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CHAPTER 1

Sunlight danced across the water the day the dog dug up the skull. But even a golden beach couldn’t cheer Butter up, as he sat on top of the sand dunes below the Very Small Castle and stared at the curling waves, endlessly washing in and out.

If only something would happen. Something INTERESTING. Something so big it would fix the boredom of holidays.

And fill the emptiness since Mum’s death, said a whisper in his mind.

But all he could see were marshmallow clouds, the crinkling froth on the sand, three kids playing cricket at the water’s edge, and a dog digging enthusiastically in the dirt a few yards away from him.

It wasn’t much of a dog. It was dirty, thin and scruffy, with a crooked tail and only three legs. But it was still burrowing eagerly, using its two front legs to dig as it lay with its remaining hind leg curled under it.

The huge pile of earth and grass had tumbled down there from the headland after a storm just two months ago. A landslide was rare excitement at Howlers Beach.

Butter’s attention returned to the cricket match. The kids were skinny and barefoot. Two were about Butter’s age: a boy in ragged shorts and tanned skin, and a barefoot girl in a long, loose dress. The smaller girl was so young that the bowler had to come close to toss her the ball.

The stumps were just driftwood, shoved in the sand. The bat was a fence paling. The players only had one ball, so every time it sailed into the water someone had to wade in to fetch it. The tide was coming in too. Soon the waves would wash right up to the stumps.

But they were having fun, Butter thought.

School holidays were long when your best mates had gone back to their families’ properties. Taggert Minor had even taken another two months off to visit his uncle in Scotland in a REAL castle, not a Very Small one. Taggert’s castle was probably haunted too, maybe by a headless knight. Or Taggert’s ship might be hit by an iceberg. He’d have to cling to the iceberg till he was saved . . .

Some people had all the luck.

Something bobbed round the rocks at the other end of the beach. A boat! Butter shaded his eyes against the morning glare to get a better look as it drew closer. Maybe they’d be gangsters, smuggling stolen jewels to a mysterious cave.

Butter squinted into the sunlight. Two men held pistols, just like in the talking picture show Guns of Chicago he’d seen with the Aunts the previous week!

They really HAD to be gangsters — why else would a boat come so close to Howlers Beach? Other ships sailed further out, like passenger liners or the big barges that had carried stone from the Moruya quarries for the pylons of the giant bridge that now almost stretched from one side of Sydney Harbour to the other.

No one came to Howlers Beach, and not just because of the moans from the cliff that made people say it was haunted, but that Dad said was just the wind. Howlers Beach was small: a sandy curve between the big headland on one side and rocks on the other. There was nothing nearby for miles, except the susso camp that had gradually grown in the last few years on the other side of the headland and his family’s Very Small Castle — his family’s big stone home — that had been built close enough to the beach so Grandpa O’Bryan, the Jam King of Australia, could watch the sea through his telescope when he decided the Russians might invade Australia back in 1903. The Very Small Castle even had battlements where you could pour boiling oil down on invaders, as well as four small towers, because Grandpa had decided that a Jam King with eighteen jam factories around the new nation needed a proper castle too. That had been nearly thirty years back and there’d been no invasion, and no boiling oil either, so instead Grandpa hung big banners down the battlements, with Wallaby Jam: bounce your way to goodness written on a picture of a grinning wallaby eating a slice of bread and plum jam.

Luckily the Very Small Castle was at the end of the road, so hardly anyone had seen the banners, which were put away after Grandpa died. Nowadays the battlements just made the roof a good place to hang the washing, so the male servants couldn’t see the Aunts’ underpants as they dried.

The boat came nearer. Maybe the cricket players were gangsters too. Very young gangsters . . .

Suddenly the gangsters jerked their pistols up. All at once the pistols became bottles with fishing lines attached to them. Even the boat looked homemade now it was closer, its planks not quite matching. As Butter watched, one of the men hauled in a glinting fish.

The boat was probably from the susso camp. It wasn’t an easy life over there, but at least at the camp everyone had neighbours. The fishermen had each other, and so did the kids playing cricket below.

Suddenly Butter was so deeply lonely he felt like crying. But it was a poor show to cry, especially if you were a boy. And he still had Dad, even if Dad rarely talked to him these days. He had the Aunts too. And it was over a year since Mum had died. He should have been over it. ‘Take it on the chin, lad. You’ll get over it,’ the Headmaster had said.

‘Another sixer,’ yelled the girl below, as the boy hit the cricket ball soaring across the sand and into the green curl of waves.

The boy grinned. He had tousled brown hair like muddy tussocks. His arms and legs were thin, but their muscles gleamed with sweat. He plunged into the water, ducking under the froth to grab the ball before the undertow sucked it out to sea. The beach was small, but the rips could be bad.

The boy scrambled up, all wet tanned skin and dripping shorts, still grinning.

‘Aim the ball toward the sandhills next time, drongo,’ yelled the girl, as he waded out of the surf. ‘We’ll lose it if you keep whacking it at the waves.’

The boy shifted his grin to her. ‘Then bowl properly!’

‘I can bowl as well as you!’

The boy snorted. ‘Bowling underarm ain’t proper bowling.’

‘It is if it bowls you out!’ The girl’s grin was as wide as the boy’s. Her dark plaits bobbled as the boy tossed her the ball. She caught the ball expertly, then backed up to bowl again; the boy took his place at the stumps.

Butter stood up impulsively. ‘Can I have a go?’ he called. ‘At least I can bowl overarm.’

Actually he was a pretty good bowler. He reckoned he could bowl that boy out with just one left-hand spin bowl. He began to slip and slide down the dune toward them. They might just be susso kids but a game of cricket would at least shake away the memory of the last picnic there with Mum before the polio. Aunt Elephant had hauled over a giant driftwood log for the campfire and Dad had grilled chops . . .

The kids turned and stared at him, even the smallest girl, with her big eyes and arms and legs almost as thin as a seagull’s. They mustn’t have noticed him sitting up above.

The boy scowled as Butter reached the bottom of the sand dune. ‘Get lost,’ he said flatly.

‘Why?’ demanded Butter.

‘This is our beach.’

‘But you can’t own a beach!’

‘Yes, you can,’ said the boy confidently. ‘Captain Cook stood on a beach near here and claimed it for Britain. Governor Phillip stood on a beach and claimed it too. The people in the susso camp,’ the boy nodded to where the camp sat on the other side of the headland, ‘claimed the land there. So, we can claim this beach.’

If anyone owns Howlers Beach it’s Dad, thought Butter. Or maybe the ghosts who were supposed to haunt it. Dad had inherited all the land around there from Grandpa, including the land the susso families had built their shacks on. But still, no one could own a beach. ‘You live in the susso camp? But that’s not on a beach. It’s next to it!’

The boy shrugged. ‘Same thing. The squatters claimed their farms just by saying the land was theirs, and got rich.’

‘But that was a hundred years ago!’ insisted Butter.

‘You don’t want to play on this beach,’ said the bigger girl. ‘The ghosts will get you!’

‘The moaning sounds are just the wind. Anyhow, why are you here if it’s haunted?’

‘Maybe we’re ghosts too,’ said the girl softly. ‘Maybe we’ll vanish as soon as you turn away.’

‘But that’s nonsense,’ said Butter.

The three kids just stared at him.

No point arguing, thought Butter, even if Aunt Peculiar called him the Arguing King of Australia. Aunt Peculiar said that every castle needed a king, even a Very Small Castle. But it had been Mum who’d called him ‘Butter’ when he was three years old because she said he began every sentence with ‘but’.

But no law said a mob of kids had to play cricket with him. Anyway, it was nearly lunchtime. Auntie Cake said it wasn’t fair on the servants to be late for meals.

‘I hope you enjoy your game,’ said Butter stiffly. Aunt Elephant said you should be polite to everyone, which meant even susso camp kids like these. He just felt — empty again. A hollowness that couldn’t be filled since Mum had vanished from their lives, since Dad retreated into politeness. An emptiness that at least DOING something might make him forget for a little while.

He started to climb back up the sandhill, just as the small grey dog triumphantly pulled something big and dirty out of the hole it had dug in the landslide.

The dog balanced carefully on its three legs for a few seconds, then limped over to Butter. It dropped the object at Butter’s feet, grinning up to him as if to say, ‘Look what I found! Aren’t I a good dog?’

The skull seemed to grin too, its bare teeth almost as white as the sand.

Butter felt the breath sucked out of his body. He glanced back at the beach. Kids like that little girl shouldn’t see something like this.

But the beach was empty. The cricket players had gone. Even their footprints had been wiped away by the waves.




CHAPTER 2

The Very Small Castle rang with silence, as though he could feel Mum wasn’t there as soon as he stepped inside.

But that was stupid, Butter told himself as he washed his hands in the scullery by the back door. The Very Small Castle might be tiny for a castle, but it was still big, especially with just him and Dad and the servants living there, and Aunt Peculiar, Aunt Elephant and Auntie Cake.

Aunt Peculiar had moved back to the Very Small Castle when her husband Uncle Theo had died in the second battle of the Somme. Aunt Elephant’s fiancé had been killed at Ypres, and Auntie Cake’s at Gallipoli. The men’s photos, taken on the day they each had left for the War and one from Aunt Peculiar’s second wedding anniversary, sat in silver frames on the grand piano in the drawing room, with red poppies added on Anzac Day and on their birthdays.

The Aunts’ real names were Petunia, Ellen and Kate, but Dad had called them Peculiar, Elephant and Cake when he was small and the names had stuck, even though Auntie Cake had protested she no longer ate nearly enough lamingtons to warrant HER nickname. The Aunts called Dad Pongo. Butter had never dared ask why.

He looked dubiously at the skull, now wrapped in his jacket on the scullery bench. This morning had been weird. How had the kids disappeared like that? They couldn’t have held their breaths under water for long enough to be sure he couldn’t see them. It would have taken them too long to climb the dunes and run out of sight, and he’d have seen them if they had scrambled over the flat rocks to the next beach.

They had to have disappeared around the headland. But that was impossible! He’d tried climbing around the headland lots of times, but the cliffs were too steep, and the waves too dangerous to climb around. Maybe they hid behind the rocks. But why bother? Did they really want him to think they might be ghosts? Maybe they’d seen the dog drop the skull and been scared.

Butter looked down at the dog. It had limped after him, sitting on its haunches on the doorstep, obviously hoping for a reward.

‘What you got there, Master Butter?’ asked Cookie, curiously glancing into the scullery, with a big platter of roast lamb in her hands.

‘Snerfle’, said the dog, drooling at the scent of roast lamb. The daft dog can’t even bark properly, thought Butter.

‘Nothing,’ he said, quickly standing in front of the skull. Women weren’t supposed to see frightening things like skulls, just as women weren’t supposed to discuss politics or understand business, which was silly because Auntie Cake had been one of the founding members of The Women’s Club, where women discussed politics and science and the arts and how to encourage women into male professions like medicine or law.

Aunt Elephant ‘managed the Manager’ of Wallaby Jams, checking the monthly accounts and visiting every factory every year, even the one up in Queensland that made the famous Wallaby’s Ginger and Pineapple Marmalade and to which she had to travel by boat from Sydney.

Aunt Peculiar painted and was a passionate supporter of Jack Lang, the New South Wales Premier who had just lost an election because he believed Australia shouldn’t have to keep sending England repayments for war loans for the guns and equipment we’d needed to fight to SAVE England in the War, but use the money for jobs in Australia.

‘Is Dad home for lunch yet?’ Butter asked casually, still keeping his back to the skull.

‘He’s in the dining room,’ said Cookie. Butter waited till she left then wrapped the skull in his jacket. The dog sat back with a whimper of disappointment as Butter vanished up the stairs.

The dining room was long and narrow, the window at the far end looking out across the headland and the sea to the thin line where it met the sky. The wall above the sideboard was covered by Aunt Peculiar’s paintings: a canvas of small noses all flying off to somewhere unknown, and another of tiny ants marching in a long line down an endless road.

Aunt Peculiar declared that the world never saw the small things in life. That was why she painted tiny things and made them enormous.

The mantelpiece above the fireplace on the other side of the room held Aunt Elephant’s tennis, hockey, basketball, discus, swimming and Highland dancing trophies.

Butter stopped in the doorway, hiding the skull behind his back. ‘Good afternoon,’ he said politely to Aunt Elephant and Auntie Cake and Aunt Peculiar. ‘Dad, could I talk to you for a minute?’

‘Of course,’ said his father, equally politely. He was dressed in the clothes he wore to the surgery in Macquarie Street where he saw his patients. He must be going back to work after lunch, thought Butter.

‘Er, I mean out here,’ said Butter. ‘Privately.’

‘But lunch will get cold,’ boomed Aunt Elephant, all five feet eighteen inches of her. (No lady ever admitted to being over six feet tall, even when she’d been Ladies Tennis Champion for fifteen years in a row. But five feet eighteen inches was acceptable.)

‘You need your vitamins,’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar, radiating disapproval as a couple of bobby pins dropped from her mass of hair. Aunt Peculiar always got as much paint in her hair as on her canvases. Auntie Cake and Aunt Elephant were Modern Women and had bobbed hair and wore lipstick and powder, but Aunt Peculiar could sit on her tresses when she let them down from their vast untidy bun.

‘It’s lovely banana custard for pudding,’ crooned Auntie Cake. Auntie Cake was almost as round as Aunt Elephant was tall. She always sounded musical when she discussed food.

Butter hated banana custard. But Dad and the other doctors said that the best way to stop a kid getting deadly diseases, like polio or the measles or whooping cough, was to keep them well fed and away from crowded slums like the susso camp.

It probably was a good thing the kids didn’t let me join the game, thought Butter. The Aunts would have had pink kittens if they knew he’d played cricket with susso kids.

His father pushed his chair back. ‘Excuse me,’ he said to the Aunts, giving the careful, pleasant smile he’d adopted since his wife had died. He was a tall man, with fair hair like Butter’s. He followed Butter down the hall to the deserted scullery, ignoring the glances of Cookie and Esmé the kitchenmaid, then closed the scullery door.

‘Now what is all this?’ His father nodded at the bulging jacket.

Butter untied it, then held up the skull.

‘My word.’ His father sounded truly surprised. It was the first real emotion Butter could remember him showing since Mum’s funeral.

Dr O’Bryan put the unwrapped skull on the scullery bench and studied it. ‘Where did you find this?’ he asked sharply.

‘I didn’t. A dog dug it up on the headland just above the beach, where the landslide happened. I couldn’t see any other bones, and I didn’t think I should dig any further.’

‘You certainly should not. Did anyone else see what happened?’

‘I don’t think so. There were some susso kids playing cricket on the beach, but they’d gone when the dog dug up the . . . that.’

How HAD they vanished? Butter wondered again. Surely the rocks were too small to hide all three of them. Had the fishing boat taken them away?

Maybe the boat HAD been manned by gangsters pretending to be fisherman! They’d kidnapped the kids to hold them for ransom. The skull came from one of their enemies . . .

But who’d pay a ransom for susso kids? And the boat had still been too far out to have picked the kids from the beach. There’d just been him, the dog and the skull.

‘I think the dog is still be outside,’ Butter offered.

‘I doubt the dog would be much of a witness,’ said his father dryly. ‘I’ll call the police. They’d better move fast before the animal digs up more evidence.’

Evidence! So this might be a crime! A real one! A killer on the loose . . .

‘I can show the police where the dog found it,’ suggested Butter eagerly. ‘Do you think the murderer is still around? Or a master criminal like Moriarty in Sherlock Holmes—’

‘No need for you to be there,’ said his father shortly. ‘I’m sure the police can find where the dog was digging. There’s no master criminal either. There’s nothing around here to interest criminals.’ He gave an almost smile. ‘Unless they’d like to steal some of your Aunt Peculiar’s paintings. Don’t go scaring your aunts. However this skull got there, it wasn’t recently. You go and have your lunch.’

Butter had known the skull wasn’t fresh — it was too clean. But still, it was his mystery. ‘But Dad—’

‘No buts.’ His father headed toward the telephone in the hall, the skull carefully wrapped in the jacket again, just as someone knocked on the back door. Would it be someone offering to paint the fence? thought Butter as he ran to open it. Or wash the car or any other odd job that would earn them sixpence or even just a good meal? Last week their former bank manager had asked if they needed their windows washed. Auntie Cake had shaken her head, then given him ten shillings, and then she’d cried in the drawing room because there had been nothing else she could think to do to help him. Wallaby Jams already employed as many people as they could while still making enough to keep going.

But Butter had never seen the man on the doorstep before. He was as tall as Aunt Elephant, but thin as a match with the wood shaved off. He seemed to sway in the breeze from the sea. ‘Have you seen a grey dog?’ he began. He coughed weakly, sweat beading his face. The cough went on and on, till finally the man was leaning on the doorjamb.

Butter had heard that kind of cough before. It was a cough from the War, the kind men got when they’d breathed in mustard or chlorine gas in the trenches of France or Belgium. Mr Fancham who sold clothesline props had a cough like that, and Mr Elliot at school who taught Latin, though his cough wasn’t as bad, but the gas scars to his eyes meant he couldn’t see very well and had to have an assistant mark the exam papers.

Suddenly Dad appeared behind him. He expertly put an arm under the man’s armpits. ‘Let me help you inside, sir. I’m Dr O’Bryan.’

‘The dog,’ whispered the man, as if his body didn’t have enough air left to speak. ‘Them kids need their dog. Only thing those kids have got now, that dog. They got to have it . . .’

The effort seemed to have dragged the last of the air from his lungs. The man spasmed, arching in Dad’s arm, then slumped, like a limp handful of spaghetti. A trickle of blood ran from his mouth. His unseeing eyes stared at the ceiling.

‘Butter, go back to the dining room,’ said Dad quietly, as he laid the man gently on the scullery floor, ‘and get Jenkins. Tell him that a man seems to have had a heart attack. Ask him to come to me here at once. And don’t ask questions.’

Butter hadn’t been going to. For even Butter could see that the man was dead.




