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We would like to acknowledge the many Australian Aboriginal lands that make up our Country.

We wish to humbly pay our respects to the ancestors of the past and thank them for the courage and resilience they have passed on to us during their journey on this earth.

We want to respectfully acknowledge the Australian Elders and Aboriginal peoples of today, as we have the responsibility to shape our future and role model our strength and wisdom for our younger generations.

To our future generations who have yet to begin their journey or even walk on their Country, we eagerly look forward to the future they will create and the pride they will bring to us.

To our other brothers and sisters with whom we share our land, we ask for your respect and understanding to enable us to walk our journey and continue to be the proud Australian Aboriginal people that we are.

This publication may contain references to people who have passed away.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This story has dark elements, but it is not a story of despair. It is, instead, a story about love, both good and bad, returned and badly used. A story of broken hearts, a story of love lost and found, and my greatest loves of all: my husband, children, family and the love for self that you can find if you are truly, totally honest in who you are.

Trying to find a balance is really challenging for me because I feel a responsibility to ensure I don’t traumatise people who are reading my story. I have a duty of care to my readers, which I take as seriously as the duty of care I have for my clients – many of whom have also been through difficult life events. I do not wish to cause further harm or trigger additional trauma, particularly for those who don’t have support, yet it is important to tell these stories. Not just the difficult, traumatic elements, but the hope and joy that can be found even in the darkest times by navigating through and out of tunnels of depression, hopelessness and abuse. It is uniquely my story, but it is not a story too dissimilar to the stories of the one in three Australian women who have experienced similar situations of violence, loss and trauma.

I think that is why I have struggled to write this book: because there is darkness here, but also unexpected humour. I don’t use humour to undermine the truth or impact of the events themselves but rather to reconcile the past and make sense of what had happened to me. Trust me, there were times that without humour I would not have been able to write about some of the experiences I share in this book. However, humour can be a way to avoid truly experiencing the depth of emotions, and while it is important to have moments of lightness – which exist even in the darkest of times – I also have allowed myself and you, dear reader, to experience some of the hard times I experienced in their full complexity and darkness. I owe it to myself and to you, and to those many other women who have experienced or are still experiencing these situations. Our stories deserve to be told in all their messy, hard, emotional glory. Through doing this I hope I have shown that there is light at the end of the tunnel.

To repeat, this is not a book to retraumatise or trigger anyone, and if you do have difficulty with any of the content presented please use this as an opportunity to seek support. I have provided contact details for some of the services that are available at the end of the book.

Note that some names have been changed to protect the innocent… and not so innocent.






In moving forward, we need to first look backward to better understand and prepare for the journey ahead.

– UNKNOWN








PREFACE


Dadirri is inner, deep listening and quiet, still awareness. Dadirri recognises the deep spring that is inside us… It is something like what you call ‘contemplation’.

– MIRIAM-ROSE UNGUNMERR



Dadirri is a place of inner peace, where time is everything yet waiting for that time to arrive is the true essence of the lesson that is learned. Dadirri is an inner journey of self-reflection, of everything taking place at the right time and in the right order. Wait and listen to Mother Earth: she will lead you on your journey. Dadirri is also the journey of my past that brings me to my present. It is a time for understanding and self-reflection, and what makes me the woman I am. My life is not random; it is deliberate and therefore defined by my journey.

The idea of my Aboriginal ancestors haunted me until I finally acknowledged them as part of my life and brought their meaning into my way of seeing the world. Dadirri, I now understand, is my Dreaming. I see my life as a journey and as a story that is uniquely my own, but in each new chapter my journey allows me the opportunity to experience events and feelings that enrich my life and the lives of those whom I share it with. Every choice I make leads to another seemingly unconnected chapter of my story. Some chapters are filled with fun, laughter and love, and others are sad and filled with anger, hurt and regret. Each one, however, is part of me and weaves to form my unique Dreaming: a story that is still being written and yet to be created.

My Dreaming is the culmination of all the events and experiences that shaped me as a woman, mother and wife. It’s about those crossroads in life where the very next step could mean anything from disaster to pure happiness… and I’ve experienced them both and everything in between.

I look forward to the day when there are no more crossroads, the day I can relax in the feeling of having finally fully achieved that elusive inner peace and higher level of understanding. I know that rather than being a destination, inner peace is a journey: a long, vast highway on which I navigate. I will continue driving on that highway with its off-roads and heavy tolls and occasional blissful long stretches where I can hit the throttle and tear down the asphalt, windows down and wind streaming through my hair and just enjoying the ride.






INTRODUCTION

It is 1 am. I arrived in England yesterday, and I’m wide awake while the world outside my window sleeps. My mind is plagued with a million thoughts; I’m unsure if it is the effects of jet lag or just the pure excitement of being here. I can’t explain why, but being here feels like a homecoming, like being in the embrace of a mother who welcomes me with unconditional love despite the fact I have never before set foot on the shores of England. I cannot explain the connection I have with this land; perhaps it will become clearer as my story unfolds. Now, in this moment, I am sitting on a hotel bed in Scarborough, England beside my beautiful man, trying hard not to disturb his sleep as I feel compelled to begin the first chapters of my story.

I’ve spent most of my life telling other people’s stories – for a court report, an affidavit or a parenting assessment – but in none of those stories was I allowed to include the feelings of those who told them and those whom the stories were about. They were clinical observations, recorded in such a way that facts were the primary and sometimes sole focus of the stories themselves. I had written about other people’s trauma for the past 40 years, so I was experienced in providing factual information that could be held up in any court of law in this country. However, telling my own story was different. It was raw and painful and real, and the only way to tell it is to include the messiness of emotions, the complexity of contradictions and the truth that sometimes I didn’t act in ways that were obviously rational but were always a true and necessary response to the trauma and events as they occurred.

Here I was, though, in the small hours of the morning in the dark of the English countryside trying to tell the story of a woman who grew up and experienced life in Australia.

I am not English and had never stepped on English soil before this moment in this life, yet there was a connection there for me. My life to that point had been characterised by a discovery of connections, of finding who I was and who I am: not just in this life but in the many lives before it, in my ancestry and spiritual history. A part of my Dreaming has been to recognise that I was not just the woman who sat there that day, but have been many women, men and children going back into the ages as life after life unfurled. This life had been a difficult one in some ways, but also a wondrous experience where I had started to understand the true timeless depth of my Dreaming. It had been a life in which I had been able to embrace the fact that in this incarnation I was many things: Aboriginal, Australian, mother, daughter, woman, wife, writer, spiritualist and ancient spirit. It had not been easy, embracing all of who I was. I’m still learning about parts of myself, thinking about how events in my past – all of my pasts – have shaped me, and how I am also more than any of the things that happened to me.

Our hotel looks out over an ancient castle, no more than ruins really, that sits on an escarpment like a sentry on the hill overlooking the ocean. It is beautiful, but also ravaged by time and the scars of hundreds of years of battles that have left their legacy on this once magnificent artifice. It has all the features that modern-day castle builders would look for, and is in the perfect location to spot and repel approaching enemies or impress visiting friends with the majesty of the great Atlantic Ocean.

Once a long time ago – so long ago in fact you could start this story with ‘Once upon a time’ – this was someone’s home, a place where families were protected from the threats beyond the walls. It was their haven from the outside world, a place to love one another, raise their families and live their own Dreaming.

Earlier that night while walking back from dinner the remains of the castle were surrounded by an eerie glow from the floodlights that lit the remnants of the ancient structure. I thought about how the castle was once regal and formidable but now sat like an elder whose health was beginning to falter and wane but whose memories and stories were as clear as when they were young. Those stories were etched into the stone turrets and written upon the crumbling steps as they patiently waited for a kind ear so they could retell their tales, sharing with others the things that shaped them and made them who they were, the moments that defined them and how they became their Dreaming. As I walked I thought about the stories she could share, this ancient ruin of stone and memory, if she could talk, about what tales she must have of her Dreaming from the many hundreds of years she had sustained life: her triumphs, sadness, battles and joys all that shaped her into the regal old lady she was today.

