s doorway, her eyes wild and teeth gritted. She was practically panting.


‘Get out from behind that bed now. NOW! I said.’


Grandpa was behind Mum in a second; he was quite spritely in those days and still had his gardening gloves on.


‘Don’t you dare hit her, Gemma. She’s just a little girl.’


Mum turned to Grandpa but was backing closer and closer to the bed.


‘Shut up! You’re not my father! Don’t tell me what to do! What would you know about parenting?’


‘Apparently nothing, but this is my room and you are not welcome in it. Get out, Gemma. Now. You will not touch that child in this room.’


Mum wasn’t scared of Grandpa. She turned back to me.


‘Get out from behind that bed, you little brat.’


I didn’t move, peeping over Grandpa’s itchy green tartan blanket, watching.


And then Nan appeared, circling like a lioness. ‘You lay one finger on her and not only will you be out of this house, you will feel the back of my hand like never before. My house, my rules. Now get downstairs.’
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When we first moved into Fairway Close it was as if Mum and I were playing house with no real grown-ups around to tell us what to do, but it quickly became the most normal life we’d ever had. When I started primary school, Mum got a job working at a factory just a few minutes’ walk away from school. She had to pack a certain amount of bathroom hooks into boxes per hour and the monotony of it drove her crazy. But the crazy usually started much earlier in the mornings, with the whole of Fairway Close forced to listen to Mum.


‘Come on, Renee! Toast, hair, teeth. Get moving! Why are you so slow?’


No matter how hard I tried to focus on the tasks, my mind was always elsewhere, so after a while I started sneaking my uniform on at night under my pyjamas in the hope that there would be less yelling in the mornings.


Once we were out the door we would begin the thirty-minute walk/run to school and work, with Mum metres ahead of me, craning her neck around to shout back at me: ‘Stop dragging your feet, you’ll ruin your shoes, I’ve told you I can’t afford to buy you another pair of shoes! Hurry up! No, I am not going to carry you! Come on, I will lose my stupid job if I’m late!’


Mum has always been renowned for her fast-paced walking and her absolute intolerance for lateness, neither of which married well with a six-year-old’s legs and attention span.


Finally we’d arrive at the empty playground where I would sit and wait for the other children to arrive. Keith, the school garbage man, was always there and he promised Mum he’d keep an eye on me because he could see me clinging to her, not wanting her to go. Mum would hold my face with her hands, the anger of the morning gone.


‘I love you as big as the world, okay? Be a good girl!’ She would lean in and smother me in red lipstick kisses and then she would prance out the gate, gone in a cloud of cheap perfume, leaving both Keith and me staring after her.
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Life with Mum was exciting because I never knew what to expect. When the other kids were being called in for the night I was often heading straight back out. Mum never liked to stay home so we were always going somewhere: moonlit walks to visit her friends or off to our favourite Italian restaurant in Manly where kids ate free if they could solve a puzzle. Even on the coldest nights we were always walking somewhere. I never minded because there was never any yelling, just singing, and we were always arm in arm.


One night Mum announced we were going to visit her friends Sharon and Mark, who lived about a half-hour speed-walk away in the middle of Manly. I loved Sharon and Mark and I loved the view from their big skyscraper unit, but I didn’t want to walk all that way, I wanted to fall asleep in my own bed instead of on someone else’s lounge.


‘Pleeeease can we stay home, Mum?’


‘No.’


‘Can we get the bus, then? My legs are tired.’


‘No. Don’t be lazy. Sing me one of your choir songs and we’ll be there before you know it.’


We were about the same distance down Kenneth Road as I was through Aladdin’s ‘A Whole New World’ when I saw colourful lights ahead of us. As we got closer I could hear music playing and people laughing, and the flashing lights got brighter and brighter until they were unmistakable – rides!


‘Look, Mum, look!’ I pulled her arm, dragging her until we were in front of a huge red-and-yellow tent.


There were rides and fairy floss and people everywhere. A big flashing sign was screaming at us: Circus! Circus! Circus! I turned to my mother, eyes pleading. ‘Please, pleeeease can we go to the circus?’


Mum laughed and I saw an opportunity.


‘Pretty, pretty please with a cherry on top? It will be so fun!’


‘Not tonight, Renee, but if you behave yourself, we’ll see. Maybe next week.’ She turned and started walking again. Then stopped. Rifling through her bag she said, ‘Oh no! I think I left the keys in the door at home.’


Digging deeper and deeper into her bag she looked worried, and then I heard her say, ‘Oh my goodness me … look what’s in my bag!’


She turned to face me, hands behind her back. ‘Guess what I found, Rennie.’


She flung her arm out and held up two tickets. My breath caught in my throat and my eyes started welling. Could it be possible?


‘What is it, Mumma? What do you have?’ I needed to hear her say it out loud.


Her beautiful face broke into a smile. ‘Let’s go to the circus, baby girl!’