CHAPTER 3

Jenkins wasn’t their butler because Aunt Elephant felt that people shouldn’t be extravagant and have butlers during the Depression. But, on the other hand, if they fired the servants there would be more people without jobs — with a third of the men in Australia unemployed and searching for any sort of work. So the Very Small Castle didn’t have a butler these days, or a valet for Dad or a lady’s maid for each of the aunts.

Jenkins served the meals and answered the front door, cleaned the silver and did other butler-type jobs, as well as helping Dad get dressed. He also drove the car if the Aunts wanted to use it, while Smithers looked after the Aunts’ clothes and did their hair but also dusted the best china too, and did the most delicate mending jobs.

The only other members of staff were Cookie — who was always complaining that Auntie Cake kept trying to take over her nice neat kitchen — and Esmé the kitchenmaid, Gwen the housemaid, Small Bob who cleaned the boots and ran errands, and Big Bob who did the garden, with Mrs Reardon who came in early each morning to scrub floors and stayed to do the washing on Mondays and the ironing and mending on Thursdays.

‘Where’s your father?’ asked Auntie Cake, when Butter came back to the dining room.

Butter tried to think what to say. ‘A man came to the scullery door.’

‘What did he want?’ rumbled Aunt Elephant. ‘Selling clothes pegs? Sharpening knives?’

‘He . . . he died,’ said Butter.

‘What, here?’ squeaked little Aunt Peculiar indignantly.

Butter nodded. ‘Dad’s calling the police. Or maybe an ambulance.’ Who did you call when a man dropped dead at your door? Perhaps Dad was going to call both.

He felt . . . strange. He’d never seen anyone dead before. He hadn’t even been allowed to see Mum when she was dying because she was in the infectious polio ward in hospital with an iron lung over her to try to keep her breathing, though even that hadn’t been enough to keep her alive.

Butter supposed he might have caught polio too, if they’d let him stay with her in hospital. But if he’d been with Mum when she died, holding her hand, maybe he wouldn’t keep feeling as if she might be in the next room but he just couldn’t reach her . . .

He forced his thoughts away. WHY had the thin man died? He didn’t look like he’d been shot. Poison? Maybe whoever had been buried above the sand on the beach on the headland had been poisoned too.

But the man had coughed like his scarred lungs had finally ripped apart. And he had been so thin . . .

‘People should have the decency to die in their own homes or in hospital,’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar, shoving hairpins back into her hair. ‘Not on other people’s doorsteps.’

‘Poor man,’ trumpeted Aunt Elephant. ‘Sit down and eat your lunch, Butter,’ she added. ‘Make sure you eat all your greens.’

Butter looked at the slices of lamb, the buttered peas, the mashed potatoes and baked pumpkin congealing in the gravy on his plate. He wasn’t hungry but the Aunts wouldn’t think that was relevant.

‘The man was looking for his dog,’ he remembered at last, after the mountain of food was demolished by half, which was all he could manage and probably enough for the Aunts to accept. He stood. ‘It might still be nearby. I’d better go and look for it.’

‘But you’ve hardly eaten anything!’ sang Auntie Cake.

‘Boys need their vitamins. Minerals too,’ thundered Aunt Elephant in her ‘indoor’ voice which was only half as loud as her ‘outdoor’ voice and probably three times as loud as an elephant.

Aunt Peculiar’s tiny face softened. ‘It’s hard for a dog to lose its master. Off you go then.’

Maybe the dog has already gone back to the beach, thought Butter, as he headed back down to the back door. Or found the kids, wherever they had gone to. Hadn’t the man said it was their dog? That proved the kids couldn’t be ghosts because ghosts didn’t have dogs, except ghost dogs.

But the police would be digging around the landslide soon, looking for more of the skeleton. Maybe he could watch or even help them dig . . .

‘Sploof,’ said the dog, limping out of the oleander bushes and not looking ghost-like at all. It lifted its remaining back leg to scratch its ear, then fell over. Stupid dog, thought Butter. Hadn’t it worked out it needed to sit down and use a front paw to scratch?

The dog scrambled up, thought for a moment, then limped over to sit at Butter’s feet, drool dripping from the corner of his mouth at the scent of roast meat coming from the kitchen again. The servants must be having their dinner.

How do I tell a dog its master is dead? wondered Butter. And what would happen to it now? No one would want a three-legged dog with no brains and scruffy fur. Even if it did belong to the kids on the beach it might be too stupid to find them again.

‘That animal needs a bath,’ rumbled Aunt Elephant, appearing out of the scullery like a walking forest in a vast green dress.

‘And some food. It’s so thin!’ crooned Auntie Cake. ‘Poor little poochie.’

‘It needs a visit to the dog pound,’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar. ‘It’s the ugliest dog I’ve ever seen. I’m sure it’s full of germs. And fleas.’ She wore a pink linen dress, which would have looked normal, except she’d painted ants all over it. Butter hoped the dog’s fleas didn’t hide among them or the family would be scratching for weeks.

But he felt sorry for the dog, so thin and ownerless. He wondered if, just possibly, the Aunts might keep him. At least the dog would be something to hug at night, when the castle echoed and the sea sang sad songs and he felt the blackness would go on forever.

But the kids on the beach owned this dog, and the dead man had said they needed him.

‘Bob!’ yelled Aunt Elephant. Only Aunt Elephant could yell in a ladylike way.

Big Bob and Small Bob peered out of the garden shed. ‘Just about to tie up the peas, missus,’ said Big Bob.

‘Would you mind washing this dog first?’ boomed Aunt Elephant.

‘Looks more like a rat,’ said Small Bob, looking at it. ‘Except rats mostly have four legs.’

‘Bucket and soap and warm water,’ ordered Big Bob. ‘And look sharp about it.’

The dog looked quite different once washed: more fur than dog, and white, except for one black leg and ear.

‘Who’d’a guessed what was under that dirt?’ said Small Bob, staring at the dog, still busily scratching, but with its front paw now, as if it couldn’t believe there was such a thing as a life without fleas.

‘Here you are boy,’ crooned Auntie Cake putting down a plate of lamb and gravy. The newly white fuzz-ball stared unbelievingly at all the meat, then lay down carefully next to the plate so it didn’t fall into the gravy. A minute later the lamb was gone and the plate licked clean. The dog looked expectantly at Auntie Cake.

‘I don’t suppose another helping would hurt it,’ sang Auntie Cake. ‘Do dogs like banana custard, Peculiar?’

Aunt Peculiar shrugged. ‘I have no idea.’

‘He’s terribly thin, isn’t he?’ boomed Aunt Elephant. ‘Maybe we should keep him. Just for a while, in case his owners come for him.’

‘Don’t be silly, Elephant. He’d bring in dirt,’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar. ‘And germs.’

Cookie brought out a dish of banana custard. It seemed that dogs DID like banana custard. At least three-legged ones did. And leftover baked potato and a piece of sponge cake and the scones from morning tea. Auntie Cake gazed at it happily. ‘Poor thing. It must have been starving.’

‘Excuse me, Master Butter,’ said Jenkins, appearing from the scullery. ‘But there are three young persons asking for you at the front door. They’re looking for their dog.’ Jenkins glanced down at the small white object staring hopefully at Auntie Cake. It still looked more like a rat than a dog, but at least it was a clean one.

Were they the kids from this morning? They have to be, thought Butter. Maybe now he’d find out how they’d managed to vanish so quickly.

Jenkins paused and added significantly, ‘They said their uncle has been looking for the dog too.’

Butter shivered. So the thin man had been their uncle? What had he said? ‘Only thing those kids have got now, that dog.’

No one had much at the susso camp, not even a proper cottage. And now he had to tell the kids their uncle was dead.

He looked at the dog, licking the last of the cream from his newly white whiskers, then at the Aunts. He wished Dad was there, but he’d left with the police and the ambulance. ‘I’ll go and see them,’ he said bravely. ‘Someone has to tell them about the man who died too.’

‘As the eldest in the family I should be the one to—’ began Aunt Peculiar.

‘I think we should find out where their parents are first,’ said Auntie Cake softly. ‘Then Pongo can explain what happened to their parents, and their parents can break the news to the children. Show the children into the Almost Mauve Drawing Room, Jenkins.’

‘At least there’s nothing small enough to steal in the Almost Mauve Drawing Room,’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar. ‘They’re probably from the susso camp. They might have all kinds of diseases. Tell them to sit on the sofa,’ she told Jenkins. ‘Make sure you sit in the armchair by the open window,’ she added to Butter. ‘That way the wind should blow away their germs.’

‘At least the dog is clean enough to come inside now,’ boomed Aunt Elephant. She picked it up and strode back into the house.




CHAPTER 4

The three kids from the beach cricket that morning sat side by side on the very edge of the sofa, as if afraid they might dirty its mauve and white roses. But their clothes looked clean, even if they were faded against the kids’ deeply tanned skin, and they must have washed their sandy feet at the tap outside.

‘Woofer!’ yelled the little girl. ‘Gil, Olive, look! They’ve got Woofer!’

‘Snerf,’ barked Woofer in delight. He jumped down from Aunt Elephant’s arms, landed on his nose, stood up, wobbled a bit, then limped over to the sofa. The smaller girl picked him up and cuddled him close as he licked her chin. She stared at the Aunts and Butter accusingly. ‘He looks different. What have you done to him?’

‘Washed him,’ rumbled Aunt Elephant.

‘Got rid of his fleas,’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar.

‘Fed him,’ murmured Auntie Cake.

The small girl looked around, still tightly holding the dog. ‘How can you have a house so big?’

‘Tish!’ muttered the older girl. ‘It’s rude to ask questions.’

‘Because our father made a lot of money selling jam and wanted a castle,’ trumpeted Aunt Elephant.

‘But castles are big,’ argued the little girl.

‘My father said he only needed a Very Small Castle. He only had four children, my sisters and my brother. And the servants of course,’ said Aunt Elephant.

‘Why are you so big?’ Tish gazed up at Aunt Elephant.

Aunt Elephant grinned. ‘Because I eat all my vegetables and drink my milk and take healthy exercise.’

‘Why do you have all this space just for you?’ Tish peered around the room. ‘And what’s that thing?’ She pointed to the mauve china woman holding up a gigantic torch like America’s Statue of Liberty.

‘That’s an electric lamp,’ said Butter. ‘You turn the generator on, then you turn the lamp on and it lights up the room.’

He waited for Tish to ask what a generator was, so he could tell her how electricity worked. But instead she asked, ‘Why is the sofa so bouncy?’ She bumped up and down to demonstrate its bounciness.

‘Because it’s got springs in it,’ said Auntie Cake.

‘Though springs can break if someone bounces on them too hard,’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar darkly.

‘But they must be strong if she can sit on them!’ Tish pointed to Aunt Elephant.

‘Tish, shhh. That’s enough!’ said the older girl.

‘But I want to know things, Olive,’ protested Tish. ‘How can I find out if I don’t ask? What are springs?’ She turned to Aunt Peculiar. ‘And why have you got ants on your dress? And why are you all round?’ she added to Auntie Cake.

‘Cakes should be round,’ sang Auntie Cake. ‘It means they are delicious.’

‘And I sit on a good solid armchair,’ boomed Aunt Elephant. ‘Most furniture is too spindly.’

‘Why don’t they make it stronger?’ demanded Tish.

Butter was beginning to understand why people got that dazed expression when he asked lots of questions.

The boy stood up. ‘That’s enough, Tish. We need to go. Now.’

‘But Gil—’ began Tish.

‘Shhh,’ said Gil. ‘Thank you for finding our dog,’ he said to Butter and the Aunts stiffly. ‘We’d better go and tell Uncle Harry that Woofer is safe. He’s out looking for him too.’

The Aunts exchanged glances. ‘You live down in the camp on the other side of the headland?’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar.

The boy Gil raised his chin. ‘Nothing wrong with that.’

So much for being ghosts, thought Butter.

‘We need to speak to your parents,’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar.

‘No need,’ said the bigger girl, Olive. ‘We’ve found Woofer now.’

Aunt Elephant stood casually by the door, blocking their way. ‘Nonetheless, we must speak with your parents. It’s important.’

‘Well you can’t,’ said Gil gruffly.

‘Why not?’ asked Butter.

‘None of your beeswax,’ said Olive. ‘Come on, Tish. And don’t let Woofer lick your face. You don’t know what he’s been eating.’

Roast lamb, sponge cake, banana custard, scones and a skull, thought Butter, feeling a bit sick.

‘Where can we find your parents then?’ demanded Aunt Peculiar.

‘That’s none of your beeswax either,’ said Gil.

‘Gil, don’t be rude. Our parents aren’t far away though,’ added Olive quickly.

‘That’s right,’ said Gil.

They’re hiding something, thought Butter. Something about their parents or their Uncle Harry. Maybe Uncle Harry had been a crook. He’d been in a jewel robbery and was hiding out in the susso camp. But a crook wouldn’t go looking for the kids’ dog.

Suddenly Aunt Elephant boomed, ‘Where are our manners? We haven’t even introduced ourselves. I’m Miss O’Bryan, and these are my sisters. This is our nephew, Butter O’Bryan.’

Tish giggled. ‘Butter!’

Butter glared at her. At least at school everyone was known by their surnames.

‘I’m Gil,’ said the boy reluctantly. ‘And these are my sisters, Tish and Olive.’

‘And we really must be going,’ said Olive in a tone as polite as the Aunts’.

‘But won’t you stay for afternoon tea first?’ crooned Auntie Cake, a little desperately. ‘There’s lamingtons and ginger cake . . .’

‘Lamingtons!’ said Tish longingly. She glanced at Gil. ‘Woofer’s never had a lamington. But I saw a picture in a magazine that Mrs Masters found. Lamingtons look . . . interesting.’ She made an effort to sound grown up. ‘I think Mrs Masters would say it would be . . . educational . . . to have a lamington.’

‘We’re not staying,’ said Gil firmly.

‘I . . . I think we should,’ said Olive softly. She looked meaningfully at Gil, and then at Tish.

They’re hungry, thought Butter. Olive knows her little sister needs food, maybe even more than she and Gil do because she’s so small. People in the camp lived on susso rations, didn’t they? He bet there weren’t any lamingtons in the susso rations or even the ingredients to make them.

And this wasn’t just missing a meal. All three had arms and legs like beanpoles and all their eyes were too big in their thin faces, not just Tish’s.

‘All right. Thank you, Miss O’Bryan,’ said Gil stiffly, trying not to sound too eager at the possibility of food.

Aunt Elephant rang the bell for Jenkins.

Cookie seemed to know what kids and a dog from a susso camp would like. Bread and apricot jam, raspberry jam, strawberry jam, plum jam, fig jam and cherry jam — it was a tradition to have at least six kinds of jam at any meal at the Castle — there were lamb and pickle sandwiches as well as the lamingtons, ginger cake, cheese and lettuce sandwiches, date scones still hot from the oven, the butter melting into them, and glasses of milk. Tish started on the lamingtons before Olive gave her a look and put sandwiches on her plate. Tish finished the sandwiches and had eaten five lamingtons by the time Gil began on the scones.

The Aunts each crumbled a scone on their plates to look as if they were eating too. Butter sat next to them, wondering how they were going to tell the kids their uncle had just dropped dead outside. At last Aunt Peculiar squeaked, ‘It will be dark soon. Our brother will be back with the car shortly. He can drive you home and explain things to your parents.’

‘Explain what things?’ asked Tish, giving Woofer the last scone.

‘What kind of car?’ demanded Gil.

‘A Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost,’ said Butter. They were the first words he’d spoken since they sat down. ‘Grandpa bought it before the War,’ he added. He didn’t want Gil to think the family would buy a luxury car now, even if they did live in a castle.

Olive gave Gil a look. ‘We have to go before it gets dark,’ she said, standing up quickly.

‘But where will we find your parents? Your father especially,’ trumpeted Aunt Elephant a little desperately. ‘Fathers are best in this kind of situation.’

‘What kind of situation?’ demanded Gil.

‘Why do you want to talk to him?’ added Olive.

‘Why did you want us to stay?’ Gil shook his head. ‘You didn’t just want to be polite or feed us lamingtons.’

The Aunts exchanged worried looks.

‘Because your Uncle Harry is dead,’ said Butter quietly. ‘We . . . we didn’t know how to tell you. Dad said he probably had a heart attack. I’m sorry,’ he added. Suddenly he couldn’t think of anything more to say.




CHAPTER 5

The room filled with silence, as if any word would slip between the seconds, never to be heard.

Butter had expected the three on the sofa to cry or collapse into sobs. But little Tish just buried her face in Woofer’s fur. He licked her chin. Gil and Olive glanced at each other, their expressions impossible to read.

Olive put her arm around Tish. ‘How?’ she whispered.

‘He . . . he collapsed at the back door,’ said Butter. ‘I was there. He was coughing a lot . . .’

‘Gassed at Ypres,’ said Gil. ‘You’re sure he’s dead?’ he added desperately. ‘He didn’t just faint? He . . . he faints sometimes when he can’t breathe.’

‘He’s dead,’ said Butter. ‘Dad’s a doctor. He . . . he wouldn’t make a mistake.’ He didn’t add that he had never known someone to look so alive, and then, suddenly, not alive at all. ‘Do . . . do you think anyone wanted to hurt him?’ He was pretty sure no one had murdered Uncle Harry. His death could have nothing to do with the clean white skull, but he knew he ought to ask.

‘Did Uncle Harry look like someone had hurt him?’ asked Gil.

‘No,’ said Butter. ‘Just thin, and coughing.’

Gil stood up. ‘People die when they are thin and cough a lot. When they don’t have enough to eat and no medicine.’

He met Butter’s eyes. ‘You want to know who killed Uncle Harry? The people who started the War. The people who kept it going. The people who didn’t care for the men when they came home and who don’t care that people starve now. People like you lot. People who vote for governments who don’t care either.’

Gil paused. He looked at the Aunts then back at Butter and added, ‘We’d better go and tell Dad and Mum, hadn’t we, Olive?’

Olive stood too, pressing Tish close to her. ‘Yes. We must tell Dad and Mum.’

‘Our brother will be able to tell your parents more. How he died, why he died,’ said Aunt Elephant in a gentle tremble she so seldom used. ‘If . . . if anything could have been done to help your uncle he would have done it.’

‘Yes. Thank you,’ said Olive distantly.

‘This Depression . . . it’s all just too much for people to change,’ Auntie Cake looked almost as if she might cry. ‘We donate every Sunday for the unemployed. It’s just like the War. That was too big to change too. We sent fruitcakes and comforts for soldiers and knitted socks and made biscuits for the Red Cross to sell in the War. We wanted to do more but . . .’ Her voice trailed away.

Aunt Elephant patted her hand. ‘That’s enough, Cake my dear. Perhaps you would like to stay here tonight,’ she suggested to Olive, Gil and Tish. ‘Jenkins could fetch your parents.’

‘No,’ said Gil quickly, then added, ‘Thank you.’ He took Olive’s hand and led her and Tish out of the room. The Aunts followed in a flurry of headshaking and questions.

‘But what was your uncle’s surname?’

‘Where can the police find you?’

‘The funeral . . .’

‘What are your parents’ names?’ boomed Aunt Elephant in a voice too strong to be ignored.

For a moment Butter thought neither Gil nor Olive would answer. Then Olive said clearly, ‘Mum and Dad are Mr and Mrs Painter. That was Uncle Harry’s name too. Harry Painter. Ask anyone down at the camp. They all know who we are.’

She is lying, thought Butter. But why?

‘My dear, wait!’ Auntie Cake put a hand on Olive’s shoulder. Olive shrank back. For a moment Butter thought she was going to run away. Why was she so scared? Surely there was no way Auntie Cake would never hurt her. ‘Can we give you something to take home tonight for dinner?’ asked Auntie Cake gently. ‘And some scraps for the little dog too?’

‘Shloop,’ said Woofer approvingly.

Olive hesitated, then nodded. The sun had sunk in the faint haze behind the mountains to the west. Night’s shadows gently fingering the windblown trees and salt-stung bushes.

Butter waited with Gil and Olive and Tish in the gathering dimness by the front gate till the Aunts hurried back. Auntie Cake held a bulging string bag that certainly contained more than some meat scraps and a bone for a dog. She handed it to Olive.

‘We’re so very sorry,’ boomed Aunt Elephant. Butter felt she was saying ‘sorry’ for much more than their uncle’s death. She slipped a shining shilling into each of the young people’s hands. Butter thought Gil would object to the charity, but he accepted it, his face stiff.

He’s scared, thought Butter, and doesn’t want to show it. He could understand the kids being upset about their uncle’s death. But though they seemed sad, they weren’t as desolate as he’d expected. And why were they SCARED?

‘I’m sure my brother will be able to answer any questions you have tomorrow,’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar kindly. She handed little Tish a blanket she’d crocheted with a pattern of blue teacup handles on a yellow background. ‘Better wrap yourself in this. It’s turned cold tonight.’

‘Are you sure you won’t stay till our brother can drive you back to the—’ began Auntie Cake.

But the three kids, and their dog, had vanished in the shadowy dusk. All Butter could hear was the whisper of the wind, and the waves down on the beach crashing on the sand and then retreating in a gritty slither to the vast unknown lands of the sea.




CHAPTER 6

The wind howled on the beach that night. Butter had never heard it moan quite as much as before. It was almost enough to make him believe in ghosts — at least at midnight, when the grandfather clock in the hallway boomed out twelve gongs. Could the three kids be ghosts? Was that how they had vanished? That would be why they didn’t need a ride home too.

But ghosts didn’t eat lamingtons, and lamb and pickle sandwiches.

Dad was already eating toast and plum jam when Butter came down late to the Breakfast Room next morning. He must have come home late in the night, for he had still not been back when Butter had gone back to sleep.

It was the second Saturday of the month, which meant that Jenkins would already be driving the Aunts to Cousin Dawn’s place with a basket of Aunt Elephant’s calf’s-foot jelly, Auntie Cake’s fruit slice and Aunt Peculiar’s crystal bowl of Jellied Green Salad with Baby Prawns, an American recipe she’d seen photographed in The Home: the Australian Journal of Quality and had attempted to make, as well as the usual pots of jam.

Cousin Dawn’s husband, Cousin Merv, had been blown up pretty badly in the War. Butter didn’t know the details — no one would tell him no matter how many times he asked. But he knew that since his Blighty, the former Major Tompkin didn’t talk and never left the house. The Aunts were some of the few people he would be with, so every second Saturday or Wednesday they went over to look after him so Cousin Dawn could have her hair done or visit the dressmaker or meet friends or even just walk in silence on the beach near their house.

‘Good morning, Butter.’ Dr O’Bryan reached for a different jam to spread on his second slice of toast. There was the first of the year’s cherry jam today, as well as the usual five other kinds.

‘Good morning,’ echoed Butter. A year back Dad would have made a joke, a silly one like, ‘Help! We’ve been invaded by Martians. Oh, no, it’s our son!’ or even ‘You going to sleep for Australia at the Olympic Games, boy?’ then swept him into a hug. But Dad didn’t seem to like hugs any more.

Butter sat opposite him as Esmé put down his bowl of porridge. He added milk and sugar, then realised his father wasn’t going to say anything till he asked him.

‘Dad, the man who died yesterday — you took him to be examined, didn’t you? Why did he die?’ Maybe the man had been stabbed. But there’d been no sign of blood. War and starvation he thought, and remembered Gil’s words: ‘People like you lot.’

What were Olive and Tish and Gil having for breakfast at the susso camp? Was there enough food for Woofer? At least today they had the parcel the Aunts had given them.

His father hesitated. ‘I asked if they could do an autopsy straight away, as he died at our house. He died of a heart attack, just as I thought, brought on by scarred lungs from mustard gas, exertion and starvation.’

‘Starvation!’ People don’t die of starvation, thought Butter. Not in Australia. Then he remembered the man’s sunken face, the thinness of the kids yesterday. ‘People who are thin and cough a lot die,’ Gil had said. Something like that anyway.

‘The poor man was emaciated,’ said his father slowly. ‘Sometimes men who’ve survived gas attacks have scarred throats and can only eat soft foods. That was where the blood on his mouth came from. But I think the chap yesterday simply hadn’t had enough to eat. His stomach only contained a few oysters and some green vegetable. Nothing more.’

‘But the people at the camp get rations, don’t they?’ Butter knew the susso rations weren’t much, but surely they were enough so someone didn’t starve to death. If you couldn’t survive on the susso rations then people would be dying everywhere. But Olive and Tish and Gil had looked so thin too . . .

He thought of the skull. Had that person died of starvation too, not murder? Maybe . . . maybe here in his house with its well-stocked kitchen and at his private boys’ school with his friends, he just hadn’t seen what was happening.

Dad was still looking at him. ‘I think the rations are enough to survive on, especially if you have a vegetable garden, or gather food like oysters, like that poor man seems to have been doing, or fish or trap rabbits or earn a few pennies somehow. But some people don’t get rations.’

‘Why not?’ demanded Butter.

‘The government has decided what it can afford, I suppose. Women don’t get rations: they’re supposed to rely on husbands and fathers. Sometimes the police or council workers won’t give rations out to strangers. I’ll know more when the police speak to Mr Painter’s brother. They want me to be there to explain how he died. The police want to ask about the skull too, though I doubt there is any connection to Mr Painter’s death.’ Dr O’Bryan looked at his watch. ‘I’m going to go to the camp with them in about half an hour.’

‘Can I come with you?’

‘No,’ said his father shortly.

‘But why not?’

‘Because the camps are filled with all kinds of diseases. Because it will be . . . unpleasant.’

‘Kids get diseases at school too,’ argued Butter, finishing his porridge. School had closed down three times last year alone, once for polio, once for scarlet fever and once for a measles epidemic, though as Butter GOT the measles (mildly, Dad reckoned), he didn’t get to enjoy the holiday, except for a fresh supply of books and all the ice cream he wanted to eat. ‘And . . .’ Butter hesitated. ‘The kids yesterday didn’t seem too keen on anyone talking to their parents. Maybe their dad is wanted by the police or something. But I know what they look like. You and the police might not even know which kids they are if I’m not with you.’

Esmé replaced Butter’s porridge bowl with a mound of scrambled eggs, mushrooms, a fat sausage and a grilled tomato. Butter began to eat, carefully pushing the food around his plate so it would look like he’d swallowed more than he had. He looked back at his father. ‘Please, Dad. If I get sick from the germs at the camp, you can make me better,’ he added, trying to make it a joke.

‘I didn’t do a very good job saving your mother,’ said his father shortly. He put his napkin on the table and stood up. ‘All right, Butter. You can come too. But only if you promise to do what you’re told.’

‘I promise,’ said Butter.

‘Without asking questions,’ added Dr O’Bryan. He looked at Butter and gave a rare half grin. ‘Forget that, son. You’ll always ask questions.’

He even sounded sort of proud, thought Butter. The warmth helped him finish his plate of eggs.




CHAPTER 7

Grandpa’s shining Rolls-Royce followed the police car over the headland. The place where the dog had been digging was roped off with poles and tarpaulins, hiding whoever was presumably looking for more of the skeleton. No one looked out from behind the tarp as the cars bumped down the rough track to the flat area above the next beach.

Butter had never been into the camp, but he’d seen it often from the headland above: three meandering ‘streets’ of perhaps fifty dwellings that ranged from huts made from hammered-out kerosene tins or old wooden fruit boxes, to tents of driftwood poles covered with ragged tarpaulins or even old hessian sacks daubed with clay to try to make them waterproof. You could smell the camp from above too: the faint stench of waste from the long-drop dunnies dug on the downhill side of the camp, as well as the salt-smoky scent of burning driftwood and the hot tang of sunlight on corrugated iron.

Most of the shanties had fireplaces out the front, but some of the larger huts had chimneys made of second- or third-hand corrugated iron and even flower gardens. Tomatoes glowed red in well-established vegetable plots, and melon and pumpkin vines meandered down the sandhills. Here and there walls were half covered in choko vines or passionfruit, showing the residents’ determination to grow food despite the salt wind and the need to carry buckets of water from the trickle of a stream. There were even a few goats tethered on the tussocks near the creek that wandered through the sand dunes then down to the sea.

And there were people. So many people. Butter supposed that when you had only a shanty to live in, you spent most of your time outside. Men clad in short pants made from trousers that had worn through at the knees tended vegetables or fished down on the beach or from the rocks. Women shoved at clothes in a big tub of water or hung their washing on what seemed to be a long communal clothesline held up by driftwood props.

A mob of grubby-footed boys played cricket just beyond the camp, but Gil wasn’t among them. Other boys crouched in the shade and played marbles, while a dozen girls lined up to take their turn skipping over a rope. Their cries rose up above the sound of the wind and sea as they turned the rope faster and faster — ‘Salt . . . mustard . . . vinegar . . . pepper! Out!’ — as the barefoot girl whose turn it was finally stumbled. She laughed and gave up her place to another just as someone gave a yell, ‘Cops on the hill!’

The skipping girls froze. The fishermen reeled in their lines. The women vanished into the huts followed by the children, leaving the men slowly congregating in the main ‘street’ between the shanties. They stood, arms folded, about sixty of them, young, old and not moving. The police car stopped, unable to go any further. Dr O’Bryan stopped his car too. Butter followed him out as the four policemen walked slowly to the waiting men.

‘Good morning.’ The man who spoke was a police sergeant, grey haired, his voice carefully pleasant. ‘We’re looking for a Mr Painter.’

‘No one of that name here,’ said a man with one arm and a face with the familiar chlorine gas scars from the War. His remaining hand held a spade with a driftwood handle almost like a weapon.

‘We know there isn’t,’ said the sergeant shortly. ‘He died yesterday.’

None of the watching men showed any surprise. They know already, thought Butter. Olive, Gil and Tish must have told them. He looked around. He still hadn’t seen them anywhere.

The sergeant sighed. ‘Mate, we’re not here to cause trouble—’

‘Who says you’re our mate?’ called out a younger man from the back.

Dr O’Bryan stepped forward. ‘Mr Painter died up at our house on the headland last night. Some children arrived later looking for their dog . . .’

‘Woofer,’ said Butter. ‘Their names are Olive, Gil and Tish Painter.’

‘The man was their uncle,’ said Dr O’Bryan quietly. ‘We’re just here to tell his family what happened and to offer our condolences.’

‘Why does it need four coppers to offer condolences?’ demanded the man with the spade.

‘Because some of you Unemployed Workers’ Union blokes are always ready for a stoush,’ muttered one of the policemen.

The sergeant silenced him with a look. ‘No stoushes.’

‘What do you call it when you lot evict a family from their home when almost no one can pay rent these days? Throw them in the street and punch any blokes who tried to protect their families? Ain’t that a stoush? You going to throw us all out of here too?’

‘No,’ said the sergeant quietly. ‘We just want to talk to any relatives of the man who died.’

The men didn’t move. Nor did they speak.

‘Is there a Mr Painter here?’ The sergeant raised his voice.

Still no one spoke. Butter was conscious of faces looking out of the hut doorways, frightened children, nervous women . . . and suddenly he realised why they were all so scared. Dad owned this land, but he’d given no permission for anyone to build there. People had just come, first a couple of tents, then some huts, and the settlement had grown as more people became homeless. Even if Dad had given them permission to be there, the local council would still have had to agree to any building, and the council hadn’t been asked either. None of these people had any legal right to live there. The police really could demolish these buildings, make the people homeless, destroy the vegetable gardens they needed so badly . . .

Butter stepped forward. ‘If the police wanted a stoush they wouldn’t have let me come. I met Gil and Olive and Tish yesterday. I want to say how sorry I am too. And my Aunts have made them a fruitcake,’ he added. There was also a leg-of-lamb bone with plenty of meat on it wrapped in greaseproof paper for Woofer.

The men glanced at each other. At last the one with the spade said, ‘All right, we’ll talk. But there ain’t any family called Painter here. Never has been.’

‘I might have got the name wrong,’ said Butter. ‘Is there a Mr . . . Bainter? Or a name that sounds like that?’

‘No,’ said the man with the spade.

‘Where do Gil, Olive and Tish live then?’ Butter asked.

‘No kids called that here.’

‘But I met them yesterday: they came up to the . . . house!’ Butter was embarrassed to use the word castle, there among the ragged tents and kerosene-tin or fruit-box shanties. ‘Gil and Olive and Tish were playing cricket on the other side of the headland. They’ve got a dog too. It was grey, but we gave it a bath and now it’s white . . .’

‘Only dog here is Roy, and she’s a red kelpie,’ said a man with a beard halfway down his chest and scars crawling out of the beard up across his forehead. He still held his fishing line, just a round of wood with the line, a few small stones instead of proper sinkers and a fish hook attached to it, with a hessian sack tied at his waist for anything he caught. He caught Butter’s eye and grinned. ‘I reckon you might have been seeing ghosts, boy. Don’t you know about ghosts on Howlers Beach?’ He gazed up at the sky. ‘Three convict kids got lost a hundred years ago and died there on the beach.’

‘Stop trying to scare the boy,’ said Dr O’Bryan shortly. ‘I’ve never seen any ghosts on the beach — or heard about any lost convict children either.’

‘Just tellin’ you what I heard,’ said the man innocently.

The sergeant said something quietly to the policeman next to him, obviously discussing whether they should search the tents and huts. That would frighten the kids even more, Butter thought. He moved over to the sergeant.

‘Excuse me, sir,’ Butter said softly. ‘But I’m pretty sure on a nice day like this all the kids here would have been playing outside. When we came I could see all of them from the car. None of them were the ones I met yesterday. I don’t think you’ll find them inside the huts or the tents either. They wouldn’t have had time to duck in or hide before I had a chance to see them.’

The sergeant looked at him with respect. ‘Think you’re right there, sonny. But there are other questions we have to ask too.’

Like about the skull, thought Butter, just as his father said, ‘Sergeant, remember that . . . item . . . is at least a year old, and probably much older — though not a hundred years,’ he added with a sharp look at the man who’d talked of ghosts. ‘None of these shacks have been here for more than three years, and most not even that long. I know,’ he continued, ‘I’ve lived here all my life except when I left for the War.’ He gave a wry smile. ‘If there’s been a crime my relatives and I are more likely suspects than anyone in this camp.’

The sergeant seemed to absorb that. Finally he nodded. He turned to the waiting men again. ‘If anyone happens to remember the Painters, pass along that Dr O’Bryan at the . . . er . . . Very Small Castle . . . on the headland can tell them anything more they want to know, like when the poor chap will be buried and where.’

Still no one spoke. Then a voice from the back asked, ‘Just out of curiosity, where would a bloke like that be buried? Some pauper’s grave?’

‘Next Thursday, at eleven am, at Rookwood Cemetary,’ said Dr O’Bryan quietly. ‘My family will be there. He died in my arms, so I’ll see he’s buried properly.’

Once again the men were silent. But the silence was almost respectful now. At last someone muttered, ‘Good on you, mate.’

The mob began to disperse, back to the shacks, the gardens, the beach. The police got back in their car. Dr O’Bryan had just opened the Rolls Royce door when a small hand tugged Butter’s shirt.

‘Hey, kid!’ A dirty brown face stared at him: a girl of about ten years old.

‘Yes?’ replied Butter quietly.

‘That cake. For Tish. I could give it to her.’

‘You mean she is here?’

‘No,’ said the girl quickly. ‘She ain’t here.’

‘Do you mean she WILL be here?’ asked Butter, just as softly.

‘No. She ain’t going to be here either. But I can give her that cake.’

Would Tish and the others really get the cake? Did it matter if another hungry kid got it instead? Butter reached into the back seat and handed over the brown-paper parcel, tied with string, and then the bone.

The small face vanished, as did the cake and the parcel in its greaseproof paper.




CHAPTER 8

Dinner was mostly silent. The Aunts never did talk much after a visit to Cousin Dawn’s, except to say Cousin Merv was ‘much the same’.

The phone rang just as Jenkins served the peach pudding with ice cream. (Auntie Cake was in love with the new refrigerator. She and Cookie made a different kind of ice cream every second day. But Esmé had told Butter that what they really made was a mess.)

‘That will be for me. Excuse me,’ said Dr O’Bryan. He slipped out into the hall to the phone stand. Butter waited for him to come back to say he’d been called out to a patient. It didn’t happen often these days, as his job was mostly diagnosing diseases other doctors found too difficult to identify. Instead, Dr O’Bryan just sat down again and began to eat his pudding.

‘Nothing urgent,’ he said to Aunt Peculiar’s enquiring look.

The Aunts listened to a concert on the wireless after dinner, while Dr O’Bryan worked in his study. Butter tried to listen to the concert too. But even the magic of a real live orchestra sounding over the air-waves from a box wasn’t enough to keep his attention.

He kept thinking of the small face peering at him from the shack, reaching for the fruitcake. The thin man who’d died from hunger. The police digging in the landslide on the beach . . .

‘Excuse me,’ he said quietly to the Aunts and left the living room. He knocked on the study door.

‘Come in.’ Dr O’Bryan sat at his desk. His study was the only room in the house not adorned by Aunt Peculiar’s paintings. Instead, charts of various muscles or organs of the body hung from the one wall that wasn’t taken up with windows or bookcases. A half skeleton, whose name was George, dangled from a stand in the corner. Dad had taught him every bone in the skeleton: the tibia, fibula, phalanges.

Butter had loved this room, the smell of hundreds of books, as if facts had a scent. You could almost hear the books whispering to you: ‘Read us. Read us. Let us teach you.’ But that had been before Mum died. He only came in with Dad’s permission now.

‘I . . . I’m sorry. I’m interrupting you,’ said Butter uncertainly.

‘It’s nothing important. Just an article on using facial shapes to diagnose diseases,’ Dr O’Bryan hesitated. ‘Thank you for not asking who the phone call was from. I don’t want your aunts to know about the bodies on the beach.’

‘Bodies?’ asked Butter quickly. ‘More than one?’

‘The call was from the sergeant. They’ve found two bodies,’ said Dr O’Bryan. ‘Adults,’ he added. ‘Don’t pay any attention to what that man said about convict children. If there’d ever been any story like that someone in the household would have heard about it. The first skeleton is several years old, as I thought from the skull. But the other is not much more than a year old, if that.’

Butter shivered. ‘Murdered?’

‘I spoke to the forensic pathologist. He said it’s impossible to tell how either person died, but there are no signs of violence on either of the skeletons.’

‘But they could have been poisoned. Or suffocated or drowned . . .’

‘Butter, have you been reading my medical textbooks?’

‘Yes,’ said Butter. ‘But only a few times, ages ago. You didn’t say I couldn’t,’ he added.

‘I didn’t say you could either.’ To Butter’s surprise his father smiled, an almost proper smile. ‘I sneaked in and read my father’s books when I was your age. And he had said I wasn’t supposed to. But don’t tell your aunts about the bodies. Women shouldn’t be upset by things like that.’

‘Why not?’ asked Butter curiously. He’d often wondered why women were allowed to know about some things that were hard to bear, like Cousin Merv, but not others.

‘They’re not as strong as men are.’

The Aunts have lost the men they loved, thought Butter. They brought Dad up when Grandma died at his birth. They seemed pretty strong to Butter. But there was something more urgent to ask. ‘Dad, if the last body isn’t very old maybe there really could be a murderer loose. Maybe the murderer put the bodies on the headland so no one would find them. But then the storm came and caused the landslide.’

Dr O’Bryan shook his head. ‘That would have made sense ten years ago, with only the castle out here. No one would see anything if they burned the bodies at night. But too many people at the susso camp are out at night now, checking their rabbit traps before an eagle or someone else gets anything they’ve caught.’

‘Maybe the murderer didn’t know the camp was there, if he came at night. They don’t have gaslight over at the susso camp, probably not even many lamps or candles.’

‘It’s possible,’ said Dr O’Bryan dubiously.

‘Dad . . . how much food do people get on the susso?’

‘About ten shillings’ worth a week for a married man, five shillings’ for a single man. I think they get a bit of meat, some potatoes, loaves of bread and tea and sugar. If you’re really curious, I’ll ask the sergeant if he calls again. They give out the rations at the police station.’

‘But that’s five miles away! A ten-mile walk every week just to get food. Why don’t the police take the rations down to the camp? The police have a car!’

‘Because the camp is illegal,’ said Dr O’Bryan patiently. ‘The police here ignore it — we’re the only people who might complain and we haven’t. But if the police officially admit it’s there then they’d have to evict everyone.’

‘But the camp people have nowhere else to go. How can the police evict people who don’t have any other homes?’

Dr O’Bryan sighed. ‘I don’t understand it either, Butter. I won’t say things were perfect before the stock market crash — there were too many unemployed men even then, especially men who’d been wounded in the War. But when the market crashed . . .’

‘WHY did it crash? Why are we in a depression?’

Dad closed his eyes in thought for a moment, then settled in to explain. Like he used to, thought Butter, swallowing. ‘I think because too many banks gave too many loans that could never be repaid — not just the War loans, but for houses and businesses or even things like jewellery. It’s hard to explain what it was like after the Armistice. We thought we’d won the War to end all wars, that things would just get better and better. People wanted to have a good time, to make money. So they threw parties and danced and spent money, and borrowed money, and then more money and more money, and then they couldn’t pay back their debts. Then when a few banks ran out of money to give back to those who put it there, people got scared and withdrew their money from the other banks or stopped buying things. More banks went broke. People lost their savings. People had no money to buy anything, so even more people lost their jobs . . .’

‘And that’s what caused the Depression?’

‘Pretty much. But the drought doesn’t help, and the low prices for wool and wheat overseas mean that even those who can grow a crop can’t afford to export it. And then there are the enormous War loans we have to pay back to England.’

‘Auntie Cake says we shouldn’t have to pay England for the guns we used to save England in the War.’

Dr O’Bryan shrugged. ‘I have enough to do without getting involved with politics.’

‘Will the Depression ever get better?’

‘It has to,’ said Dr O’Bryan.

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know the answer to that either. Maybe I just hope it will — like I hope there’ll never be another war or that you won’t ever get sick or . . .’ Dr O’Bryan stopped, as if he’d said too much already. ‘Some things are just too big for any one person to do anything about,’ he said instead, and Butter remembered Auntie Cake’s despair. ‘It’s your bedtime. Church tomorrow morning.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Butter. He glanced out the window. The southerly buster was blowing, as it did most afternoons and evenings, a cold wind with tiny teeth of rain, despite the day’s summer heat. The waves would be battering the rocks on the headland, sucking out the smallest stones, grinding them to sand. Even the sturdiest kerosene-tin shack couldn’t keep out a wind like this, much less the thin walls of the tents . . .

‘Sleep well,’ said Dr O’Bryan.




CHAPTER 9

Church was eighteen miles away, at Fairfield, on the new housing estate built after the War, though half the houses were empty now as owners couldn’t afford to pay their mortgages, nor tenants pay to rent them, especially now so many people had lost their savings when the Primary Industries Bank went broke, or were unable to use their money in the Bank of New South Wales while they’d temporarily (everyone hoped) stopped refunding deposits.

Even on Sunday there were men humping their swags on the road looking for work or at least a place that would give susso rations to strangers without making them move on the next day.

The family always stopped for tea and biscuits in the hall after the church service so the Aunts could gossip with their friends, ones lucky enough to have inherited homes or have an income from something many could still afford, like sausages or jam.

Sunday lunch at the Very Small Castle was always a big saddle of lamb that Cookie could put on to roast slowly by itself in its nest of potatoes and carrots and pumpkin while Jenkins drove her and the other servants to church too. That way all Cookie had to do was boil the beans or peas or buttered cabbage and make the gravy when she got back.

But it was hard to concentrate on the roast lamb. Had the police found any more bodies? HOW had the kids vanished from the beach, and from the Very Small Castle with their dog? Where did they go? Who were they? And why were they hiding?

Butter had to find them again. And the best place to look was probably at Howlers Beach.

It was easy for him to slip down to the beach after lunch. Dad was in his study. Aunt Peculiar was up in her studio with the gramophone playing a Louis Armstrong record and Aunt Elephant was practising serves on the tennis court behind the Very Small Castle with Young Bob fetching the balls for her. Auntie Cake was upsetting Cookie by insisting she try out a new recipe for duck in orange sauce that she’d found in The Australian Women’s Mirror instead of the roast duck with sage and onion stuffing that Cookie had planned for dinner.

Butter crept over the sandhills, ducking behind the last one to look down at the beach. But no one was playing cricket there. There weren’t even any footprints . . .

Or were there? Butter slid down the dunes and examined the beach above the waves. Dog-paw prints! Of course there were dogs other than Woofer, but those looked like the kind of print a three-legged dog might make . . .

And then he saw them. A single line of footprints leading up to what looked like a cricket ball’s skid mark. The footprints led back down to the hard sand where the waves would already have washed away any other footprints.

Someone — or three someone’s and a dog — had played cricket on this beach this morning while the family and servants were at church.

The sand had soaked in sunlight. Butter could feel its warmth as he sat and watched the waves shush back and forth and listened to the seagulls squawk. Why would kids from the susso camp come to this beach to play cricket? There was more room to play at the camp, and more kids to play with too, so they could have a proper match. Why would anyone come to this beach, so far from anywhere?

One thing was clear. Gil, Olive and Tish didn’t want to be found. He suspected the people at the susso camp didn’t want Gil, Olive and Tish to be found either. But why not?

But if Gil, Olive and Tish had to be hidden, why had they risked playing cricket on the beach this morning, when there might still be police up on the headland and on the beach?

Because it’s Sunday today, he thought. The susso camp people would know that everyone from the Very Small Castle went to church on Sunday mornings. The police wouldn’t work on a Sunday either, unless it was an emergency.

And on other days?

The Aunts never went swimming down there because of the rip. The sand dunes were too high to see the beach from the Very Small Castle. Even up on the battlements all you could see was ocean to the horizon. When Butter was at school there’d be no one to see this beach at all. Even during the holidays he’d hardly ever come down because he’d promised not to go swimming by himself and he was too old to build sandcastles. Olive, Gil and Tish must have assumed no one would see them there, till he’d turned up.

That left three mysteries, or four if you counted the two bodies. Why didn’t Olive, Gil and Tish want to be found? Why were the people at the susso camp pretending they’d never seen them — and making up a story about convict ghosts, which Butter was sure wasn’t true? Big Bob’s wife, Mrs Bob, knew every bit of gossip in the district, and as soon as she knew something she told everyone. And how had Olive, Gil and Tish vanished from the beach so quickly the other day?

He looked at the rocks of the headland. Maybe there was a hollow where they could have hidden . . .

He ran along the sand, jumped up on the first rock ledge and looked around. But none of the boulders that had fallen from the cliff were big enough for three people to hide behind. And even now, at near low tide, the surf surged white foam onto the black teeth of rock around the cliffs. Butter jumped back as a rogue wave rolled hungrily toward him, the water sucking at his knees, before sliding back. No one could get around there! He retreated to the safety of the sand again.

A mystery. Many mysteries. Their faces haunted him, so thin and so alone. And yet he envied them too because they had each other. There had been such joy in their faces as they played cricket together. He even seemed to hear the echo of ‘another six!’ as he climbed the sand dunes to go home.




CHAPTER 10

The week passed slowly. Aunt Peculiar finished a vast canvas with a hundred tiny purple beetles all dancing the Charleston. Two men knocked at the back door, offering to split wood. Aunt Elephant always agreed, even though the woodpile was high enough now for years of winter fires.

Aunt Elephant’s team won the Ladies’ Club Basketball Championship. Auntie Cake made a speech at The Women’s Club’s luncheon about the importance of university degrees for women — Grandpa had never let the Aunts go to school, much less university, though he had paid for tutors and governesses in any subject they wanted to learn — and she and Cookie made chocolate ice cream coconut ice cream and a pineapple ice cream that curdled. Esmé the kitchenmaid told Butter that even the cat wouldn’t eat it.

But Auntie Cake’s messes meant that Esmé had a job cleaning it up. Would Woofer have been hungry enough to eat curdled pineapple ice cream? Or Tish?

On Monday, the Aunts had put on their go-to-town hats and gloves — no lady would ever go to town without a hat, gloves, shoes with sensible half heels, stockings and either pearls at her throat or a brooch on the lapel of her dress — and took Butter into town to a matinée, Cowboys of the Rio Grande, a talkie where you could actually hear the actors speak and the bad guy tied the heroine to a railway track but the sheriff rescued her seconds before the train ran over her.

Butter briefly imagined rescuing Olive from the railway tracks, but he had a feeling whatever problem she faced was more mysterious than a villain in a black hat and mask. And anyway, Olive looked like she’d bite any villain who tried to attack her — or her family.

Butter and the Aunts walked to David Jones for afternoon tea after the talkie.

‘Paypee! Paypo!’ yelled the barefoot boys selling newspapers in the streets, ducking whenever a car halted at a corner to tempt the driver into buying the afternoon edition. Sparrows scratched for seed in droppings left by the carthorses that pulled delivery vans.

Butter always felt embarrassed as they passed beggars sitting on the footpath, the one-armed men in rags with their medals on their chests and signs saying Unemployed veteran: family to support or the legless man who played the accordion, his cap on the footpath next to him for pennies.

Butter gave a penny to every beggar they passed, which meant he didn’t have enough of his allowance left to buy a Phantom comic. The Aunts gave a shilling to each beggar too.

‘Poor men,’ sighed Auntie Cake as they entered the scented air of David Jones.


‘So sad,’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar. ‘But there are so many. What can one do?’

They made their way to the lifts that went up to the dining room. Butter envied the one-legged lift man who sat on his stool in the ornate metal cage, controlling the massive machinery on the left, leaning over to pull the gates open and shut and announcing each floor. ‘First Floor Ladies Clothes, Perfumery. Second floor Millinery, Dining Room . . .’

The tables in the David Jones dining room were covered in white damask tablecloths and the cutlery was silver. A pianist played Gershwin and Noël Coward favourites and waltzes as women in fashionable hats and silk stockings drank tea and ate scones that weren’t as good as Auntie Cake’s or Cookie’s and Butter had a strawberry milkshake that was bright pink and didn’t taste of anything but milk and sugar.

The week dragged on. A postcard came from Taggert Minor, but Butter didn’t write back — school would begin again in three weeks and Taggert Minor must already be on the boat coming back to Australia.

He read six books: The Voyages of Dr Dolittle and Just William that he’d got for Christmas, which were a bit childish, and four others from Dad’s bookcase in the hall and probably Not Suitable at all, so he made sure the Aunts didn’t see what he was reading.

And every day he peered down at the beach, hoping to see the figures playing cricket.

Every day the beach was empty.

Thursday was Harry Painter’s funeral. Butter dressed in long trousers, a shirt and the black tie the Aunts had bought him for Mum’s funeral. It hurt to put it on. No one talked about Mum, not Dad or the Aunts. Sometimes it was as if she had never existed, except for him.

The Aunts wore black too: black lace for Auntie Cake, which made her look like a round bunch of black flowers; a long black tunic for Aunt Elephant, so she looked like a skyscraper at midnight; and hundreds of tiny patchwork squares of black silk, black velvet and beaded jet sewn together for Aunt Peculiar, because she said even black could come in many colours if you looked hard enough.

Butter stared around the funeral home, with its tasteful vases of white silk flowers. He’d hoped that Olive and Gil and Tish might be there to see their uncle buried. But there was no one there except themselves.

It was a quick funeral. There was nothing the priest could say about the dead man, except the prayers. There were no flowers either, only the bouquet of white carnations and daisies Big Bob had picked from the garden. Butter watched as the men from the funeral home carried the coffin out of the chapel. The hearse was about to drive to the gravesite when a fat woman in a headscarf puffed toward them. ‘Hold up!’ she yelled.

The funeral director peered out of the window of his hearse. ‘What is it, missus?’

The woman wore a dress that had clearly been made from two other dresses. The tops of her shoes were held to the soles by string. She thrust forward a bunch of flowers. She smelled of old sweat and musty clothes. ‘For the bloke in the coffin,’ she muttered.

‘You a relative? You’ve missed the funeral.’

‘Don’t know him from Adam’s cat,’ said the fat woman, still panting. ‘Some girl asked me to bring these flowers here, that’s all I know. Never seen her before, but you don’t go refusing when someone asks you for something like that, not for the dead.’

‘What did the girl look like?’ asked Butter.

The woman cast him a look. ‘Like someone who knows how to mind her own business. Now I got lunch to make for me own young’uns, and me old man too, or it’ll be bread and duck under the table for all of us.’ She stumped off down the road again, the soles of her shoes flapping.

Butter looked at the flowers. They were the tiny white and yellow paper daisies that grew on the headland, dried crisp by the sun now, but the yellow still unfaded. Mum had called them everlastings. Everlastings seemed a good flower to put on a coffin, better than the white carnations, already wilting in the heat.

There was no note, but Butter could almost hear the words: To Uncle Harry, with our love.




CHAPTER 11

The knock came softly, waking Butter from a shallow sleep where he dreamed of cricket matches that went on forever, just like the Depression. He waited for Jenkins to open the door, but then the knock came again. The servants slept on the floor above him. They mustn’t have heard it. Or perhaps he’d dreamed it and no one had knocked at all.

Another knock, and this time he was awake and knew it was real. He sat up and peered out the window. The moonlight shone on a small figure standing on the porch, something white and wriggling in her arms. Tish, thought Butter, with Woofer. He waited for her to knock again, but she just stood there in the shadows, almost as if she was about to flee.

He grabbed his dressing-gown, slipped down the long stone stairs and opened the door as quietly as he could. He could see the relief on the little girl’s face when she saw it was him, not Jenkins. ‘Tish?’

She nodded.

He wanted to ask, Where have you all been? Why did you vanish? What was that poor man’s real name? Instead, he just asked gently, ‘What’s wrong?’

‘It’s Woofer,’ she whispered. She hesitated. ‘He’s hungry.’

Not just Woofer, thought Butter, looking at Tish’s face. It was even thinner than it had been a week back, her eyes pleading. ‘Come in,’ he said softly.

Tish looked quickly behind her. ‘Gil and Olive don’t know I’ve come. You won’t tell?’

‘I won’t tell,’ Butter promised.

‘Not anyone?’

‘Not anyone.’

Tish bit her lip, nodded, then followed him, with another quick look behind her.

Butter led the way to the kitchen, then opened the larder door. He was about to tell Tish not to let Woofer make a noise when she put the dog down. Woofer crept under the table and crouched there motionless, as if he too understood the need to be quiet.

Butter put out bread, butter and cold lamb, as well as lettuce, tomato pickle, and apricot, cherry and strawberry jams. He watched as Tish sliced bread and meat quickly, slipping lamb to Woofer under the table, then, with a glance at him, ravenously eating sandwich after sandwich. She hesitated after her third. ‘I should leave you some bread for tomorrow.’

Butter shook his head. ‘The baker brings fresh bread every morning. This will just go to the chooks. I’ll say I took the stale bread out to them early.’

‘Oh,’ said Tish, almost as a sigh. ‘Fresh bread every day!’ She quickly cut herself another slice. He passed her apricot jam. She slathered it on thickly.

‘Tish, why are you hiding?’

She looked up quickly from her bread and jam. ‘I can’t say.’

So they WERE hiding. But he didn’t want to make her wary by asking more. If she trusted him then she might come back again. And she might need to come back, if they were in bad trouble or even just because they needed food. He imagined Tish starving, like Uncle Harry had starved, and Olive’s face, even thinner than it had been before.

‘I’ll pack you some food to take back,’ he said quickly.

‘No!’

‘But . . . but you’re hungry. Woofer is hungry. And Gil and Olive must be hungry too.’

‘I can’t! If I take food back they’ll know I’ve been here. But Woofer was so hungry.’

And so were you, thought Butter. ‘Is someone keeping you prisoner?’ he asked quietly.

She looked genuinely surprised. ‘No.’

‘Then why can’t anyone know you’ve been here? Aren’t Gil and Olive hungry too?’

She nodded, near tears. ‘But I can’t let them know I came here. I shouldn’t have come. It’s not safe!’

‘Why isn’t it safe?’ demanded Butter.

Tish gave a small sob and wiped her nose on her sleeve. ‘I can’t say. It would be terrible if I said. Mum said I was never, ever to tell, and Gil and Olive tell me all the time. I can’t let them know I was here.’ She picked up Woofer, now with a bulging stomach, and hugged him fiercely. ‘He was lying by his bowl and whining. And I didn’t have any food to put in it. Not even oysters today! Gil said the sea was too rough to go out on the rocks. And so I waited and I crept out. But I can’t tell! I can’t!’

‘Shhh. It’s all right,’ said Butter. Someone would hear her soon. He handed her the clean handkerchief Auntie Cake always made sure he had in the pocket of every garment he might put on, then poured her a big glass of milk. He tried to think as she drank it. Woofer sat at her feet and looked hopeful.

‘You know the rocks below the headland?’ he said casually, slipping Woofer another slice of lamb. ‘Near where I saw you all playing cricket?’

Tish nodded cautiously.

‘If I was to have a picnic lunch there I might accidentally leave some of my lunch behind.’

‘Oh,’ said Tish. She considered. ‘Tomorrow?’ she added hopefully.

Butter nodded.

‘Could you maybe leave sandwiches and . . . and . . . bananas?’

‘Do you like bananas?’

‘I only had them once,’ said Tish solemnly. ‘Bananas are wonderful.’

Butter wondered if he could risk going to the fruit bowl in the breakfast room to get a banana. But the noise might wake someone up.

‘I’ll try to leave a banana there tomorrow, as well as sandwiches.’ As long as Auntie Cake doesn’t make banana custard (erk!) again, or banana ice cream, he thought. ‘I could leave something by the rock every day till I go back to school.’

The Aunts would be suspicious if he had a picnic lunch every day. But Auntie Cake would happily pack him a picnic morning or afternoon tea — with bananas — that he could leave behind the rock.

I could even pretend to go down for a run after school during summer, he thought, and take a snack to leave on the beach. But in winter it was almost dark by the time he got home from school, especially after football training. The Aunts would never let him out after dark. And they’d be especially suspicious if he took food.

But there will be no need to leave food by winter time, he thought. Because suddenly he had a plan. And if his plan worked, he’d know where they were and there’d be no need to leave food by the rock again.

‘Thank you,’ said Tish, so gratefully he felt guilty. But I HAVE to know why they’re hiding, he told himself. He had to know she was safe. And she wasn’t safe because she was hungry.

But he felt even guiltier as he watched her slip out into the shadows, Woofer in her arms, again. He waited till she had almost vanished, then slid out into the darkness to follow her.




CHAPTER 12

The moon hung like a vast cheese above the beach. The waves sang a song so old no one remembered the words. The tough tussock grass on the headland was cold on his bare feet. Butter hadn’t dared risk going upstairs to put on shoes or slippers. The sand dunes still stored some of the sun’s heat but even so he shivered in the wind from the sea. Tish must be even colder than him in her thin dress.

Butter lay on his stomach on the dune as she crossed the beach. He watched her in the moonlight, a black shadow against the faint silver of the sand. He didn’t dare follow her further, in case she looked back. Maybe the others — or whoever she had temporarily escaped from — might see him too.

Woofer limped beside her, making Tish even easier to see as she ran across to the cliffs. Butter bit his lip. The cliffs were too shadowed to see her clearly. If she just vanished there he’d be no better off than before.

But she couldn’t just disappear! Maybe a boat was waiting for her . . . but a boat would be crushed against the cliffs. Why bring a boat near sharp rocks and surging waves and an undertow that could pull a small craft under when there was a shallow beach by the susso camp where a boat could be pulled up safely?

But there was no boat. And he could still just make out Tish, a faintly lighter shape against the cliffs. Woofer was even easier to see, white against the black, scampering from rock to rock about two yards up the cliff.

And then Woofer vanished. And seconds later, Tish did too, her small figure getting smaller and smaller till it was gone as well.

Butter sat back. That solved one mystery, he thought grimly. And tomorrow he’d solve more.

‘Is it all right if I take a picnic lunch with me down to the beach?’ he asked the Aunts casually at breakfast. Dad had left early.

‘Of course,’ sang Auntie Cake. ‘Some nice lamb sandwiches . . .’

‘Er . . . not lamb please,’ said Butter quickly, thinking of how little meat had been left on the saddle of lamb last night. ‘Cheese and salad?’

‘Of course,’ said Auntie Cake.

‘Vegemite and lettuce,’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar. ‘Full of vitamins.’ She wore a brown dress painted with minute white sugar crystals today.

‘And egg and cress,’ added Aunt Elephant, helping herself to a slice of toast piled with half a jar of apricot jam. ‘You’ve hardly eaten any of your scrambled eggs.’

He made sure no one was looking, then crept into Dad’s study and opened the bottom drawer of his desk. He lifted out a framed photo of Dad and the other soldiers at Albany, a photo album, and then Dad’s Box Brownie camera. If there were criminals keeping Olive and Gil hostage he could at least take a photo of the crooks to show the police — assuming he could get close enough without them seeing him, and get away secretly too.

Butter thrust the camera into the bottom of his rucksack, wrapped in an old jumper, then headed back to the kitchen.

‘Ah, there you are,’ rumbled Aunt Elephant. She took the rucksack and began to fill it with food. Butter waited for her to ask why his jumper was so heavy, but she said nothing. Butter supposed she didn’t even notice the weight.

She packed in a tin of gingernut biscuits as well as the sandwiches, plus half a chocolate cake, an apple, a couple of oranges and a banana, the last one left in the fruit bowl till the fruiterer came with his horse and cart tomorrow. ‘Better to have too much than not enough,’ said Auntie Cake.

‘And the hens will eat any leftovers,’ agreed Aunt Peculiar. ‘You’d better take a Thermos of milk too. And maybe some lemon barley water . . .’

Butter hefted the rucksack onto his back and headed down to the beach. The tide was coming in, small waves nibbling, the bigger waves pushing them from behind and, every now and then, an even larger wave forcing the sea upward to swallow the land.

He could see his footprints, and Tish’s and Woofer’s too, up above the high-tide line. But there, down on the harder sand there were unmistakable traces of other footprints too, up and down the beach as if those who had left them had been confident the tide would wash away their prints before they could be seen.

And the prints would have already vanished, thought Butter, if I’d come down just ten minutes later. But if Olive and Gil and Tish were hiding — or being kept prisoner — why risk a game of cricket on the beach?

The ripples sped across the ocean, dark blue, turquoise, almost black, in the deceptive calm of the rip. The birds Dad called sand walkers stalked, skinny legged, across the sand the waves had left bare. Seagulls pierced the wind.

Butter walked below the scattered coils of seaweed, shells and other debris abandoned by the tide to the cliff, wondering if anyone was up there keeping a lookout, like a guard with a pistol or a Chicago gangster-type machine gun kept in a violin case.

Maybe he should get the camera out now, just in case — but then any gangsters would see it. They’d never let him go if they thought he had a photograph that would identify them.

Maybe he should have told Dad he was going to come here, or even the police? What if the person or people who had killed the bodies up on the headland were the ones keeping Tish, Gil and Olive prisoner?

But then why did Tish go back so willingly? And why let prisoners play cricket on the beach?

It didn’t make sense. And it would seem too much like betraying Tish’s trust to bring the police, or even Dad. They might not believe him anyway, not without proof like a photo.

No, this was better, even if he was facing danger alone.

He reached the base of the cliff. The tide was going out again, leaving rock pools with sea urchins, cream and purple pipis, and a tiny fish that seemed to say, ‘I am just a bit of seaweed! Ignore me!’

He began to search for smooth patches that could have been used as footrests and handholds up the cliff. Once he started looking, they were easy to find, slightly shiny from being trodden on so often. He put a foot on the first, then another, then one more out of sight from the sand dunes, and up again . . .

And then he saw it: a dark grin in the rock face, a hole just big enough for kids to crawl into. There was even a slight ledge, smoothed as if a thousand bodies had already slipped across it. He peered inside, but all he could see was darkness.

He hesitated. The hole was too narrow to turn around once he’d wriggled inside. What if he got stuck? He might be lost inside the cliff forever . . .

Don’t be stupid, he said to himself. Dad and the Aunts and the police would come looking for him. If he got jammed inside he could yell. Even if his yells were muffled by the rock and the pounding of the sea, they’d hear him.

Eventually.

Probably.

After a long, long time.

And as long as the high tide didn’t force a jet of water in and up, and drown him in the darkness . . .

Butter took a deep breath, unhooked his rucksack, pushed it into the cave ahead of him, then followed it. He heard the rucksack slide just as his body slid after it like a slippery dip, too fast to stop himself.

Down, down, down in the darkness. His elbow bumped against something hard. He automatically put his hands out in front of him to protect his head.

Then suddenly bump! The slide was over. He landed on soft sand, somewhere dark. He reached around and found his rucksack, then squinted. Blackness everywhere. Except, maybe, just over there, the blackness wasn’t quite so absolute.

He picked up the rucksack and trod forward carefully, in case there was another hole to fall into. But all he felt was sand under his shoes. He stopped, seeing that the way to the left was just slightly lighter than the path to the right. He stepped left, bumped his nose, then crept around the rock face, feeling it with his hands, till, all at once, the rock wasn’t there.

Instead, there was light at the end of a tunnel. He bent and felt the sand. Could a wave wash up there, drowning him in the dark, smashing him against the rock? No, the sand felt dry. Water must rush up here sometimes, to bring this sand, but not often. And, he hoped, not today.

He hefted his rucksack back onto his shoulders.

He gathered up his courage.

He walked toward the light.




CHAPTER 13

His first thought was that there were no guards: no Chicago-style gangsters standing on the sand with machine guns waiting for him like he’d seen at the picture theatre, no Olive and Tish and Gil tied up with ropes.

His second thought was that it was beautiful.

The cave opened into a small, narrow cove, surrounded by high cliffs of brown rock. The small sea front widened to a beach rising slowly back perhaps five hundred yards, so the far end was on a ledge of soil and tussocks almost halfway up the cliff. That was why he’d never seen this beach, he realised. Even if you risked the edge of the cliff giving way under you and looked straight down, all you’d see would be the ledge.

And the cove was still, except for the almost silent push and suck of waves on smooth sand. Even the sea breeze banished. No grain of sand moved. It was as if this cove had been sliced from the world, as if time did not exist once you’d come through the darkness of the cave.

Then he saw the hut.

It stood on the highest point below the ledge. It was a home built of gathered debris, but not a shanty like the ones at the susso camp. This looked solid enough to last a hundred years, even if it was made of driftwood planks faded into a hundred shades of blue and green and grey, their gaps plugged with what looked like concrete. The concrete had shells pressed into it, swirls and wriggly lines of white and pink and sea-blue, lovely among the muted colours of the planks.

The hut’s roof was flattened kerosene tins. Ropes dangled off it with big rocks tied to each one, to stop it blowing away in the southerly busters. Battered buckets stood underneath the edges of the roof to catch drops of rainwater. The chimney was rocks cemented together too.

A driftwood fire flickered in a well-built stone fireplace a few yards from the hut’s door. Olive and Tish sat next to it, their eyes on the fish cooking on sticks above the flames. Woofer lay beside them, his eyes hungrily on the fish. The cove was filled with the scent of cooking, hot rocks, salt water and the smoke of burning driftwood.

Suddenly Woofer noticed Butter. ‘Snerfle,’ he barked, wagging his crooked tail. He limped down a thin, well-worn track, bouncing up on his one hind leg to sniff eagerly at the rucksack.

Olive dropped her stick in shock. She grabbed Tish and held her behind her back.

‘You!’ she cried. She wore another of the too-long dresses, pale against her tan skin and flapping against her ankles. ‘What are you doing here? How did you . . . ?’ She stopped because it was perfectly obvious how he had got there, thought Butter, and why he was there too.

‘I was curious,’ he said simply.

Olive hurriedly moved her stick from the fire. The fish was charred now, but evidently precious as she carefully put it on the stones to one side. ‘Then you can go away again. I mean . . . no, don’t go . . .’ Olive hesitated, her face anguished.

‘Make up your mind,’ said Butter, as gently as he could. He looked around. Why was Olive so scared? She and Tish had seemed happy grilling their fish over the fire. Everything looked peaceful, hidden in this cove.

Maybe their captors were inside the hut, he thought. Or guarding them from above. He looked up, but all he could see were sheer cliffs, streaked white with seagull or eagle droppings, and an overhang of grass far above. Perhaps they’d taken Gil as a hostage . . .

‘Is anyone else here?’ he asked softly.

‘No,’ said Olive, her voice trembling. ‘No one is here but us. You . . . you’d better go before Mum and Dad get back. They don’t like intruders!’

Butter blinked. Was that their secret? Just cruel parents who only let them out of the cove to play cricket on the beach?

‘Where’s Gil?’

‘He walked over to the highway to sell the fish we trapped this morning,’ said Olive shortly. ‘With Mum and Dad,’ she added quickly. ‘They’ll be back soon.’ She still looked shocked, her face pale. ‘Butter, please . . . please just go away and never say you’ve seen us. Never tell anyone we’re here!’

‘But why not?’ asked Butter. Would their parents beat them if they found out their secret cove had been discovered? Or maybe their parents really were hiding from murderers or gangsters. ‘Is someone trying to kidnap your family? Or murder you?’

Maybe they’re hidden royalty, he thought suddenly, like the Russian princess who might have escaped when the Bolshevists murdered her family after the Revolution. Maybe they were hiding from Bolshevists and Olive was really the Princess of Russia . . .

‘No one’s trying to murder us,’ said Olive shortly. ‘We . . . we just can’t let people know we’re here.’

‘Is it because you don’t own the land your . . .’ He hesitated. Their place wasn’t a shack, but it wasn’t quite a house either. ‘. . . your home is built on? But none of the people at the susso camp own the land they live on either.’ Butter had a feeling that the police were even glad that the camp was too far away for them to get complaints about illegal shacks.

Olive shook her head. ‘I don’t think anyone would bother about another illegal hut.’

‘Then what are you frightened about?’

‘I’m not frightened!’

‘I think you are,’ said Butter quietly. ‘I think you were scared up at the Castle. I think you’re terrified now I’ve suddenly turned up here. But why?’

‘I can’t tell you.’

‘Why can’t you tell me?’

‘I can’t tell you that either.’

Butter made up his mind. ‘I want to meet your Mum and Dad.’ If they were being cruel to their kids then something needed to be done about it. Parents wouldn’t listen to him, of course. But they’d listen if Dad spoke, and Aunt Elephant.

What kind of parents let kids starve? Did they eat all the rations and make their kids live on the fish they caught? Tish was so hungry, he thought, and Woofer too. She had seemed to think that bread was one of the most wonderful things she had ever seen.

‘If your dad tries to grab me I’ll run,’ he said. ‘I’m fast. Unless your dad is tiny I don’t think he could fit through the tunnel. No grown-up could.’

Even as he said it, he wondered how their parents had left the cove if they couldn’t get through the tunnel. How had they even built a house here? They must have a boat . . .

‘I won’t let your father hurt me,’ he added. ‘If he tries to hurt you again, follow me up to the Very Small Castle. Grandpa built it to fight off invaders. We can protect you there.’

Olive stared at him. ‘You’ve got bats in your attic!’

‘Daddy would never have hurt us!’ cried Tish. ‘Daddy was wonderful! He showed me how to make a mermaid out of shells!’ She pointed at a sand sculpture sheltered by a rock ledge. It WAS a mermaid, her tail curling under blue shells, the rest of her made of sand covered in pale pink or white shells. She was beautiful too.

And Butter realised what Tish had said. He saw the moment Olive understood too. Tish had said, ‘Daddy was wonderful.’

‘Was your mum wonderful too?’ he asked quietly.

‘Yes!’ said Tish defiantly. ‘She was the most wonderful mum in the world! She could make rope from tree bark and weave fish traps that are full of fish every time the tide goes out. She told us stories about how the stars came down each night to meet their brothers and sisters in the ocean. She made Woofer better too. He was all torn and sick when Dad found him up on the road, but Mummy looked after him and taught him how to walk on three legs.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Butter softly. ‘Your mum sounds lovely. My mum was lovely too.’ He met Olive’s eyes. Maybe their parents HAD been kidnapped by gangsters. But it seemed more likely they had died.

Olive hesitated. She glanced at Tish.

‘I think Butter’s nice,’ said Tish softly. She looked at Butter’s rucksack. ‘He said he’d leave us sandwiches.’ She made them sound more precious than the Crown Jewels.

‘Yes, I brought sandwiches,’ said Butter quietly. ‘Olive, what’s wrong? Please. I just want to help.’

Olive looked at him for a long time. ‘Can we trust you?’ she asked at last.

‘Yes,’ said Butter, then added honestly, ‘but if you couldn’t I’d have said yes anyway.’

Olive gave a small smile. ‘I think that means we can trust you. But if I tell you about Mum and Dad will you promise not to tell anyone else? Or tell anyone at all about us being here?’

‘Why not?’

‘Just promise,’ said Olive tightly.

Butter considered. He trusted his father too, and the Aunts. Why couldn’t they know whatever was happening here?

But Olive looked . . . sensible. Like Gil, she seemed older than a kid. If she thought it was dangerous for anyone to know the three of them were there, that this cove was there, then she was probably right.

‘How about I promise not to tell anyone unless you or your brother say I can?’ That way, if the only reason they were scared was because someone would attack them in this isolated place or even try to evict them from their home to take it for themselves, he could persuade them that Dad and the Aunts could do whatever was needed to keep them safe. ‘And I’ll help you as much as I can,’ he added.

‘Really? Cross your heart?’

‘Cross my heart.’

‘Snerfle?’ asked Woofer hopefully, bouncing on his hind leg up to the rucksack again. He fell over, scrambled to his feet, sat and looked up at Butter expectantly, already drooling.

‘Do you really have sandwiches in there?’ asked Tish.

‘And a banana,’ said Butter.

‘A banana!’ cried Tish. She leaped up and hugged his knees.

‘All right,’ said Olive, still uncertainly. She sat down by the fire again, cross-legged. Tish sat next to her. ‘You can sit down too,’ she offered Butter.

Butter climbed up the rest of the track, pulled off his rucksack, sat down next to Tish, then pushed Woofer off his lap. He opened the rucksack, pulled out the Thermos of milk and the barley water, and then pushed Woofer off his lap again.

‘Snerfle,’ said Woofer reproachfully, sniffing at the rucksack. Most of him was still clean, but he’d managed to get seaweed muck on his paws.

Butter began to set out the food: the sandwiches, the cakes, the biscuits, the fruit. The girls looked at it longingly.

‘Tuck in,’ said Butter awkwardly. ‘It’s all for you.’

‘Don’t you want lunch?’ asked Olive hesitantly.

Butter shook his head. ‘I ate too much breakfast.’ Both girls blinked at him, as if the idea of ‘too much breakfast’ was too foreign to understand.

‘Please eat,’ he said.

Tish grabbed the banana and gazed at the sandwiches. ‘Cheese,’ she breathed, then kept her breath for eating.

‘Leave some for Gil,’ warned Olive, as Tish fed Woofer a sandwich too. She glanced at Butter. ‘Er, would you like some fish? I’m afraid it got burned a bit.’ She gestured at the big charred fish now sitting on the rock wall of the fireplace.

‘No, truly, I’m not hungry. But, please, why are you scared? Whose house is this? How did it get here?’

‘It’s our house. Our dad made it.’

‘But he died,’ said Tish matter-of-factly. ‘A long time ago, after I was born.’

Olive finished her sandwich, took a drink of the milk Butter passed her, then handed the Thermos to Tish. ‘I’ll tell you the story,’ she said.




CHAPTER 14

A seagull strutted down at the sea-end of the cove. Small waves lapped a little way across the sand, as if they were curious about what happened beyond the empire of the sea, but had no strength to come in further. An enchanted cove, thought Butter, where even the waves were gentle.

Olive talked in between nibbles of sandwich. ‘Mum and Dad were married just before Dad volunteered for the War. He got injured at a place called Ypres.’

‘I know about Ypres,’ said Butter softly. The Aunts and Dad had never spoken about the desperate battles there, but he had read about it in Armistice Day articles in the newspapers.

‘Dad was really badly hurt, not just shot. His dugout got hit by one of the big guns. He got buried in the mud and they had to dig him out. He had a big shrapnel scar over half his face. His shoulder and leg were hurt too, so he walked sort of lopsided. He was sent home long before the War ended. He healed all right, but his face was red and puckered and people thought he looked weird and horrible. Mum said he had bad nightmares. The scars got a bit better as time went by, but they were still red and purple. But we didn’t mind. That was just what Dad looked like, to us. What he’d always looked like. And we loved him and he loved us.’ Olive hesitated. ‘Sometimes the nightmares weren’t just at night, though, or even when he was asleep. He’d hear a sudden noise and start screaming. He needed quiet.

‘Dad used to play on this beach when he was a kid. So after the army tossed him out because he was too broken to fight, Dad brought Mum here and they built our house.’

‘How?’ asked Butter. ‘You can’t bring anything much through the tunnel. Did they have a boat?’ The driftwood and the shells could have been found on the beach, but he doubted enough wood would have washed up there to build their hut.

‘They didn’t have a boat. We don’t either. See that crack in the cliff?’ Olive pointed to the opposite side of the cove from where Butter had entered. ‘That’s another cave right down the end that goes to the susso side. It’s tall and wide enough to carry in planks, old kerosene tins, whatever we needed.’

Butter peered down the beach. If the cave he’d entered had looked like a grin, this one looked like someone saying oh. But waves crashed and lashed its edges, the water surging up inside. ‘You’d drown in there,’ he objected.

‘Not at low tide. The cave is above the waterline for about half an hour at low tide. Not every day, not if there’s a storm or the water’s rough, and you have to be quick or you can get caught as the waves sweep in. But there’s a low tide twice a day. You can go out through the cave quickly at one low tide and come back twelve hours later. Mum and Dad carried a lot of stuff in that way. Most of it,’ Olive gestured at the bleached driftwood walls, the flattened tin roof, ‘was stuff they found washed up on the beaches. The rocks came from the cliff . . .’

Her voice trailed away as she gazed at the slice of ocean beyond their beach, more green than blue from the foam as the waves crashed about the rocks. ‘I can just remember them building it. We lived in a tent where the susso camp is when I was very small, me and Gil and Mum and Dad. And it was fun. There were scary bits sometimes, like the time we were hunting for crabs.

‘Some people were picnicking at the other end of the beach and a kid saw Dad’s face. The kid screamed, “Monster! Look at the monster!” The grown-ups all stared too. But there was nowhere we could hide till the tide went out. Mum and Gil and me just huddled round Dad, and finally the kid stopped yelling and pointing and they all went away.’

‘I . . . I’m sorry,’ said Butter. It was inadequate, but all he could think of to say.

‘Dad and Mum moved our tent into the cove after that. Dad almost never left the cove again. But our home was nearly finished by then. So mostly we all just stayed here. Every time the tide went out we’d hunt for driftwood or shells or washed-up bottles. We never knew what the next tide might bring us. Mum trapped fish for our dinner and picked wild spinach or dandelion leaves and Dad’d catch crabs or gather oysters or climb up the cliffs for gulls’ eggs in spring.’

‘What did you live on? Your dad’s army pension?’

‘He didn’t get one,’ said Olive bitterly. ‘The army said his nightmares and scars didn’t stop him working. But he was a painter, a good one—’

‘You called the man who died Harry Painter,’ interrupted Butter. ‘You said he was your uncle.’

Olive nodded. ‘He wasn’t really our uncle, though we called him that. Uncle Harry had served with Dad in the War, but he didn’t come here till much later, when people started building huts at the susso camp. I really don’t know his last name. Dad might have, but Uncle Harry didn’t talk to people much. He had nightmares too. But he was a painter too, like Dad, so when we had to say a name I just used that.’

‘Why not just say you didn’t know?’

‘Because I thought the police would keep trying to find out who he was. I didn’t have time to think. I shouldn’t have lied. The police don’t care about a dead ex-serviceman from a susso camp.’ Her tone was bitter again.

‘Anyway, every month Mum would hitch a ride up to town with Dad’s paintings. It was mostly horse-drawn carts back then. She took his paintings to galleries and they gave her money if they’d sold one. They usually had. She’d buy more canvas and paint, and flour and sugar and other things we needed, then stay the night sitting up at the railway station to be safe till she could get a ride back along the highway the next morning, then she could walk back here.’

‘But didn’t she have family or friends to stay with?’

Olive looked uncomfortable. She stared out to sea, not meeting Butter’s eyes. ‘Mum grew up in an orphanage. The family she’d worked for before she married Dad didn’t give her time off to make friends either.’

‘What about your dad? Didn’t he have relatives who could help?’

‘Dad had lots of relatives,’ said Olive bitterly. ‘He had friends too. Probably even some of them survived the War, but I don’t know their names. Dad would never say. I think some of his family are rich too, but I’ve never met them. They wouldn’t have anything to do with Dad when he married Mum because he’d . . . married someone from an orphanage. They didn’t even meet Dad when he came back on the hospital ship. Dad wrote and asked his parents for help from the hospital. He tried to explain he couldn’t get a job because of his scar and his nightmares. But Dad’s father, our grandfather, just wrote back that Dad was a coward and that he had shamed the family by marrying Mum and was shaming it again now by saying he couldn’t get a proper job, like a man should. He didn’t understand about Dad’s nightmares, how people saw Dad’s scars and the funny way he walked then looked away.’

Tish suddenly snuggled close to Olive. Olive put her arm around her, and her other arm around Woofer.

‘I think Daddy looked nice,’ said Tish. ‘I don’t think any man looks as nice as Daddy did.’

‘I think he must have looked nice too,’ said Butter. ‘He sounds brave, building this house, looking after his family. It’s a beautiful house.’ He gazed around the cove, at the small waterfalls of greenery dangling from ledges on the cliff. ‘It’s a lovely place to live too.’

‘It was wonderful back then,’ Olive said softly. ‘We’d play cricket on the beach — me and Gil and Dad and Mum, though the cove is too small for a proper match. Dad had been a really good cricketer. He played for New South Wales and everything, but Mum could run even faster than him. We used to have races and look for pipis and see what treasures the tide had brought in. There was always something, even if it was just pretty shells. We had a vegetable garden too, up here where there’s proper soil. It’s too salty for much to grow, but we had potatoes and cabbages and tomatoes and even watermelons — some picnickers left a slice of melon and Mum planted the seeds and they grew! We saved the seeds from everything.

‘Dad used to say the sea gave us almost all we needed — all kinds of things wash up after a storm, even cups and plates one time. Mum said they must have come from a ship . . . and the money from the paintings was enough for flour to make soda bread and pancakes, and we had chickens too.

‘Then the Depression came, and people began to build shacks where the susso camp is now. Dad didn’t mix with the camp people, but Mum did. She explained about how Dad got scared by lots of people or loud noises. And the camp people understood. Most of the men there were in the War too. A lot of them were badly injured — that’s why they don’t have jobs now.

‘But Dad took Mum and Gil and me out through the cave the night Tish was born, so that Mrs Masters could help Mum. It had just been Dad when me and Gil were born, but he knew Mum had been scared. I think he’d been scared he’d lose Mum too. Mr and Mrs Masters were one of the first families to move to the camp, and Mrs Masters had been a midwife.

‘Tish was born just as the sun rose up from the sea. Dad had covered his face with a scarf, but he took it off then to kiss Mum and Tish and me and Gil, and then Mrs Masters kissed him too. He put his scarf back on when we went outside, but people guessed who he was and smiled and nodded to him and some people gave Mum baby clothes. Everything was even better after Tish was born.’

Olive hugged Tish hard and gave her a kiss on her tangled brown hair. ‘Mum wasn’t able to sell the paintings for a while after Tish’s birth because it was too far to walk carrying Tish as well as the paintings, and Tish had to be fed, so Mr Masters sold them for her for a few months, even though he’s got bad arthritis from living where it’s so damp. Dad even stopped having nightmares. Then there was another storm and the next morning lace curtains had washed up. A whole pile of curtains, just like the sea was giving us a gift too! They hardly even needed mending!’

Olive gave a hiccupy giggle. ‘There was a bottle too, with a message that said, Help, I am a giant trapped in this bottle. Let me out! We all just sat on the sand and laughed. We’ve still got the bottle too.

‘And things got even better. More families moved into the camp and Gil could have proper cricket games with the other boys. Mr McTavish had been a Maths teacher and he gave me and Gil lessons. Mum and Dad had taught us to read, and Dad drew maps in the sand to teach us Geography, but now people lent us other books to practise our reading.

‘When the government brought the dole in, Dad put his scarf around his face again and went and got the rations with the other men from the camp. The men stood in a group around him so people couldn’t really see Dad clearly except the policeman who handed him the food, and no one dared yell out that he looked funny. We had bread two or three days a week back then, real bread, not just the soda bread Mum made, and meat once a week instead of fish. Irish stew and sausages and rissoles with gravy! And Mum and Dad could have proper cups of tea, not just the sarsaparilla or mint tea that Mum picked. There was still the money from the paintings, and Dad was just getting better and better. Even his scars were fading, and he was so strong from the building and the life here that he even walked better . . .’ Her voice stopped.

The wind was rising, gusting an icy breath of salt and sand from the south between the lips of the cove.

‘Come inside,’ said Olive abruptly. ‘It’s too cold for Tish once the southerly starts blowing.’

She bent and carefully put the baked fish on a chipped blue and white plate, then covered it with another plate to keep the flies off and carried it into the shack.

She doesn’t want to keep telling the story for a while, Butter realised. It must be a hard story to tell. It was hard too, to hear. But he followed Olive and Tish into the shack anyway. Woofer limped behind, his crooked tail wagging in the hope of more cheese sandwiches.

The door looked like it had been a shed door once. The hinges were rusty and creaked. But it was warmer inside, though dim from the single window, one edge cracked, carefully cemented into the walls.

The floor was slightly uneven, made of sea-bleached planks dotted with plaited-rag rugs. A stove made of a four-gallon drum with a hinged lid backed into the fireplace at one end of the shack and two old chipped sinks sat side by side, one empty, one filled with water, with a slowly dripping pipe leading into it.

Chairs and benches with oddly shaped driftwood legs were topped with patchwork cushions. The four beds were made of driftwood too, with what looked like homemade thin mattresses and pillows with patchwork covers on top of them. A ragdoll with a painted smiling face sat on the smallest of the beds. A collection of faded clothes hung from a rack in a corner, mostly ragged adults’ garments. Lace curtains — the ones that must have washed up from the sea — were pushed back from rods across the ceiling. Butter suspected the curtains could be pulled across to divide the shack into rooms, to give privacy.

Three of the beds looked rumpled, as if the covers had just been pulled up. The fourth bed was neat, its patchwork cover straight, a dried bunch of everlastings placed where pillows might have been.

But despite the rags and patches the hut was even more lovely than it had looked from the outside. The walls had all been painted a pale sea and sky blue, with lines of laughing seahorses and mermaids and spouting whales at the top of each wall, and a limping dog in a variety of tiny poses next to the floor. A long piece of driftwood rose from the floor like a lamp, but instead of a lampshade and bulb, someone had carved a sea eagle, with spread wings, as if it were about to swoop out of the door. Other carved objects hung from the ceiling: wooden seagulls and beach birds, some painted white, others in the colours the sea had given to the wood.

But the most beautiful object was the giant unframed canvas painting on one wall. A tanned woman with dark curling hair looked up laughing, a fat baby smiling in her lap. Behind her a much younger Gil held a cricket bat, while Olive held the ball, ready to bowl to him. And behind them was a calm blue sea meeting clear blue sky and white wave tops and ripples of cloud that seemed to dance for joy. You could almost hear the music of the wind, the laughter of the family on the beach.

‘Did your dad paint that?’ asked Butter, awed. He’d seen some of Aunt Peculiar’s friends’ paintings and she’d taken him to the art gallery too. But he had never seen a work of so much joy.

‘Yes,’ said Olive quietly. ‘That’s when we were happy.’ She sat on one of the beds and hugged Tish hard.

The silence grew. Butter tried to think of something to say to start her talking again. ‘Where does the water come from?’ he asked quickly, gesturing at the pipe and the sink.

‘A seep from the rock. Dad dug it out and made a tin pipe so the water runs down into the sink,’ said Olive proudly. ‘There used to be enough water to keep the vegetables growing — we’d throw the water on the garden after we’d washed in it. But it’s been so dry there’s only enough to drink now. We have to bathe in sea water.’ She shrugged. ‘The salt makes you feel itchy and it doesn’t really get things clean. Especially Woofer.’

‘Snerp,’ said Woofer, scratching his ear with his front paw so he wouldn’t fall over.

‘Would you like a glass of water?’ offered Olive.

Butter wasn’t thirsty. But water was all they had to offer. He nodded. The tin mug Olive handed him was chipped on one side and dented at the bottom. He sipped. The water was surprisingly cool.

‘Dad said it’s safe to drink because the camp dunnies are downhill from us and so is ours, and your dunny is on the slope away from the headland.’

Butter hadn’t even thought of germs. He sat carefully on one of the chairs. Despite its knotted legs it felt stable and comfortable.

‘Your parents were clever,’ he said, wondering how to ask what had happened to them. How could they both die? Had a giant wave taken the parents, but left the children? Illness usually took children as well as parents, and Tish was so small.

Olive sat back on the bed; Tish snuggled against her again. ‘It was the fireworks,’ she said softly. ‘Eighteen months ago now. Tish was only small.’

‘But I remember them,’ said Tish. ‘The fireworks were green and red and yellow stars shooting up from the headland and they went boom and they were beautiful.’

‘Dad also said they were beautiful at first. But they went on and on, just like the noise of the guns and the bright flares in the war. Just like his nightmares. He came inside and put his hands over his ears at first, and then he tried to blot out the sounds with cushions. And then . . .’ Olive glanced down at Tish. But the little girl obviously knew the story.

‘Daddy ran into the sea,’ said Tish simply. ‘And the sea took him. In the morning, it put him back but he was dead.’

Butter said nothing. He remembered the fireworks too.

They had been for the king’s birthday — and he was so happy that his birthday was around the same time.

‘Let’s celebrate properly!’ Mum had said, because Dad had his new practice in Macquarie Street where all the top doctors were, and because it finally felt as if the War was over. Mum and Dad asked if maybe he’d like a baby brother or sister, and the Aunts had started knitting tiny jackets and booties, except for Aunt Peculiar who was knitting something big and spotted with tiny birds’ feet; she called it ‘a sleeping sack’.

The local council had bought fireworks to make it a real celebration of the king. So his parents had invited all the boys from his class to come, with their parents, so the headland was lined with cars. The dining room was filled with food, the kind grown-ups liked: cold chicken and lobster and Russian salad, a whole giant salmon in aspic and smoked salmon. And, for the boys: big trays of lamb chops for a chop roast on the bonfire, and potatoes wrapped in seaweed that he and Dad had collected to bake in the ashes. And there’d been fairy cakes with cream, lamingtons, giant pavlovas with strawberries and passionfruit and cream, six kinds of jelly and a vast rainbow birthday cake, six layers high.

And he’d blown out the candles and everyone had sung happy birthday and he’d opened his presents. Then they went to town to watch the fireworks — Roman candles spouting spitting flames and Catherine wheels whirling a million bright sparks and skyrockets that rushed up into the air and exploded in hundreds of stars and double bungers that just went bang and jumping jacks that made tiny explosions but leaped all over the place and everyone had laughed and oohed . . .

And a man had died. Olive and Tish and Gil’s father had died, all because a town had fireworks for the king’s birthday.

He felt sick with guilt. And he couldn’t tell them. He couldn’t possibly tell them how much he had loved the fireworks. The fireworks that had killed their father.

‘It was like it had been in the War,’ said Olive quietly. ‘That’s what Mum said. The explosions and the lights in the sky. Both sides sent up flares each night so they could see if the enemy was advancing. And Dad thought he was back there. We tried to tell him he was here, that he was safe, but the noise and lights wouldn’t stop.’

‘I’m sorry,’ whispered Butter. If the town had not celebrated with fireworks they would still have their dad. ‘Was . . . was your mother all right?’

‘It was hard after that,’ said Olive baldly. ‘The people at the camp were wonderful. They helped us bury Dad up on the headland . . .’

The body, thought Butter. Not a gangster’s enemy. Not murdered by poison or a dagger. Just a poor man who could not leave the War behind. And then disturbed by the landslide.

And he wasn’t even lying among the grass and the sand now, but in a cold morgue. Did Olive and Tish and Gil know that even their father’s body was gone? And what about the other body? Whose was it? He felt slightly sick as he realised the probable answer.

‘Mum couldn’t get the susso rations after Dad died,’ Olive was continuing. ‘Women aren’t allowed susso rations even if they’re widows with kids. And finally, all of Dad’s paintings were sold except this one.’

‘But . . . but what did you eat?’

‘We fished, like before, and gathered oysters, but that was when it began to get dry too. There was only enough water for us to drink and for the hens, so we couldn’t grow vegetables any more. Mum used to make chowder when we had vegetables,’ said Olive wistfully. ‘Potatoes and fish and onions and carrots and a bit of sea water for the salt and thyme to give it flavour. The thyme is still growing. I put some inside the fish sometimes, when we grill them on the fire, and think of Mum.

‘People at the camp gave us what they could, especially Uncle Harry. Uncle Harry said Dad had carried him to an aid post when he’d been shot in the leg and saved his life. Uncle Harry gave us all the meat from his rations and most of the bread and the tea and sugar. He hardly kept anything for himself — he said he did all right on fish. Other people gave what they could too, like vegetables from the gardens, but they all have their own families to feed and they only really have enough for them, and not quite enough a lot of the time.

‘But Mum kept getting thinner and weaker, even though we gave her as much food as we could. We even killed the hens, hoping that more meat would make her stronger.

‘Then Mrs Masters sold her wedding ring so Uncle Harry could take Mum to a doctor.’

‘But . . . but you could have come to our house,’ said Butter. ‘Dad would have treated her for free.’

Olive and Tish stared at him. ‘Mrs Masters said your dad gets big fees at Macquarie Street.’

‘But he’d have helped your mum!’ Surely he would have, thought Butter, just as he would never have asked their Uncle Harry for money either, if he’d been able to help him before he died.

‘Would he?’ Olive shrugged. ‘It doesn’t matter anyway, because the doctor Uncle Harry took her to said Mum had leukaemia and there’s no cure for leukaemia. And so Mum died, eight months ago,’ she said flatly. ‘And we buried her up on the headland next to Dad. But we couldn’t put a headstone there because it’s not a real graveyard, and so no one except our friends at the camp could know people are buried there.’

And now the police have dug them up, thought Butter in horror. All because of that storm. He hoped desperately that Olive and Tish and Gil never found out. Could Dad get the bodies put back? But that would mean telling Dad about Olive and Tish and Gil, and he’d promised not to.

And he still didn’t know why no one could be told.

‘I’m . . . I’m sorry. My mum died too,’ said Butter. ‘But that was from polio.’

Olive almost smiled at him. ‘Then you know what it’s like, as though your mum’s always here and yet she’s not.’ She shrugged again. ‘After that I think Uncle Harry gave us all his rations. He said he had enough to eat, that it was just the gas injuries that made him thin. But your father said he probably died from a heart attack . . .’ She looked pleadingly at Butter.

She wants to know that Harry didn’t starve to death for them, thought Butter. And yet he did. He might have lived for years if he’d had proper food. But all he could say was the truth — part of the truth. ‘Yes. Dad said he died from a heart attack.’

Olive bit her lip in relief. ‘But now we don’t even have his rations, and even then the rations weren’t quite enough for one man and there were three of us and him as well. So now we live on fish and oysters and what Gil makes selling fish from our traps, up on the highway. When he goes to pick up his rations every week, Mr Masters buys us flour and potatoes with the fish money because they’re the cheapest things to eat. But there’s never enough.’ She put her chin up. ‘And that’s why we play cricket every morning, before anyone can see us.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Butter. Why did being hungry — he couldn’t bear to think of them being hungry — mean they had to play cricket?

‘We have to play cricket. Because that’s how one day we’ll have a proper home and all the bread and cheese we can eat. Gil has to practise on a big beach with plenty of room. Because Gil isn’t just a good cricket player. He’s a great one. Like Don Bradman!’

‘So he’s going to make lots of money,’ said Tish.

‘But . . . but you don’t get paid for playing cricket,’ said Butter.

‘No. But if you’re a famous cricket player someone gives you a good job in a bank or sports store and time off to play,’ said Olive. ‘It doesn’t even have to be lots of money: just enough for me and Tish to go to school. Then one day we can get jobs too.’

She gestured at a shelf of books Butter hadn’t noticed. He even recognised some of the textbooks. ‘They were books Dad had when he was young, and before he went to the War. At least his parents sent his belongings to the Post Office. I’m going to be a doctor! The kind who finds cures to make people like Dad and Mum and your mum better!’

‘I’m going to fly planes like Amelia Earhart,’ said Tish. ‘And be a cook and write for newspapers.’

‘Mr Masters brings home newspapers from the rubbish bins when he gets their rations,’ explained Olive. ‘But we have to be careful and not play cricket at the camp, or go there too often, in case we’re seen. We can’t let anyone see us for three years, till Gil’s sixteen.’

‘I don’t understand. What’s his age got to do with it? WHY can’t anyone see you?’ demanded Butter. He was sure Dad and the Aunts would help if they knew Olive and Tish and Gil were here. They’d help a lot!

‘Because they can’t,’ said Olive evenly. She glared at him. ‘You promised to help us and not ask questions if I told you what happened to Mum and Dad.’

‘I promised to help you and not tell anyone unless you said I could,’ argued Butter. ‘I NEVER promised not to ask questions.’

Olive sighed slightly in relief. ‘That’s all right then. I don’t mind you asking questions, as long as you keep the secret. Don’t tell anyone about this beach or our home or about us either.’

‘But WHY?’

‘I can’t tell you.’

‘But you said I could ask questions.’

Olive almost smiled. ‘But I didn’t say I’d answer them.’

‘Olive? Tish? Who’s there?’ The door opened. Gil stood there, a loaf of bread under each arm and a small, bulging brown paper bag in one hand. ‘What are you doing here?’ he demanded, glaring at Butter.




CHAPTER 15

‘I investigated,’ said Butter simply. ‘And I found you.’

‘How?’ Gil sounded furious. And protective.

‘I looked all around the cliff till I found the entrance,’ said Butter. Which was true. He didn’t add that he’d seen Tish vanish over the lip of the cave in the moonlight last night.

‘He’s promised he won’t tell anyone about us,’ said Olive hurriedly.

‘And he’s going to bring us sandwiches and bananas!’ put in Tish eagerly.

Gil gazed at Butter suspiciously. ‘How do we know you won’t tell?’

‘Word of honour,’ said Butter. ‘I wish I knew WHY I can’t tell,’ he added. ‘But I gave my word. And I’ll keep it.’

Gil relaxed a little. ‘You didn’t tell him?’ he asked Olive.

Olive shook her head.

‘Tell me WHAT?’ demanded Butter.

‘I’ll tell you everything in three years’ time when I’m sixteen. Deal?’ Gil held out his hand, hard and brown and calloused with small scars from gathering oysters.

‘Deal,’ said Butter reluctantly, shaking Gil’s hand, suddenly ashamed of how soft his own hand was.

He glanced out the door. The gold light of sea and sky was being swallowed by grey. It would be dark soon. The Aunts would be worried. He wasn’t sure he could find his way down the cliff in the dark either, not till he knew the footholds and handholds better.

‘I’d better go,’ he said reluctantly. He pulled the last of the sandwiches out of the rucksack, then put back the empty Thermos and lemon barley water bottle. Gil looked curiously at the bulge in the bottom of the rucksack. ‘What’s that?’

‘Nothing’ said Butter, embarrassed.

‘It’s a heavy-looking nothing,’ Gil pointed out.

Butter felt his face grow red. ‘It’s a camera.’

Olive stared at him. ‘You’ve taken photos of us? Or our home? But no one can see us! You promised!’

‘I haven’t taken any photos. I thought you might have been captured by gangsters and that was why you wouldn’t let yourselves be seen. I was going to take their photos so the police could identify them and save you.’

Gil grinned. ‘Gangsters! Yeah — and a flock of koalas just flew over. Gangsters, here?’

‘I think you were brave,’ said Tish stoutly. ‘Coming to save us from gangsters.’

Olive smiled and nodded.

‘Come on,’ said Gil shortly. ‘I’ll give you a foot up into the tunnel.’

Butter followed him out. They crossed the sand together, then walked through the wider cave to the narrow tunnel. Gil stopped at the tunnel entrance. It looked much more obvious from this side. Butter was pretty sure he could climb up with no help.

He turned to Gil just as the older boy said, ‘If you tell anyone about us I’ll have your guts for garters. Understand?’

‘I understand,’ said Butter quietly. ‘But you can trust me. You can always trust me.’

‘And don’t you keep coming through the tunnel. Someone might see you.’ Gil hesitated, obviously reluctant to ask for help but obviously needing it too. ‘If you really are going to leave us stuff, put it behind that big rock by the pool. I can climb down at night and bring it up then.’

‘Or I could slip out early and play cricket with you.’

Gil said nothing. At last he nodded. ‘All right. But not for a week, till we know you aren’t going to blab on us. If no one’s come looking for us by then, you can play cricket with us.’

Which would leave only one more week of school holidays. But Gil had probably never been to school. He wouldn’t know about school holidays. And somehow Butter would manage to get food to them even after school began.

‘You’re on,’ said Butter.




CHAPTER 16

It was just on midnight when Butter crept down the stairs. They were stone, but covered with carpet and warm on his feet. He tiptoed down the hall and slipped out the front door, then placed the note on the front fence post. Dear Baker: Please leave an extra high-top wholemeal loaf from now on.

Aunt Peculiar said wholemeal had more vitamins than white bread. Butter hoped that when the bakers sent the bill at the end of the month Cookie would think Auntie Cake had ordered the extra loaf, and Auntie would think it was Cookie. He sneaked back into his bedroom and set the alarm for six am.

Six hours was not enough sleep. He was yawning on his run downstairs as the bread-cart stopped at their gate. He watched from the front door as the breadcarter read the note, then piled the bread in the big white-painted box nailed to the fence for deliveries: four high-top white loaves, two high-top wholemeal loaves and a dozen currant buns for the servants’ morning tea.

I should ask for more currant buns as well, thought Butter, as he watched the baker’s tired horse plodding back along the road, for this was the last place on the bread run. He wished he could ask the butcher to bring more meat on his twice-weekly stop at the Castle, but the butcher’s boy delivered to the back door, so there’d be no chance to get extra meat, and the grocer’s boy brought the boxes into the kitchen too, so Cookie could reward him with seedy cake and melting moments and a glass of cold raspberry soda.

He walked back into the Very Small Castle, quickly hid one of the loaves behind the umbrella stand in the hall then took the others down to the kitchen. Gwen was just putting the kettle on for the early morning tea trays to be taken up to Dad and the Aunts.

‘You’re up early, Master Butter,’ she said, as he put the other loaves of bread and the buns on the table.

‘Just felt like a walk,’ said Butter. A daily walk will be a good excuse to run down to the beach to play cricket next week too, he thought. For a moment he considered running down now and seeing if they’d let him join the game. But no. He’d promised. And he still had food to collect for them.

It was fun to see how much food he could hide, as well as other things Olive, Tish and Gil might like. At breakfast he managed to roll his second sausage down onto his napkin on his lap and then push it discreetly into his shorts pocket, and two pieces of toast too. Woofer would love a cold sausage and probably even the toast.

He grabbed two gingernuts every time he passed the biscuit jar in the kitchen. Cookie just smiled every time she saw him take them, a compliment to her cooking.

He took a banana, two apples and three oranges from the fruit bowl in the breakfast room — anyone might have taken those, so no one would wonder why Butter was suddenly eating so much fruit.

He hesitated about taking a jar of strawberry jam from the cupboard under the sideboard, but the Very Small Castle always had enough jam to fill Sydney Harbour. No one would notice.

Aunt Elephant played golf on Monday mornings and Aunt Peculiar had morning tea up in her studio so, with Dad at work, only Butter and Auntie Cake had morning tea in the drawing room, the big silver tray laden with teapot, sugar basin, a milk jug, a glass of iced cocoa for Butter, a sponge cake oozing cream and strawberry jam, raspberry jam coconut slices and, of course, sliced bread and cut-glass dishes of cherry and apricot jam.

Butter looked wistfully at the sponge cake. Tish would love sponge cake. But it would be squashed in his rucksack and the jam and cream would soak into everything too. He settled on shoving three raspberry jam coconut slices into his pockets.

Auntie Cake blinked at the suddenly empty plate. ‘Goodness gracious, you must like those raspberry slices.’ She flashed a smile at him. ‘They’re a new recipe.’

‘They looked delicious,’ said Butter, which wasn’t a lie because they did look delicious, even if he hadn’t tasted one. He took a big slice of sponge cake instead.

Auntie Cake’s smile grew wider. ‘All the fresh air you’ve been taking is giving you an appetite, Butter.’

Butter nodded, his mouth full of sponge cake. ‘May I take a picnic lunch down to the beach again, Auntie Cake?’

‘Of course.’ She beamed. She bit her lip and added, ‘It’s wonderful to see you so happy again, Butter. The holidays have been good for you.’

Butter stared at her, surprised. He hadn’t realised the Aunts had noticed he’d been unhappy. He hadn’t noticed he somehow felt happy now either.

He’d always known that the gangsters or kidnappers he’d been watching for were (probably) never going to arrive. But this was REAL. He was helping Olive, Tish and Gil. He had felt helpless for so long, not able to save Mum and so obviously not the kind of son Dad wanted either. All he’d been able to do was give away pennies to the men on the street. But this was SOMETHING.

He climbed up to the attics just below the Castle battlements after morning tea. There he stared at chests of winter clothes and blankets and quilts, packed with lavender to keep away the moths; some of his baby clothes; a chest of drawers of yellowed sheets that no one had bothered soaking, blueing and darning the edges of yet.

His old stuffed giraffe stared back at him accusingly, as if it had been bored for ten years — ever since he grew too old to play with it — and there were Leopard and Horse too. He’d loved those toys. But Tish had no soft giraffe to cuddle.

Butter picked up Giraffe. ‘I still love you,’ he told the slightly faded animal. ‘But Tish is going to love you too. She’ll play with you as well. All of you.’

He wouldn’t try to fit Leopard and Horse in his rucksack today. Leopard could go tomorrow and Horse the day after. And there was an old rucksack too! Perfect.

He climbed down the stairs. Gwen met him halfway up, carrying the new vacuum cleaner that had terrified her at first with its noise and sucking, but which she loved now as it saved her all the work of carrying out the rugs and hanging them up and beating all the dust out of them. ‘What are you doing with that, Master Butter?’ she asked.

‘Just saying goodbye,’ said Butter. ‘I’m too old for toys now.’

He carefully laid Giraffe in his rucksack when he reached his room, then laid the old rucksack on it, then rummaged in his drawers. No one would notice if a pair of socks vanished — he was ALWAYS losing socks. And a singlet too. He wished he had a dress to give Olive — she’d look pretty in a dress that fitted her. But all he could find was a jumper with darned elbows that he kept for reading in bed in winter. He shoved that into the rucksack too.

Auntie Cake was waiting for him with his picnic lunch. ‘Chicken and salad sandwiches. And some neenish tarts, an apple, an orange and a banana, some dates and iced cocoa and lemon barley water.’

‘Thank you, Auntie Cake.’ Butter waited till she had left for the kitchen again, then quickly stuffed the loaf of bread he’d hidden into his rucksack. It bulged ridiculously, but no one would see him if he was quick.

He ran out the gate and over the headland, then across the dunes and looked down.

The beach was empty. Of course it was empty. The cricket players would be long gone, back to the safety of their hidden cove. He trudged over the sand to the cliff, feeling suddenly lonely and left out, then crouched down to unload the rucksack. He’d need to drink the cocoa and lemon barley water, as the Aunts would notice if he didn’t take back the bottle and the Thermos. But he could leave everything else in the old rucksack. Olive and Gil would understand the need to bring it back the next morning, so he could fill it again.

He was just about to stow the old rucksack by the boulder when he saw it: a note, scribbled on what looked like the edge of a newspaper. He picked it up.

Thank you, he read. And that was all, except for three initials, T, O and G.

Butter smiled. That was enough.




CHAPTER 17

‘Could I have a word with you?’ asked Dad quietly as Butter came down to breakfast. Butter had been leaving food by the boulder for three days now, as well as the toys for Tish, an old scrubbing brush from the bin that still had plenty of bristles on it and would be useful, a cake of soap and the blue ribbons from some of his old baby clothes that matched Olive’s eyes that she could tie up her plaits with.

‘Yes, sir,’ said Butter. He followed Dad into his study. Dad shut the door.

‘Sit down,’ he said.

Butter sat.

‘I won’t beat about the bush,’ said Dad. ‘You’ve been taking food, haven’t you? And not to eat yourself.’ He gave the half smile that was the only kind he seemed to have these days. ‘Your aunts give you more than enough at meal times. But I saw you slip a chop into your pocket this morning. And Jenkins says you’ve been bringing in the bread. I looked out when the breadcarter came this morning and there seemed to be a much bigger order than usual.’

An extra loaf of bread and half-a-dozen extra buns, thought Butter. He was silent.

‘Well?’ asked Dad quietly. Somehow that quietness was even more compelling than if he had yelled.

‘Yes, sir,’ said Butter. ‘I’ve been taking food.’

‘Why?’ asked Dad.

‘I can’t say, sir,’ said Butter desperately. ‘I promised.’

‘Ah.’ Dr O’Bryan gazed at his son. ‘Let me guess. You’ve met some susso children even though you were told never to go down to their camp, and you’re taking them food?’

‘I’m not going to the susso camp,’ said Butter truthfully.

‘But the rest?’

Butter was silent again.

Dr O’Bryan sighed. ‘I’m glad you’ve made friends. They are friends, aren’t they?’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Butter, suddenly realising that they were or at least might become friends.

‘It must be lonely for you here in the holidays. But don’t let your aunts find out. They’d worry about you catching diseases or nits or fleas from the camp.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Butter, relieved. He stood to go.

‘One more thing,’ said Dr O’Bryan more sternly.

Butter sat down again.

‘Why did you borrow my camera? You know you can’t take expensive things like that without permission. What have you photographed anyway? I’ll find out when the photos are developed,’ he pointed out. Dr O’Bryan raised an eyebrow at Butter’s expression of shock. ‘You didn’t put it back in the same position and no one is allowed at my desk.’

‘I . . . I thought there might be gangsters on the beach, sir,’ said Butter miserably. ‘I was going to photograph them so the police could identify them.’

‘What?’ His father stared at him. ‘Gangsters? Here?’

‘Yes, sir. But there weren’t.’ At least I don’t think Olive, Gil and Tish’s mystery involves gangsters, thought Butter.

Dr O’Bryan gave his almost smile again. ‘I’m glad to hear it.’

‘I promise I won’t take it again, sir,’ said Butter earnestly.

‘If we are ever threatened by gangsters you have my complete permission to take the camera again to help identify them. But Butter?’

‘Yes, sir?’

‘It might be an idea to wait till I teach you how to use it. And how to defend yourself against gangsters. I hope you’re not worrying about the bodies. The police will find out how they got there. I’m sure gangsters had nothing to do with it.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Butter.

He wished he could tell his father the truth.




CHAPTER 18

He’d left five parcels by the rock now and found an empty rucksack on his return there each day. He left coloured pencils and half-used notebooks too — the Aunts always bought him new pens and pencils for each school year. He’d also added books: all his old textbooks, and his Just William and Dr Dolittle books, Peter Pan, The Wind in the Willows and Rudyard Kipling’s Just So Stories and Kim, but Kim was so good he wrote, Do you mind sending this back when you have read it? on a note he slipped inside the cover.

Two days later the book was back in the old rucksack by the boulder, with the usual note, Thank you, as well as a drawing that must be by Tish: two big and one small stick figures by a square house on a beach.

But this time there was another note, just five words: Cricket, the day after tomorrow?

Butter grinned. He could hardly wait!

He took special care collecting the food the next day. The loaf of bread and currant buns were hidden behind the umbrella stand. He also snuck down to the cellar and fetched a bottle of rose-hip syrup from the shelves of preserves kept cool down there. Rose-hip syrup was supposed to help prevent colds and it must be chilly in winter down in the cove.

Breakfast was scrambled eggs. Butter looked at it in dismay. He couldn’t shovel scrambled eggs into his pocket! ‘Excuse me, Auntie Cake, but could I have a sausage too? I’m really hungry today.’

‘Of course,’ sang Auntie Cake. She pulled the bell for Jenkins. ‘Jenkins, would you mind asking Cookie for a sausage for Master Butter, please?’

‘Maybe two sausages?’ asked Butter.

‘Two sausages, please,’ said Auntie Cake.

‘And some lamb’s fry as well?’ asked Butter without thinking. He looked cautiously at the Aunts. Had he asked for too much? He’d always insisted he hated lamb’s fry. But Aunt Peculiar was concentrating on piling grapefruit marmalade onto her toast and Aunt Elephant was slowly making her way through the mountain of breakfast she consumed each morning and Auntie Cake was simply smiling.

He’d got away with it! He tucked into the scrambled eggs happily. He really was hungry sometimes now that he was giving away as much of his food as he could. And it was delicious scrambled eggs, all buttery and with flecks of chopped parsley . . .

‘Your sausages and lamb’s fry, Master Butter,’ said Jenkins, handing them to him.

‘Thank you, Jenkins,’ said Butter. ‘Please tell Cookie thank you from me too.’

‘Yes, Master Butter,’ said Jenkins.

Butter wished his family had breakfast the way English people did in books, with all the food in silver dishes lined up on the sideboard, with spirit burners under them to keep them warm. It would have been so easy to help himself to all he could fit into a rucksack.

But at least Woofer would have sausages today and lamb’s fry too. If Gil, Olive and Tish hated lamb’s fry like Butter they wouldn’t have to eat it now they weren’t so hungry.

Aunt Peculiar left the table first. ‘I want to paint a single sunbeam on the sea,’ she explained. Which probably meant a pure white canvas with a tiny streak of yellow on it, thought Butter. Or maybe a blue one with a gleam of silver. Aunt Elephant followed to change into her tennis clothes. Only Auntie Cake lingered as Butter finished his eggs and carefully tucked the sausages and lamb’s fry into his pockets. He kept his pockets lined with oil-cloth now, so the food didn’t leave stains on his shorts.

‘Butter?’ began Auntie Cake carefully.

‘Yes, Auntie Cake?’

‘You’ve been taking a lot of food, haven’t you?’

‘I’ve been hungry,’ evaded Butter. And he had been hungrier than usual, running back and forth to the beach.

‘But has all the food been for you?’

Butter said nothing.

‘Is it for the people in the susso camp?’ asked Auntie Cake gently.

‘I . . . I promised I wouldn’t say,’ mumbled Butter. How was he going to get food for them now? He had money in the bank, and in his piggy bank too, but it was miles to the nearest shop . . .

‘I think it is lovely of you to help,’ said Auntie Cake. ‘But you know how your Aunt Peculiar feels about germs. And your father worries about diseases down in the camp too. The camp doesn’t have any power, drainage or baths or . . . or . . . conveniences . . .’

Auntie Cake meant toilets. Ladies didn’t use words like that. Or not if they didn’t have to.

‘I don’t go into the camp,’ said Butter truthfully. ‘Just to the beach.’

‘Good,’ said Auntie Cake, relieved. She looked as if she were hunting for words. ‘I . . . I’d like to help the people at the camp too. But Peculiar and Elephant and your father would worry about another polio or measles epidemic. I’m sure it’s all right if you just meet friends on the beach in the fresh air. I’ll make a good rich fruitcake for you to take them every day. How about that? And meat pies. No one ever counts how many pies come out of the oven.’ She grinned. ‘Big Bob takes a big meat pie home to his family almost every night — his brother and his family live with them now since he lost his job on the docks. Big Bob won’t take charity, but when I say, “That pie will just have to go to the chooks,” or the dripping or the extra eggs when the hens are laying well, he agrees to take them. I’ll slip the food into your room when I go to bed each night.’

Butter hugged her. She felt warm and soft and smelled of scones. ‘I think you’re wonderful, Auntie Cake,’ he said.

Auntie Cake hugged him back. ‘You are the joy of our house,’ she told him softly. ‘Never forget that, Butter. I don’t think we could bear it if anything happened to you.’

Butter had just hoisted the rucksack onto his back and was reaching for the buns and bread behind the umbrella stand when Aunt Peculiar came down the stairs. ‘Butter!’ she squeaked.

‘Yes, Aunt Peculiar?’

Aunt Peculiar wore a long black dress with tiny bright painted eyes peering out of it today. She checked no one was watching, then bent down to whisper, ‘You’re taking food to the susso camp, aren’t you?’

‘Not to the camp,’ said Butter. ‘I promised I wouldn’t go there.’

‘But to people who live there?’

Butter said nothing.

‘I wish we could help them,’ said Aunt Peculiar, ‘but anything we do would just be a drop in a bucket, with so many out of work.’ She reached into her paint-splattered smock and pulled out four big bars of fruit and nut chocolate. ‘Here,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll have more for you to take every day. But don’t let the others know. Your father worries so much about contagious diseases.’

‘I won’t,’ promised Butter. He shoved the chocolate into his pockets, smiling as he thought of how much Gil and Olive and Tish would love it.

Had they even eaten chocolate, born into a world of poverty? Had they ever had an ice cream or boiled lollies? Their home was beautiful now, but what was it like when the waves crashed against the rocks in winter storms? Were they afraid a higher tide, a freak wave, might carry them away?

But it hadn’t, he said to himself as he walked outside. The cove had been a refuge ever since their father was sent home during the War. Surely they would stay safe now . . .

‘Ah, Butter.’ Aunt Elephant stood by the front gate, staring at him. Her white tennis dress was so massive that he could almost feel its glare. ‘I’m just waiting for Jenkins to drive me to the Tennis Club.’

‘I hope you have a good game, Aunt Elephant,’ said Butter politely.

‘I always do,’ boomed Aunt Elephant. She bent down, then down even more, till she spoke close to his ear. ‘I want a word with you, young man.’

This was it, thought Butter desperately. Aunt Elephant knew too!

‘Those children who play cricket on the beach every day. Oh yes, I’ve seen them. I used to do my physical jerks down on the sand before breakfast, but I stopped because they obviously didn’t want to be seen. Why is that?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Butter honestly.

‘Are they from the camp?’

‘Not . . . not exactly.’

Aunt Elephant gazed down at him. ‘What do you mean by that?’

‘I can’t tell you any more. I promised.’

‘A promise must be kept,’ pronounced Aunt Elephant. ‘But give that boy, Gil, a message from me. He’s a good batsman. Might even become a brilliant one. Tell him to hold his bat more loosely. A tightly held bat takes longer to manoeuvre and you don’t have much time when the cricket ball is coming at you. Tell him he’ll instinctively grip harder when he’s about to hit it, so to keep his hands and elbows soft, relaxed. Can you remember that?’

‘Yes. I’ll tell him.’ Tomorrow, thought Butter, joy suddenly singing all around him. Tomorrow when he went down to play cricket with them, when he could hand over the rucksack and anything else he could find and carry that they might need.

‘Good,’ boomed Aunt Elephant. She rummaged in her tennis bag and brought out a bundle of white. ‘Three of my old tennis jumpers. You should at least wear something white when you play cricket. And give them this too.’ Aunt Elephant handed Butter a ten-shilling note.

‘Thank you — thank you so much, Aunt Elephant.’

‘Tell them there’ll be another ten shillings every week. Just don’t let the others know. They worry,’ boomed Aunt Elephant.

She ruffled his hair. Butter allowed it. ‘You’re a good boy, Butter. We’re proud of you. We mightn’t tell you often, but we are. Ah, Jenkins!’ Aunt Elephant marched off, tennis bag in hand, as the Rolls-Royce drew up to the front gate.




CHAPTER 19

One more night to go. Butter looked at the rucksack on his bed fondly. As soon as the first glints of sun speared up above the horizon he’d be down at the beach, playing cricket with his friends. Because they WOULD be friends now, he thought, Olive with her long dark plaits, Tish with her big brown eyes and Gil who wanted to play cricket for Australia.

He’d take down his own cricket bat, he decided. Gil needed to practise with a real one. And he had half-a-dozen cricket balls in his sports bag, so it didn’t matter if one got lost in the waves.

Surely Olive would let him tell Dad and the Aunts now. He was sure his family would keep the secret too, whatever it was. Maybe Dad might even come down one Saturday morning — he could give Gil tips on how to play. Or Aunt Elephant, who seemed to know a lot about cricket too, though she must only ever have played in ladies’ games which didn’t really count . . .

There’d be the fruitcake in the rucksack tomorrow, and fruit and the meat pie and peach pies too — Auntie Cake had made so many for pudding that Cookie had protested, but Auntie Cake had just winked at her and then at Butter and smiled. Pies were the easiest puddings of all to take down to the beach. He suspected Big Bob’s family would get some too.

He grabbed his PJs and walked down the corridor to the bathroom. Grandpa O’Bryan had put three bathrooms in the Castle, which was regarded as very radical. There was one on the floor where the family slept, wallpapered in all the kinds of fruit the Wallaby Jams were made from, with a vast mahogany ‘convenience’ that you had to step up to, like a throne, and the room even had a bell pull in case you wanted to summon a servant while you were in the giant marble bath. The second bathroom was on the floor for guests, only one flight up in case anyone needed the ‘convenience’ while in the living room. The last bathroom was up on the servants’ floor.

The servants also had a dunny out the back — Grandpa O’Bryan was not so eccentric that he’d have a bathroom built down by the kitchen scullery, housekeeper’s room and butler’s pantry.

Butter began to unbutton his shirt when something pounded down below. It was so loud Butter thought it was thunder at first, then he realised it was fists on the massive, iron-studded Castle door. ‘Please, help me! Please!’

That was Olive’s voice!

Butter raced out of the bathroom and down the stairs, just beating Jenkins to the front door. Butter flung it open. ‘Olive! What’s wrong?’ Had one of them fallen down a cliff? Or had the mysterious danger finally overtaken them?

Olive leaned against the porch rail, gasping, her bare feet sandy, her hair wild and tangled, spilling out of her plaits. ‘Gil’s sick! Please, we need help. You said your dad would help even if we didn’t have any money.’

‘I think so . . .’ said Butter, hoping desperately that Dad WOULD help. Then suddenly Dad was there, putting his reading glasses in his shirt pocket.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Dad, this is Olive. She’s a friend of mine.’

‘It’s my brother,’ said Olive breathlessly. ‘He’s been feeling a bit funny the last few days. We thought it was just too much sun — he’s been fishing for hours every day, then out on the highway selling his catch. But tonight . . .’

‘What are the symptoms?’ asked Dr O’Bryan.

‘Then you’ll help us? We only have ten shillings.’ Olive held out the note Aunt Elephant had given Butter to put in this morning’s package.

Suddenly the Aunts were behind Dad in the hallway and Jenkins too, and the servants were peering around the green baize door that led to the kitchen and scullery.

‘Put the money away,’ said Dr O’Bryan impatiently. ‘I don’t need paying for this. What’s wrong with him?’

‘It started like a really bad headache, but he seems to be burning up. That’s why we thought it was too much sun. Then tonight he . . . he couldn’t stand up. He keeps muttering things too . . .’

‘Polio,’ said Aunt Peculiar softly. ‘Polio can be fast. Butter, dear, step back please. The girl might be infectious . . .’

‘Butter’s already had polio,’ said Dr O’Bryan shortly. ‘He was three years old, that time you were all visiting the Blue Mountains. A few days in bed and he was fine. Only one per cent of polio cases are serious. I didn’t tell you what it really was in case you all worried needlessly. Father said we all had polio too when we were small. Once polio is in the house any child there is likely to get it. It’s extremely infectious.’ He turned back to Olive. ‘Is your brother’s breathing affected?’

‘It seems all right.’ Olive seemed to be trying to keep her voice steady.

‘It might change at any time. I’m sorry to worry you,’ he added gently, ‘but you need to know how serious polio is once it passes into the spine causing paralysis as your brother seems to have, or into the brain, and how quickly it can get worse. