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PROLOGUE





Sixty years ago, in the beautiful Swan Valley, outside Perth in Western Australia, a little girl called Jennifer used to look at a portrait and wonder. The photo was of her mother, a softly spoken, gentle woman, who never spoke about her past.


‘Where is Mum’s family? Who are they? Why are they never talked about? Why are there no photographs of Mum until she met Dad? Where are the photographs of Mum as a child?’ These were among the myriad questions swimming through Jennifer’s mind. She needed answers. Marjorie’s family was Jennifer’s family, too.


The silence from her mother’s past was made all the more obvious by the noise and conviviality surrounding her father’s family. A steady stream of visitors including uncles, aunts, in-laws and cousins would come and go from their West Swan farm, sharing Marjorie’s hospitality and conversation. Jennifer would overhear those conversations. They made no mention of Marjorie’s early life before she had met and married the love of her life, the man who became Jennifer’s father.


As Jennifer grew older, her curiosity only deepened about this real-life mystery at the centre of her own identity. Whenever she questioned Marjorie, the answers would always be brief and unwilling, often through tears. The names of key players were recorded as Doris Schulze, Quan Sing, Una F. Ulrich, Rosalie and Mabel Ross Sharp. Who were they? At what point had they intersected the timeline of Marjorie’s life?


Along the way, Jennifer’s childhood school friend Cheryl found herself pulled into the mystery. Cheryl was an experienced researcher and writer with a special interest in genealogy. She estimated that cracking the Marjorie King case would take, maybe, six months. False leads and even misinformation conspired to spin that deadline way, way out of control.


Then a serendipitous connection happened. It involved a wedding, two christenings, and another wedding, 20 years after the first.


The search gained momentum as more and more people jumped aboard, captivated by the intrigue and keen to help Jennifer discover the answers she so desperately needed. Like all mysteries, the road to resolution described here contains elements of suspense, a few red herrings, some fiercely strong characters and scientific evidence.


There is also a remarkable twist, which confirms the power of communication and connection and the undying strength of family love. Jennifer’s journey of discovery occupied over a half century of her life.


On this ultimately triumphant journey, which is emotional but often frustrating, we learn the secrets of the characters and discover how completely a person can disappear with the stroke of a pen.









PART ONE










JENNIFER'S MUM




_______





Jennifer Durrant
— JD —



Cheryl Rogers
— CR —
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THE LIGHTNING BOLT




– JD –


I was about six years old when a bolt of lightning shot through our kitchen louvres and blew the arse out of the fridge. It’s lucky it wasn’t meal time, because I was sitting where my brother Philip always sat when our family gathered around the laminex table for breakfast, lunch and dinner. Eight-and-a-half years older than me, Philip was also quite a bit taller and broader. The streak of electricity entered through the open louvres on the northwest corner of that room, shot just over my left shoulder and took out the button in the middle of the fridge door behind me.


Afterwards, I was aware of the smell of burning, the blackened fridge door handle and the knowledge that Mum and Dad would have to fork out for a new fridge. That would cost them, but our round-shouldered cream Kelvinator was a goner. I think the gods must have been moving that day. Had Philip been sitting where I was, he wouldn’t have stood a chance. And had I been a little older, just a bit taller, I might not be telling you this story today. As it was, we all just happened to be in the right place at the right time. The members of our family, that is, not the fridge.


I am the youngest of Marjorie and Henry York’s four children. Our home back then was a five-room asbestos cottage with a tin roof, on 10 acres in West Swan in the beautiful Swan Valley, near Perth. Ours was a small farm in the bush and backed on to the old Caversham Airfield, which in those days was a motor-racing circuit, all happening just over our back fence. It was around the time of the lightning strike that the famous Jack Brabham, later Sir Jack Brabham AM, OBE, raced there.