I was so happy I started to cry. How did she know I would even ask to go? Mum linked her arm through mine and we ran back towards the music. It would be impossible to ever love her more than I did in that moment.
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It had been over a month since I found out The Secret and I still hadn’t seen or spoken to Nan. For as long as I could remember, Nan had called every night at eight o’clock to say goodnight, and if for some reason she couldn’t get through, she would ring at 7 a.m. the next day. Grandpa didn’t trust technology, so instead of talking on the phone he mailed me a letter every week. But after The Secret all of that stopped. It wasn’t that Nan and Grandpa didn’t try: the phone rang day and night, but I was no longer allowed to answer it. Letters came too, even more than usual, but they went straight in the bin. Consumed with worry that I might never see them again, I barely even thought about The Secret or anything to do with my dad. I begged and pleaded and cried myself to sleep at the injustice of it all, but Mum stood firm.


‘Why aren’t I enough for you?’ she asked, which was ironic because I often wished I could ask her the same thing.


Mum was twenty-two, and her weekends belonged to David and her friends, and therefore the stalemate with Nan could never have lasted. None of Mum’s friends had children because, like her, they were all in their early twenties. All in the prime of their lives, with no responsibilities, which meant that they often planned things at the last moment, leaving Mum pulling out her hair at what she should do with me, so she didn’t miss out on the fun. Having me home meant that her social life suffered.


Whenever I was with Mum on the weekend, we rarely stayed at home. Sometimes we went to the pool or the movies, if Mum could afford it, but mostly we went to barbecues at her friends’ houses. By early evening the barbecues would take on a distinct party atmosphere. Madonna or Prince blared so loud that the window panes shuddered in protest. Glass after glass of wine or scotch or beer was drained and refilled and the grown-ups would get louder and more fun by the hour. Most of the drinking was done outside, although everyone made regular trips inside when it was their turn to have what they called a cone. Sometimes I would sit inside pretending to read my books and secretly watch them as they put their mouths inside a big colourful vase-like contraption they called a bong. They would light the pipe and draw in their breath so that the water in the bottom of the vase bubbled furiously. Each and every one of them would shut their eyes and hold their breath in their lungs for as long as they could before finally exhaling and filling the room with a disgusting grey smoke that made both the smoker and me in the corner cough. The bong would be passed around and around and around; cones and scotch and dancing. Dancing, scotch and cones.


Inevitably someone would suggest that they all go out and ‘have a boogie’ in Manly. It would be a crime to keep these dance moves confined to the lounge room and an even greater crime for the group to go dancing without Mum. Mum was the prettiest and most outgoing of them all, the life of the party, but seeing as though we lived off beef-flavoured two-minute noodles and barely had enough money for the essentials, Mum would often say, ‘Ooohhh, I’d love to go out, but I really can’t afford it this week … and besides I’ve got Ren.’


Sometimes Mum was adamant about not going out and we would start walking home just as her friends were pouring themselves into a taxi to hit the town. Other times, like the Saturday six weeks into the post-Secret stalemate, I could see the desire in Mum’s sparkling, glassy eyes; she was desperate to go with them. Tapping her leg in time to the music, Mum exclaimed, ‘Oh, I love this song, it makes me want to dance!’


Seeing their window of opportunity, the girls pulled Mum to her feet. ‘Yes! Let’s go out for a dance! It’s been ages!’


‘Yeah! Come on, Gem! You know you want to.’


‘It’ll be fun!’


Prince was persuading her too, crooning in her ears about his ‘Little Red Corvette’ and making her body sway in time with the beat.


‘Come on!’ Jodie cajoled, and Mum’s eyes snapped back open to the moment. ‘I’ll even shout you! You can’t say no to a free night out!’ Jodie always had lots of money because she was the one who sold everyone the pot; sometimes it was small sticks of tightly wound foil and other times big stuffed sandwich bags of stale-looking mowed grass.


‘How about you just leave Ren next door with Judy? Or we could call Sharon’s brother Paul?’


‘How about that, Ren?’ They turned to me, faces bright and encouraging as if they were offering me something too good to refuse. ‘How would you like to go and sleepover at Judy’s next door? Wouldn’t that be fun?’


I didn’t want Mum to go with them. I wanted her to stay with me. I wanted to go home and crawl into bed together and talk like we always did if I stayed home on weekends.


‘I don’t want to stay at Judy’s. I want to stay with my mum.’ Mum didn’t say anything, so Jodie continued.


‘What if I gave you twenty dollars, would you stay at Judy’s?’


I had stayed at Judy’s before and it was okay, but the last time I had her ex-husband threw a brick through the front window, right next to where Judy’s eldest sons and I were camping out in the lounge room. The police had to be called. Blue lights filled the room, making the shards of broken glass glint like diamonds on the threadbare carpet, as they asked us question after question about what had happened. I definitely didn’t want to stay there again.
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