Now, in these early hours of the morning, I am sitting in a wing chair looking out at that castle on the Hill. The floodlights that lit her so beautifully earlier this evening have been extinguished and she blends into the darkness around her, a dark shadow almost impossible to recognise as a once formidable structure. A quarter moon provides the only illumination, and is diffused by scattered clouds that drift across the darkened skies. Only the entrance of the structure can be clearly seen, shining in the reflected moonlight: an entryway that seemingly leads to nothing but darkness and emptiness beyond.

I don’t think I have any specific past-life connection to this castle, but I still feel it calls to me. At the time I couldn’t help but reflect that this place, illuminated by the spiritual light of the moon, was a literal symbol of a gateway into the past, a metaphor for my journey to enter the time of the before. She was showing me the way to the ancient and untold stories of her past and present Dreaming so that I could think about my own. I understood this to be a sign of where the ancestors wanted my new journey to start, where my Dreaming could begin to be told, so I start to write.






1. BRANCHES


Family is like branches on a tree, we all grow in different directions, but our roots remain as one.

– UNKNOWN



To understand my story I start by understanding the stories of my parents and the time and place in which they lived, loved and created me.

My mum fell pregnant when she was 17 years old. It was 1966, a time that seems impossibly different from now and in a place where an unintended pregnancy could spell the ruin of any woman, particularly one so young and of Aboriginal descent. In those days being Aboriginal was something that was often hidden by families and my mother’s family were no different, never speaking of their past and surrounding themselves with the camouflage of white Western culture. My mother was raised in a suburban home by a family who hoped to raise their children with good ethics and moral values, and she attended a Catholic school. It was determined at a young age that she would become a nun, a pathway that her surprise pregnancy suggested was never going to be a good fit for her.

My father was an Anglo Australian, and if he knew of my mother’s Aboriginal heritage he never spoke of it – at least not when I was a child. She was beautiful, my mother, with alluring eyes and an intelligent bearing, and I think my father fell in love with her with all the fervour and desire that often characterises teenage love affairs. Both were so terribly young, and despite the fact that my mother’s parents insisted she and my father get married and legitimise my conception, the two young lovers knew even then that their relationship was probably not strong enough to embrace the birth of a child.

My father’s mother Nanna Bess, knowing marriage was not the answer for my parents, offered to raise me as her own, which would allow my parents to have a life without the burdens of parenthood. Nanna Bess told me this story often as I was growing up, and it was always comforting to know that even though my arrival was unplanned and caused a great deal of uncertainty and concern, there was always someone who was willing to love me even before I was born.

I want to be clear here: this isn’t the story of a child being born to parents who didn’t love them. My parents loved me from the moment I came into this world and have never stopped since, but that doesn’t mean they were perfect people or perfect parents, or that they were quick to accept a situation that neither of them had planned or wanted. I can only imagine how Mum and Dad felt at finding out they were going to be parents. At 17 years of age most kids are still at school and enjoying the life that kids are supposed to have. I imagine they considered the overwhelming responsibility of raising a child was more than they could handle.

I think the pregnancy was more difficult for my mum, even beyond the obvious physical impacts. She was raised in a family with strong values who were obsessed with legitimacy and being accepted into the community. No one in Mum’s family wanted to stand out, and there was my mother: teenage and pregnant. I have no doubt that her mother was disappointed in her and had no concerns about letting her know. It is a big weight to carry, the expectations of others, and I don’t blame my mother for feeling she was unable to do so.

On the other hand Dad, as the second youngest of seven children, had no real expectations placed upon him from his family, who pretty much accepted his somewhat cavalier attitude to life. Finding out he had got his teenage girlfriend pregnant probably didn’t fill them with too much pride, but it was a different time then and raising children at such a young age wasn’t unheard of. It just wasn’t the norm.

So there they were, two young people facing the biggest decision of their lives. Could they really become parents and perhaps never have a chance to live out their own or their families’ dreams, or should Mum take the risk to her own life and try to abort this child?

In those days abortion wasn’t a legal option and it was rarely mentioned, never mind openly spoken about. There was little opportunity to have the procedure done by a qualified medical practitioner, particularly if you were young and poor, which my parents were. Their only option was to find someone with any kind of medical knowledge who was willing to perform the termination, which was both a dangerous and expensive decision. However, it was their decision to make, and despite Nanna Bess’s generous offer they decided to pool their money and seek the services of a disreputable back-alley practitioner to perform a termination

I don’t blame them for making this decision; in fact, I totally understand why they did. Life is often full of hard and difficult choices, but in this case as it turned out it wasn’t their choice to make. It was mine, and I was determined or, more accurately, destined to be born. No matter how hard that abortionist tried to remove me from my mother’s womb, I held on.

Mum and Dad realised that, for whatever reason, they were going to become parents, so they got married in my aunt and uncle’s backyard. The tenuous union was celebrated by both families but, most importantly, in the pending days of my arrival it made me legitimate, which pacified my mother’s already unhappy family. Shortly after the wedding Mum was admitted to Paddington Women’s Hospital with complications, where she stayed until I was born a few months later.

I had never asked my parents about my birth story and have no memories of it myself, but years later I did some regression work with a therapist who guided me through that time as though it was all happening right then. It was a very surreal experience but it did feel as though I was being birthed again, which explains why another name for this kind of therapy is ‘rebirthing’. During the regression session I remembered a feeling of being in the warm, safe cocoon of the womb then emerging into a world of chaos and being handed to a gentle, kind woman who was not my mother.

When I came out of the therapy session I was doubtful. I knew that when babies were born – even way back then – they were given to their parents immediately after birth, so the memory of this other woman could not be real. I thanked the therapist for the session but left feeling a little disappointed that the regression therapy hadn’t worked for me. However, the memory I had experienced felt real in ways I couldn’t quite explain, so after a few days of contemplation I called my father’s sister, Aunty Maureen, to ask her about the day of my birth.

‘Oh, yes,’ Aunty Maureen told me, ‘your mother had a very hard delivery and experienced some complications right after you were born, so they handed you to me while they attended to her. I was the first one to hold you and I kept you for quite a while till your mum and dad were ready to have you. I was also the one who came up with your name: Melinda.’

This was a light-bulb moment for me. I had always felt a strong maternal connection with Aunty Maureen, and I was beginning to understand why.

Throughout my life I have had a stronger connection with my father’s family, particularly his sisters Maureen and Lynda. My connection with my mother’s family was less affectionate, and in the earlier years as I grew up I never really felt part of their world. Thinking back now, I believe this was partly due to them seeing me as the reason my mother didn’t fulfil her religious future and also, because they were struggling with so many other parts of their lives, they simply didn’t have the time or inclination to embrace their first grandchild.

Having begun to understand some of the circumstances of my birth, I was interested to learn more and soon started asking Aunty Maureen all sorts of questions about that time in my parents’ lives, finding out so much more than I ever imagined. My mother’s decision to have a termination was shocking at first, but as I learned more about her and her way of seeing the world I began to understand that, for Mum, life wasn’t quite the same as it was for my dad and his family.

My mother is the second oldest of four kids from Ngunnawal country, in what is now called the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) or Canberra. Growing up I never really understood what this meant, as I had little to do with her family when we were very young because we lived in Sydney for much of that time, while Mum’s family remained in the ACT. As an adult I began exploring my birth story and it started me thinking about how life may have been for my mum, who had to think about things differently from how my white aunties had to. Don’t get me wrong: life is hard for all women, all mothers, but beyond just the fear of being a new mother and getting through the pain of childbirth, my mum also had additional fears from being an Aboriginal mother giving birth to a child in a white hospital.

I knew enough about our history to understand that back in 1966, when I was born, it was common practice to remove Aboriginal children from their mothers and rehouse them with white families or place them in missions to become servants and workers for white families. The thinking was that Aboriginal families were not as safe, loving or secure as white families and that Aboriginal children would be better off integrating into white society.

It was also a practice to take children from single or poor white mothers, but Aboriginal women were particularly vulnerable. Mum was worried that the nurses would recognise her as being Aboriginal or notice if I came out particularly dark skinned and whisk me away into the night. However, at the hospital, possibly because Mum was a legitimately married woman surrounded by my dad’s ‘white’ family or because my mother’s skin was quite light coloured, or perhaps because she and her family had never openly discussed their Aboriginality – even between themselves – or a combination of all of these things, there was no suspicion from any of the staff that an Aboriginal baby had entered the world. Mum later told me about her fears that the hospital would notice my Aboriginal nose but, apparently, I must have slipped their detection or possibly I just had a nose like most babies.

This practice of taking Aboriginal children did not just happen in hospitals, but also in communities. A dark and uncomfortable part of Australian history, it is now known as the Stolen Generations and its effects still play out in many ways for us as Aboriginal people today. The trauma we have passed on through each generation impacts our health and well-being, and ultimately our overall outcomes and experiences of life. Being removed from family, country and culture left invisible scars on many of those who experienced it, and it was no surprise that my mother, as an Aboriginal woman, was terrified of it happening to her and her baby. My mum feared we would become yet another Aboriginal family separated and destroyed by racist and unjust government laws.

Perhaps it was this apprehension that I would somehow be seen as an Aboriginal baby that led to the fact that my Aboriginality was never really mentioned to me as I was growing up, and it meant I never realised I was of Aboriginal descent until I was well into adulthood.

When my sister Shannon was born almost five years after me I think my mother was still a bit fearful but, having already had a child, the hospital staff had little reason to suspect that Shannon was anything other than my mother’s second ‘white’ child – even though Shannon is darker than me and has more of the stereotypical Aboriginal features.

I pretty much ignored Shannon’s existence when she first came into the world. The shock of no longer being the only child was mitigated by pretending that she simply wasn’t there, and mostly this worked out fine for both of us. Until, that is, the day Shannon, aged around two, decided to pull a pot of boiling water off the stove and spill it all over herself. She was being babysat at the time, and I can only imagine the horror that poor woman must have felt when she saw my baby sister screaming in pain in the kitchen after being doused with searing hot water. It resulted in second-degree burns over many parts of Shannon’s body and hands but luckily the water completely missed her face. She had to stay in hospital for what seemed like a terribly long time and it made me realise that I was quite upset that she was hurt. While she was away I even missed her a little bit.

I remember Mum and Aunty Maureen talking about taking goldfish to the hospital in the hope that Shannon would be encouraged to try and catch the fish as a way of keeping her fingers from fusing together. I’m unsure if this was just a seven-year-old’s interpretation of an overhead conversation or whether it actually occurred, and I’m very hopeful this technique was not used, but I never could get that image out of my mind. By this strange means my little sister became real to me in ways she had never really been before. Thankfully Shannon fully recovered and her scars mostly faded over time. She has no memory of the scalding or her time in hospital.






2. FRACTURES


I have accepted fear as a part of my life, specifically the fear of change… I have gone ahead despite the pounding of the heart that says: turn back, turn back.

– ERICA JONG



Throughout my childhood Shannon and I were often with babysitters, because both my parents worked to keep a roof over our heads. Dad bought his first concrete truck when he was in his 20s, and he and my mother worked hard to try and build us a proper home life to raise me and my sister.

Our first real family home was in a new suburban development west of Sydney called Blackett, in the Mount Druitt area. Back then – it was 1971 – it was like a wild frontier and not too many people were brave enough to conquer the outer Western Suburbs of Sydney, but the opportunity to realise the Australian dream of owning a house was too much for my parents to resist.

Living out west was okay but it took me away from my dad’s family in Mascot, which was almost an hour’s drive away. I missed them greatly, and looked forward to the times we travelled there to visit. I particularly missed my dad’s mum, Nanna Bess, and my cousins, as I had spent most of my earlier years growing up alongside them.

I learned over the years that even tightknit families can fracture and relationship ties begin to fray through misunderstandings, the pressures of distance and diverging life paths. That has certainly been the case with me, as events, burdens and strains on my parents caused a number of family rifts to appear. However, my dad’s youngest sister, Lynda, who is about 15 years older than me, has always been my constant, the one member of my family who I knew would stick by me through thick and thin. No matter what stupid decisions I made or successes I had, Aunty Lynda was there sticking by me. She was the first person I would phone when times were tough or when times were wonderful, and mostly for no reason at all. Later, when Lynda had her own daughter, Tia, I became more of an aunt than a cousin. It’s still the same: nothing has changed but the crappy grey hair that seems to have taken over both of us.

It wasn’t all bad in Mount Druitt. Mum bought us a fluffy Samoyed dog we called Snowball and built a pool out the back, which was a great respite in the searing heat of a western Sydney summer. We were happy enough, and my mum did her best to raise us while working and looking after our home. She was obsessed with cleanliness: everything had to be bright, shiny surfaces and no mess could be visible. I can honestly say I have failed to live up to my mother’s expectations of spotlessness, although I do keep things relatively clean. I am amazed at how immaculate she kept our house considering how busy she was with everything else on her plate. Looking back, I think she had a belief that her house had to be cleaner than anyone else’s because there was so much negative stereotyping about Aboriginal women being dirty or unkempt, and she needed to prove them all wrong. At the time, though, it was annoying that I was constantly berated if I left a bowl on the countertop or tracked mud in from the backyard.

Dad was far more laid-back: nothing ever seemed to worry him, and he glided through life on a cloud of chilled-out obliviousness. He wasn’t really suited to the role of father/family man. In his way, I think he tried his best to be a good husband and father but he was so easily distracted – and there were many distractions for my dad, such as other women, alcohol, motorbikes and FJ Holdens. I guess he just wanted to act like an ordinary bloke of his age, hanging out with mates, going to the pub and living a free and easy life, so I don’t think he really settled down till he was much older.

Women, particularly, proved to be his downfall. Quite often when Mum left Dad to look after Shannon and I we would find ourselves dragged off to odd houses where Dad would disappear for a few hours with strange, nice-smelling women, leaving us to play in the house sometimes with a random kid who also lived there. Dad never told us to keep these visits a secret but, somehow, we instinctually knew not to talk about them. In fact, as we grew older he often openly talked about his conquests as a younger man, but I think under the bravado there was some shame. I know this because he’s a good and generous man who hates to hurt others. Maybe it’s just the dad that I know today is different from the young man from 50 years ago.

Later, when I reflected as an adult on my issues with boyfriends, I often thought about how my father’s behaviour helped shape my responses when the men in my life cheated on, disrespected and betrayed me but, even then, I couldn’t judge Dad too harshly because I know both he and my mother were forced by circumstances – namely the circumstance of me – to enter into a marriage neither of them really wanted. It’s not surprising, then, that my parents’ marriage didn’t last long beyond my seventh birthday.

Mum and Dad were together for such a short time and have been separated for 50 years, so the concept of Mum and Dad as a single unified entity isn’t really something I have much experience with. Even writing ‘Mum and Dad’ in the same sentence feels strange, as though they don’t really belong anywhere together: even in a story.

I don’t remember too much about their separation. What I do remember is Mum packing us into the back of her FJ Holden, with a mattress resting precariously on top of our belongings on the back seat. The mattress served as a bed so Shannon and I could sleep during what was then a long trip from Sydney to Canberra, which was where we were headed – though no one explained this to me at the time. Two small children unrestrained on a mattress in the back seat may sound extraordinary to us now, but back then seatbelts were optional extras and kids quite happily held on for dear life in the backs of cars, utes and even motorcycles.

The trip to Canberra was long and uncomfortable as Shannon and I bounced around on a mattress that until a few hours previously had belonged on my bed. We were on the road for more than five hours in an unreliable car on poorly maintained roads, often driving through dense fog and miserable grey rain. It turned out to be a good introduction to my new life in Canberra, which was to be much less cheerful than my previous life in Sydney: a life that was growing further away with every mile we travelled.

During that car ride was the first time I remember feeling true fear, the kind that creeps into your body and settles there; a stubborn resident in your very bones. I’m sure I had felt fear before; I was a fairly normal kid and would have been scared of many things, but this was something different. Mum and Dad had mostly hidden their marital problems, the fights and tearful accusations that accompany any breakdown of trust and disintegration of a marriage. Neither Shannon nor I had any understanding of why we had suddenly been piled into a car and whisked away from our home, school and friends or, more importantly, why our dad wasn’t coming too.

This was the start of my experience of feeling terribly, totally alone even if other people were around, because everything could change without reason or explanation and my whole world could suddenly be taken away, as I was taken from my home and father. He might not have been a good husband, but he was a great dad and I loved him so much.

As we headed off down the Hume Highway I didn’t know that, for Mum, this was her journey back to her family, a family we kids hardly knew and had seldom spent time with. If I had been given the choice I would have made it clear I wanted to stay in Sydney with Mum and Dad and my dad’s family – aunts, uncles and cousins I had grown up with – but no choice was offered, and the car headed relentlessly inland towards a future I had no control over and to a family who were strangers to me.






3. LOST AND ALONE


Loneliness is not just about being alone, but feeling alone even when you’re with someone.

– UNKNOWN



My fears were not totally unjustified, as even after we moved in I never truly felt like part of this new maternal family or that my grandparents particularly liked me. Maybe they knew I didn’t want to be there so they decided they had better uses of their time than to spend it with an ungrateful child who didn’t appreciate being in their home.

I know if I ever openly voiced this with my mum’s family, even now, they would deny it, defiantly attesting that my maternal grandparents loved me just as they loved all their grandchildren and treated me no better and no worse. I think they would even believe this to be true, but kids are aware of deeper truths. Children haven’t developed the skills to understand and justify adult behaviour and see things for what they are: unadulterated pure truth. I never felt as though the relationship was as warm as with my paternal grandparents – and to a young child, my grandfather was a little scary.

I spent much of these early years in my grandparents’ house as a solitary child who just sat or hid in the lounge room behind the lounge, trying hard not to be noticed. From the age of seven onwards I learned how to put on the mask of the quiet, obedient child, regardless of how miserable or terrified I was really feeling. My mother’s family would describe me as being polite and somewhat shy, and probably assumed my happiness hovered below the surface of my timid demeanour. I even remember being given a T-shirt as a young girl that featured one of the seven dwarfs on it. Under the print of the shy little dwarf, who awkwardly looks up with an apprehensive expression, was the name ‘Bashful’, but I wasn’t bashful: I was lost, and trying really hard not to be taken away again. No wonder everyone always said I was such a compliant child. I think I was shit scared most of the time.

In all fairness, my grandparents did the best they could to provide us with basic care. Love, though, seemed an added extra they simply weren’t able to provide, even to my mother, never mind to my sister and me. As I grew older and found myself working in the community and welfare sector I was able to better understand that my maternal grandparents each had their own stories and experiences that shaped them into the individuals they were, and it was these experiences that prevented them from giving me the love that was so freely bestowed upon me by my paternal grandparents. Luckily for me I had unconditional love from Nanna Bess.

Nanna Bess was a tiny woman – so small she had to buy her clothing in children’s sizes – but as small as she was I doubt anyone was ever born with a bigger heart or capacity to love without judgement. She used to whisper to me, ‘Nans aren’t supposed to have favourites, but you’re one of mine.’ Maybe this bond was established during those very first days of conception when she wanted to raise me, when she loved me before she even knew me and wanted to make me hers.

Unfortunately, trips to see Nanna Bess were as infrequent as those to see my father, and it often felt as though I was living a million miles away from my Sydney family. Yet even at a distance and despite the breakdown of my parent’s marriage, my dad’s family made sure they let us know they cared about us. They always made sure Mum and us kids were included in family events, they never missed a birthday or Christmas card and frequently called just to let us know they were thinking of us and wanting to know that we were okay. We spent as many school holidays as possible travelling up to Sydney to spend time with my paternal aunts, uncles and cousins, escaping what had become my life without them in it.

Mum did her best as a single mum, trying to make sure we attended good Catholic schools and had all the things other children and families had even though I never understood how she ever managed to afford it. She was determined to give us a life as close as possible to the middle-class one we had started out with as a family in Sydney, but the simple fact was that circumstances were different now and our lives were different too. Mum was very young, barely 25 and trying to make her way in a world that was not kind to women, particularly working single mothers.

I don’t believe I could have done as good a job as Mum if I had been in her place. She was alone, living with two daughters who were too busy trying to make sense of why their whole world had been upended to ever think about making it easier on her. Her strength and resilience are truly astounding to me now, although regretfully unappreciated by the small child I was back then. She never gave up, never gave in. Once my mum makes her mind up to do something there is no stopping her from getting it done, and luckily for us she made her mind up to give us the best life she could and she did everything to try to fulfil that promise.

Not all of our Canberra family were as bad as I might make it sound. In fact, over time I developed great and strong bonds with several aunties, uncles and cousins. I had a particularly strong bond with my mother’s brother, Uncle Bernie. Uncle Bernie is my godfather, and he takes that job seriously. I don’t remember him before moving to Canberra, but he often told me I did know him when I was very small, before Shannon was born, because he lived in Sydney then and loved caring for me and hanging out with me all day while my parents worked.

When we moved to Canberra we lived for a while with Uncle Bernie and his wife, Aunty Coral. I loved my uncle, but I didn’t like living with them! Aunty Coral made us eat weird food, strange, foreign stuff like tomato pasta and foul-tasting curries. I was used to the bland Australian diet of meat and two veg, so these odd concoctions filled me with dread. I would scrunch up my nose, but I knew the rules were always to eat everything on your plate or you would have to go to bed hungry. I remember eating tiny morsels and preferring the feeling of a rumbling tummy than the lingering taste of those hateful flavours on my tongue.

Dad was also still in the picture, if far away. We went up to see him every second weekend, often flying Ansett as unaccompanied minors. I loved those weekends, being with Dad and visiting Nanna Bess, Aunty Maureen and Aunty Marie – the undisputed matriarchs of the Sydney clan. While I was in Sydney I felt like I used to feel: a member of an ordinary middle-class, well-off, well-educated white family and with people who openly loved and cared for us.

As young as I was I understood these people were my real family, and I wanted to be just like them when I grew up: strong and loving and always able to solve any problem that came along. When Mum and Dad split up I felt lost and alone, and even though I had my sister I never felt as though I belonged anywhere. I couldn’t understand why Mum had taken us there and perhaps formed a rather unrealistic view of my dad in the process. Dad was still his unsettled self, going through women without any thought for the future. I had little understanding of this as a child but there are some memories of him that, thinking back, indicate that Mum’s decision to make Canberra our permanent home was probably the right one.






4. SAYING GOODBYE


How lucky I am to have something that makes saying goodbye so hard.

– A.A. MILNE



In my young mind my dad moved through women with regularity. Mostly these women are blurry, half-remembered images of blonde or brunette hair and the smell of perfume or cigarette smoke, but occasionally one has stuck in my memory – often for the very worst reasons.

This was the case with a girlfriend my dad introduced us to when I was around eight years of age. She was a nice enough woman but a little vague, with three children of her own and one just a baby no more than five or six months old. On this particular visit to Sydney, Shannon and I arrived just a few days after the baby had been released from hospital after a severe case of whooping cough.

I was playing with Shannon and the woman’s other kids in the bedroom when I heard the baby crying, and I saw my dad’s girlfriend go over to check on her infant. For some reason I had a bad feeling, so I followed the woman to see what she was doing. She started changing the child’s nappy and I could hear that the baby was breathing strangely. The woman didn’t seem to notice; she just carried on changing the nappy as though nothing was wrong, even as the child started coughing and gasping for air.

Once she realised something was awry, Dad’s girlfriend didn’t seem to know what to do. She just stood there like some kind of zombie, waiting for the coughing fit to pass. After a moment the baby did stop coughing but, unfortunately, the baby had also stopped breathing. The woman seemed unfazed, not panicked at all, as she casually picked up the now-silent baby and walked out the back door and into the yard, where she began to unceremoniously drop the baby’s tiny, quiet body into the garbage bin.
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