We’d run a little sideline on race days, allowing race fans to park on our place for a fee. And after it was all over, we’d climb through the post-and-wire fence to the racetrack and collect as many discarded empty drink bottles as we could carry. Dad would cart them all off to a marine dealer and let us share the earnings. That was our pocket money. Mum even had a few driving lessons out on that airstrip with Dad trying to teach her. It was where most of the locals went to learn to drive. Not that Mum had much success – she didn’t get her licence until years later, after I’d finished school. I guess it was always going to be hard trying to concentrate, with four young children packed into the back seat. Apparently, I was an angel. It was the others who mucked around and put her off.


Dad was very mindful of managing our land properly, keeping a healthy balance, having worked on a lot of farms like his father before him. Our bush was full of wildflowers – kangaroo paws, smokey bush, orchids – and in the paddocks and pens we ran sheep, chooks and geese. There was usually a goose baking in the wood oven at Christmas, so you can imagine how hot it got in that kitchen. Even years later, when we got a small electric oven, which sat on the benchtop, the wood stove was still used.


The garden beds around our house grew just about everything it was possible to grow including silverbeet, cabbage, cauliflowers, peas, beans, corn, onions and rhubarb. All sorts of fruit trees, including an enormous mulberry tree. The house still stands today where for the past century it has looked out across the front paddock towards Edward Street, set back a little from the main road.


Back then, in the early Sixties, we all had our set place around the table and were expected to stick to it. It was probably my parents’ way of maintaining some sort of order amidst the occasional chaos of family life. Dad sat at the head of the table at the south end, where he had a good view of both the back and front doors and could also keep an eye on all of us. Philip sat to his right next to my other brother George, with my sister Dawn at the north end near the wood stove, facing Dad. I sat to Dad’s immediate left, with Mum immediately to my left – so I the youngest was firmly planted between both parents. Despite this structure, we were encouraged to join in lively discussions around the table. It was not a matter of children being seen and not heard, not in our house.


Dad believed it was important to know as much as possible about a subject, because that way we were less likely to come to grief, by experimenting to find out, for ourselves. Take sex, for instance. It was discussed along with politics, no topic was taboo. However, I seem to recall that when I was very small, there were times when I would be asked to leave the room for a few minutes, until the talk around the table had cooled down a bit.


From this young age, I was also aware that both my parents were very capable people.


Mum even used some home remedies to treat our cuts and scratches, like the time I stood on a broken lupin stalk. She made a poultice out of soap, sugar, bread and onion and applied it, to draw out the poison overnight. The same remedy was used to treat an infected cat scratch on my arm that was bubbling with pus.


Dad had virtually rebuilt our house, which had belonged to his parents. My grandfather George William York had died in 1943, when Dad was just 22, but Dad’s mother Eliza often stayed with us. Apparently, she was very tall and thin and had towered over my grandfather who was relatively short. She had white, white hair and used to let us roll her cigarettes.


As our family grew, Dad added a sleep-out to the south end as a main bedroom for him and Mum. It had a big bank of louvre windows along the length of the south wall. The boys occupied the bedroom opposite the kitchen, while Dawn and I slept in the girls’ room adjacent to the kitchen and opposite the family lounge.


Outside, Dad built the bathroom in a separate annex just off the kitchen. Every morning and night, he’d light the chip-wood heater to warm the water for our morning and night-time baths – yes, we bathed twice each day. It was a family ritual. Whoever happened to be the cleanest went first. This was before we became old enough to take on the responsibility of lighting the wood heater ourselves.


Right next to the bathroom, he built a huge pantry which Mum managed to fill because she was always pickling and bottling. She had a Fowlers Vacola kit and kept the shelves full of jars of pickled onions, bottled apples, pears, you name it, she even pickled fish.


In the gap between the pantry and the kitchen, Dad built us a proper, undercover toilet. It saved us shooting up the back to the outhouse in the bush beyond the house at all hours. This was around the time that the dunny man with the night cart stopped calling at our place.


Money was tight and for Mum and Dad that meant saving as much as they could by using what they grew. Bartering was also the norm. We would often trade surplus vegetables with nearby families in return for a few grapes or melons, when they had an oversupply. Dad also grew mushrooms and supplied the Perth market with Cape gooseberries, which were packed inside thin ply punnets.


He built all our cupboards in that green and white kitchen, even installing a big block of marble on one of the benchtops for Mum to make pastry. She was a wonderful cook, her sausage rolls were amazing.


We always had a full, cooked breakfast before leaving for work or school. This usually started with porridge or some other oat-based cereal followed by scrambled, fried or boiled eggs with toast soldiers. Or smoked fish.


At 6.45am, just as the ABC news was starting on the wireless, Dad would pick up his brown Gladstone bag and head off to drive to the Midland Railway workshops. Before the workshops, he’d been a farm labourer working mainly around local vineyards including several years with prominent table grape pioneer Phil Taylor in West Swan. At the workshops he worked as a moulder’s assistant.


He’d also served in the Australian Army in World War II and not long afterwards he met Marjorie, who was working as a nurse’s aide at the Mount Hospital in Perth.


Apparently, Dad was a very good dancer unlike Mum, so they both said. Not that I thought too deeply about this back then, because there was not really much time for dancing. We were all too busy growing food, getting an education, working, surviving.


In their sleep-out bedroom, Mum had an old treadle Singer sewing machine and with it she made all our clothes. Everything from undies and pyjamas to dresses, shorts and shirts. She always kept a big stock of materials, all different colours and textures and heaps of wool.


Once, when she caught me looking at one of her wedding photographs that stood on the dresser in their bedroom, she told me that she had made her own wedding dress. The bodice was an intricate latticework, all handmade. I remember being really impressed – not that it has ever inspired me to pick up a needle and cotton – but even then, I could appreciate the skill that was needed to create something so beautiful. I was pretty impressed by the photograph of Mum as a bride. She was absolutely beautiful. Even more stunning than her exquisite dress. Another photograph showed her arriving at the church on the arm of an older man, who I did not recognise.


‘Who is he?’ I asked.


‘Just a friend,’ was all she said.


Afterwards, whenever I asked that question, I always got the same answer. So much for the open family discussions around our kitchen table. I sensed quite early that, for Mum at least there were some subjects she just was not comfortable to share.


I stopped asking about the mystery gentleman, a tall man with strong facial features in a pin-striped suit, and managed to convince myself that it was probably her friend Betty Lund’s father. Betty and Mum had remained friends since their working days at the Mount Hospital. He would be a logical choice to give Mum away, wouldn’t he? But, when my thoughts moved on later, the question in my mind was always, ‘Where was Mum’s father?’


Next door in the lounge room, another portrait of Mum stood on the sideboard. This was a coloured image of a slightly younger Marjorie. She’s wearing a green dress, with some pleated detail across the shoulders and bodice, set against a peach background. Her dark hair is rolled back and framing her face.


I still think as I always have that she is absolutely gorgeous. And it is so Mum. What I can so clearly see now is that she looks so Asian.


Back then, as a child, I didn’t see her as Asian at all. I just saw her as the woman who was my mother. Mum was Mum.


It was around this time, however, that I also started to become aware that Mum didn’t talk about her family. It was not that she didn’t talk about them much, she didn’t talk about them at all. Full stop.


The contrast with Dad’s side of the family was becoming increasingly obvious to me. Dad was from a huge York family. His parents had 12 children, 10 of whom had survived childhood. Dad himself was a twin to his brother Lance, our uncle.


So, I was used to a steady stream of York uncles, aunts and cousins, coming and going up the track that led from West Swan Road to our house.


They’d usually park near the huge mulberry tree outside the garage. It was home to our white corella Yogi, a bird that absolutely adored Dawn. And utterly loathed me.


Another car from back then was a flash, big, dark grey sedan. Inside were two quite tiny, older women who would visit specifically to see Mum. They must have called in on more than one occasion, because they are firmly planted in my memory.


Because I am three years younger than my next-eldest sibling George, I had time at home alone with Mum when the others were off at school. Maybe, that gave me the chance to observe events and circumstances that I could not hope to process, until much, much later.


Back then, a woman without a car had to rely on others to get around or use the West Swan bus service, which was pretty limited. So, on payday, which was Thursday every fortnight, Dad would drive home at lunchtime to pick up Mum and take her back to Midland to do a big shop. Mum had a shopping trolley on wheels which would go into the back of the station wagon. Dad would park the car in a location central to the places Mum would visit – the supermarket, butcher, bank and post office – and he’d leave her shopping, while he walked back to work for the afternoon.


One of our occasional visitors was Dad’s brother and sister-inlaw, Uncle Fred and Auntie Gwen. They lived in Dalwallinu, a small country town in the Western Australian wheat belt and must have made an early start on those two and a half-hour drives to our place, because they usually called in around breakfast time.


On one of their visits, I was sitting with Auntie Gwen warming ourselves by the wood stove. I don’t remember any of the others being there, not even Mum. This would have been when I was between the age of about six and 13, the primary school years.


Auntie Gwen was talking to me and told me I needed to talk to Doris Schulze, a woman she knew from Dalwallinu. Maybe I’d said something to her about wanting to know more about Mum’s family. I didn’t know how to spell Schulze and I don’t know why Auntie Gwen singled me out to mention her. What she said didn’t make much sense to me, but I never forgot that name.


It would be years, in fact decades, before I would discover the significance of Doris Schulze. She would prove to be another piece of the scattered jigsaw that I would eventually start to put together.


Our mailbox was down at the road. It was made of tin and it was huge. It had to be because it not only took the mail, but also the bread that was delivered each day by the man we called Jim the Baker. If we were hungry, the York kids could get through a half loaf of bread on the way from the mailbox to the house, but we copped it when we got back home the few times that happened.


In spring, when Royal Show time was getting closer, we’d set up a stall on the side of the road near the mailbox selling kangaroo paws and smokey bush from our property, as well as homegrown gooseberries and mulberries. Mum and Dad let us spend whatever we made at the Royal Show, so there was some incentive to make a go of it.


We always looked forward to our trips to the beach. Every summer, Dad would take a month’s leave from the workshops and take us to the beach every second day. I think Mum was the driving force, she loved the beach and was never happier than when she had a line in her hands, fishing.


We used to head out to the area, near what is now Burns Beach, and take off through the sandhills in the family station wagon. It didn’t matter if we got bogged, there were plenty of hands available to rock us out of the sand.


I loved the beach as a child and still swim most days, through the warmer weather. One of my habits as a kid was to roll over and over, through the beach sand, until I looked like I’d been coated in sugar.


Without fail, Mum was always the last one out of the water when it came time to head home. There were often times when Dad had packed up the car and us and we were all ready to go and Mum would still be in the water. Dad would be calling her, but she was determined to cast out, just one more time, you couldn’t stop her.


One time, Dad had to race into the water at the last minute, to help Mum bring in a shark that had bitten off the hook. My friend Cheryl was with us that time. It caused a bit of excitement seeing Mum in the water like that, with a shark on the loose. Another time, Mum caught three sharks and sold them to one of the local fish and chip shops. Fishing was one of those times when Mum seemed to be as happy as we ever saw her. There were prawning trips to South Perth and other fishing trips to Moore River to catch cobbler and kangaroo ticks.


Mum had big, silver-white scars, above and below her left knee, from where she was attacked by a shark when she was fishing when she was young. This must have been in Carnarvon, the coastal town, 900 km north of Perth, where she told me she’d spent her childhood. The shark bite apparently happened when she was about 15 years old. The scars were white and raised, so it must have been quite a decent-sized shark. It marked her for life.


Sometimes, when it was my job to collect the mail, there would be a letter for Mum in distinctive handwriting. I quickly recognised that these letters were from Mum’s friend Sister Ulrich, who lived in Queensland. Although, I didn’t know much about Sister Ulrich, I looked forward to her mail, because sometimes there was something for me. The item I best remember is a 3D postcard, illustrated with koala bears. I thought it was absolutely fantastic.


Mum and Sister Ulrich wrote to each other fairly regularly and I formed the impression that Mum must have worked for her at some point. I also had the idea that Sister had looked out for Mum at some stage in her earlier life. Again, however, whenever I asked, there was never a satisfactory answer. When this happens often enough to a child, eventually, they just stop asking.


The daily newspaper The West Australian was also delivered. Mum was an avid reader, reading the newspaper from cover to cover. She even read the public notices.


At Caversham Primary School, most of the other pupils knew my Mum. She would turn up to school sports days and the annual Christmas concert .


After I moved on to Hampton Senior High School, Mum was not so obvious. The school was two bus rides from home and Mum still did not have a driver’s licence. Back then, I was quite tiny, slim and thin-faced. With my dark hair and tan – we were always outside, even when we weren’t at the beach – sometimes, I’d be asked whether I had any southern European heritage. Was I Italian? Or even Spanish? My stock answer was that I’d heard there was some Spanish blood way back in my Dad’s line, but definitely no Italian. Around this time, my brother George had been given the nickname ‘Mex’. Apparently, his features seemed Mexican to some of his schoolmates.


This must have affected me slightly, because even though it was popular back then for girls to have their ears pierced at around the age I was, I was determined never to have that done. Big hoop earrings were all the rage, but I didn’t want to make myself look any more Italian than I already looked.


Also in high school, I was involved in an incident where a teacher was belittling a student. I defended the student, because I could not stand the way he had been singled out, for what I considered to be unfair treatment. Bullying and prejudice were issues that really riled me, though I was always careful to make a stand only when I felt that I was in a safe environment.


In this case, my outburst landed me in the office of the headmistress Miss Deidre Weston. She was quite an authoritarian figure and a lot of the girls found her intimidating. Miss Weston asked me to explain what had happened. I told her that the teacher had been making fun of my classmate and that I didn’t think it was fair. To my huge surprise, Miss Weston agreed with me and I suffered no consequences.


By the time in 1977, when our family left our West Swan farm to move to a smaller block further south, I was the only York baby left at home. Dawn, Philip and George had already married by the time Mum, Dad and I made the move.


This all started when I made the choice to explore some of the questions that had remained unanswered. Questions that had been forming, since I was very young.


What was Sister Ulrich’s connection to Mum?


Who was the mystery man in the wedding photograph, the man who gave my Mum’s hand in marriage to Dad?


Who were the older ladies in the flash car, who used to visit Mum in the 1960s?


Who were my mother’s family?


They were my family, too.


Who was she? Who am I?
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‘THE HAY STREET MALL INCIDENT’ 


– CR –


The event, that Jennifer and I now refer to as The Hay Street Mall Incident, happened in 1980. It was near the end of lunch, and I was heading back to work. For the past year or so, I’d been working as a journalist on The Countryman, a rural weekly magazine that was part of West Australian Newspapers Ltd (WAN). The band of lovable eccentrics that comprised The Countryman crew occupied the top floor of that grand old building, Newspaper House. The mall was heaving with shoppers and workers that day, jostling for space, rushing in all directions. As I quickened my pace, my gaze was drawn to one of the faces among the tidal wave of people that was thronging towards me. For the most fleeting of seconds, my mind formed the thought, ‘That girl looks slightly Chinese’.


Moments later, I stood face to face with that girl Jennifer. She’d been heading back to the credit society, where she was starting a career in the banking industry. We only chatted briefly then as we were both in a tearing hurry, but we have since discussed that chance happening, way more deeply. Jennifer doesn’t find it all that remarkable that I hadn’t really thought much about how she looked, given her own earlier reactions to the portraits of her mother.


It may seem ludicrous that I had never really registered that my oldest friend had been blessed with a little exotic ethnicity. The fact is, we had known each other so long that I had never really seen what Jennifer looked like. I just saw Jennifer. Jennifer was three and I was four when we’d first encountered each other. I doubt that many kids of that age spend a lot of time intellectualising the ethnicity of a new friend. Our mothers and my grandmother had organised what these days would probably be called a play date. Back then, it was more a case of ‘would you like to come down for a cup of tea?’


It was a fairly big day for me because it was the first time a girl had ever been to our place to play. And probably the last, come to think of it, until primary school when our worlds expanded considerably. Neither of our mothers drove a car at that stage. Like Marj, my Mum had also had several failed attempts to learn to drive on the old Caversham Airfield. For Jennifer and for me, home was the centre of our small universe.


To mark the occasion, the previous day, I’d persuaded Dad to help me build a seesaw. We rolled a big chock of wood away from the woodheap near the backyard dunny out onto the lawn under the clothesline. In those days, the clothesline was a length of wire between two bush poles, even the Hills Hoist was years off. Then Dad found a stout beam on one of the timber heaps and lay it across the chock. I thought it was wonderful and couldn’t wait for this girl Jennifer to arrive and give it a go.


Mrs York and Jennifer arrived. They came down on the 9 o’clock bus that would have been taking the older members of the York brood down to Caversham Primary School. Back then, the old school was near the corner of Benara and West Swan Roads, about three miles towards Guildford.


Jennifer was something else. She had this massive grin and was as lively as a bag of crackers. Both physically and verbally. She didn’t stop moving and nor did she stop talking.


Neither of us was the sort of little girl who was ever going to be content with sitting quietly on the floor, dressing dolls. So, while the women chatted and clinked china around the teapot, Jennifer and I buzzed around outside like two electrons.


Everyone seemed to be a Mrs or a Mr then out on the Swan. Even amongst themselves, first names were seldom used. Seniors were often granted the title Old Mr or Old Mrs and this was not a sign of disrespect, it was purely descriptive. Some may even have considered it flattery. Many of the senior Swan folk around then had survived at least one war, some two. They wore their age like a badge of honour.


I don’t know that the seesaw was a great success, but Jennifer and I got on well enough. The meeting marked the start of our lifelong friendship. I felt disappointed when Grandad arrived back from Midland saleyards in his old red Chevy truck in time to give our visitors a lift home.


My grandparents lived north of where we did, about half way up the road to York’s place. They had actually lived in the York house for a while in 1923, after they’d married, while they were waiting for their own house to be built. Our families were even distantly connected. Jennifer’s aunt had married my grandmother’s cousin. Both had died even before our play date, but the connection would prove useful years later.


Occasionally, the York family would call into my grandparents’ farm to buy fresh milk, though usually, this was fetched by the elder brother Philip on his bike with a billy can. It was after Jennifer started at Caversham Primary that we had the chance to get to know each other better.


It was 1964, when I was in Grade 3, in the middle room. Jennifer would have been in the junior room in Grade 2. We had a new headmaster that year, a tall, lean and fairly stern man. There were big windows down the west side of the middle room and I became aware of a bit of a ruckus happening outside. The headmaster, face like thunder, was marching from the junior room towards the big brick classroom, where the senior pupils toiled. Tucked under one arm was a writhing, squealing child. I recognised the child immediately. Jennifer was pummelling the headmaster with her fists, arms and legs flailing. He had her measure, but she wasn’t going down without a fight.


She had every reason to put up some resistance. Waiting in the senior room were two of the older Yorks. Jennifer told me later that they couldn’t run home fast enough after getting off the afternoon bus to report this fantastic news to their mother. Jennifer’s crime? Talking, of course.


The Swan back then was a multicultural wonderland and nowhere was this more obvious than at that little primary school we attended. Just over 100 pupils, 114 in my final year and every family could tell a different story. Some of us were descended from soldiers who’d chosen to settle the fertile valley soils after World War I, others had fled war-ravaged Europe, in search of a better life. There were classmates who did not speak English at home. Some would start school with just a smattering of English at best. And yet, didn’t they fly! Among the ranks of graduates, who may have stumbled through the unfamiliar territory that was Caversham back then, are fistfuls of degrees, doctorates and people who are articulate and engaging community and industry leaders in their chosen fields of endeavour. We may not have studied multiculturalism, but at Caversham we were living it.


Our neighbour made melt-in-the-mouth crostoli. One of the Caversham Mum’s had once served me up baked cabbage rolls, filled with rice, mince and all sorts of herbs that set my taste buds on fire. Another family had sloshed red wine and water into my glass at the lunch table when I was about nine. This didn’t happen at home. Noone was typical. Exceptions were the rule. Nowhere was this coming together of disparate parts more apparent than on the sports oval that extended to the bitumen playground, where we practised for weeks ahead of the annual athletics carnivals.


The headmaster loved athletics and fortunately, for Jennifer and me, it was a shared passion for us too. We were both sprinters. My idea of after-school entertainment was to see how fast I could fly along the cow tracks in the paddocks behind the house. Dad would get home from work some nights and find me at the front gate, ready to race the car down the track. We learned to never, ever look back. And never slow down when nearing the finishing tape, no matter how far ahead of the pack we might consider ourselves to be. Inattention like that could lose a race. Jennifer would get so excited before a race start that she would jump up and down very quickly on the spot, sometimes vocalising as well, releasing some of her abundant nervous energy. It wasn’t intended to spook the opposition, but some may have found it unsettling. She was incredibly fast, her long plaits flying. Our middle primary teacher nicknamed her The Flying Pigtails.


Parents would often turn up to support us and it was after one of the athletics carnivals that she experienced her first and last racist taunt at Caversham. She didn’t see it as prejudice back then just a couple of silly boys being really annoying. These particular boys must have noticed that her Mum looked Chinese and said so, adding a few jibes. Jennifer was the youngest of four and no shrinking violet. I remember my grandfather telling me when she would have been around this age that he liked her ‘because she calls a spade a spade’. ‘What did you do?’ I asked when she recounted the taunts.


‘I beat them up,’ she said. ‘They never worried me again.’


Another time, Jennifer stood up for a boy from one of the vineyard families when another boy was grandstanding, trying to convince everyone that his family was a cut above the other boy’s. Jennifer stepped in and stopped it. She was always a champion of the underdog, and never had any patience for prejudice in any form.


When Jennifer and I moved on to high school, our conversation time lengthened, mainly because it meant catching two buses, with a twenty-minute wait, outside our old primary school, for the connecting bus down West Swan Road each afternoon.


One of those rides home provided a memorable test of the friendship. Jennifer was glowing, when I slipped into the seat beside her. She’d obviously had a good day from the look on her face, almost incandescent. As the bus droned along Beechboro Road and into Benara, she told me that at lunch time she and her good mate Gail had escaped the school grounds and headed for the corner telephone box. This worried me a bit. What if they’d been seen? They’d broken a school rule and the reigning head mistress was a strict disciplinarian.


Jennifer wasn’t at all bothered. She just stared out of the window, as if in some sort of victory trance, relating how they’d dialled some poor hapless individual, pretended to be from a Perth radio station and posed the question, ‘How many holes in a crumpet?’ Their victim had made a wild stab at the answer, they’d announced that the guess was spot on and had promised there’d soon be a prize in the post. A pair of pantyhose. I loftily thought it all sounded a bit juvenile, until Jennifer dropped the name of the person they’d called. My mother!


The cold stone in the pit of my stomach had grown to a rock as I dragged myself up the track towards the house that night. And chewed on a dry vegemite sandwich, feeling as sick as I’d ever felt before any sports carnival. Mum, however, was unusually buoyant. She told me she’d successfully answered a question on a radio quiz and was expecting a new pair of pantyhose to arrive. Any day. She repeated the story of her success that night, after Dad came home. We were at dinner and I can’t recall exactly what we were eating, but it sat as dry and unappetising as the Tuesday night rissoles we’d have, during the time we killed our own sheep. Sunday’s huge roast lamb would become Monday night’s cold meat and boiled vegetables, with the leftovers pummelled through the mincer and mixed with egg to form the sort of rissoles that stuck hard in the gut on Tuesdays.


I didn’t dare look at Dad, especially when Mum got to the ‘how many holes in a crumpet?’ bit. Dad was the youngest of three brothers. He was perhaps a little more street savvy than Mum. Out of the corner of one eye, I felt his lips may have twitched just a little. The incident remained our little secret and I never did spill the beans. Mum’s pantyhose never did arrive either and she lost a bit of puff, as the week wore on. But I don’t think she ever suspected she’d been duped. Not by Jennifer at least. It was only a tiny secret. And every family had them.The Swan was no different. Privacy was respected. We all had stories. If someone was reluctant to discuss an event in their lives, no-one was ever going to shine a bright light in their face and demand answers. Besides, no-one was drifting around thinking too much. There was always so much to do.


After school, when Jennifer and I were younger, we spent a lot of time fishing and gilgying (gilgies are a freshwater crayfish) in Wandoo Creek at my grandparents’ place. Back then, the water teemed with river fish, tadpoles as big as gum nuts, leeches that stuck to our calves and nipping river shrimps.


Later, the Yorks included me on some of their fishing trips further afield. Early morning excursions, south to Boggy Bay near Pinjarra, wading the water for crabs. Then that memorable fishing trip to Burns Beach in January 1980. Everyone had packed up ready to leave, all except Marj, who was still in the water with a sizeable wobbegong that had just snapped the line.


Marj seemed so at home in the water, she didn’t appear fazed. It’s the set look on Henry’s face that I most clearly remember. Arms pumping, eyes focused ahead, he raced down the sand and into the churning foam like a man possessed.


Mr and Mrs York were Marj and Henry to me by this stage. Often, Marj and I would head off to the football together in my little orange Honda. We were both Swan Districts tragics. Jennifer didn’t join us. Her Mum had dragged her along one too many times, when she was younger. On one memorable occasion, Jennifer had been so put off by her mother’s enthusiastic barracking that she’d finished up, right at the top of the McDonald Stand, quietly reading Wuthering Heights.


Marj’s enthusiasm didn’t worry me. Though the quietly spoken homemaker I thought I knew certainly transformed, once the siren sounded to start play. Someone once accused Marj of being a oneeyed Swans supporter. But my Dad defended her,‘Marj isn’t oneeyed, she has two eyes,’ he’d said. ‘One white and one black.’


In May 1975, Jennifer’s sister Dawn married Jim, and a few weeks before the event, Jennifer told me they were expecting an interstate guest. Sister Ulrich (now Mrs Ulrich, as she had long retired from nursing) was making the trip from Nambour in Queensland, by coach, to be at the wedding. Mrs Ulrich was in her mid-seventies and stayed in the York home for a couple of weeks, sharing Jennifer’s room. Jennifer recalls she was fairly frail, with poor eyesight and hearing, and had a passion for Cool Mints.


It must have been quite an effort for that frail, elderly woman to undertake such a long and gruelling road trip, to catch up with the family of an old friend. Perhaps it was an indication of her regard for Marj? If so, where did that regard stem from? How were the two women connected? The visit did apparently provide an opportunity for Mrs Ulrich and Henry York to make peace after Philip’s difficult delivery in 1949.
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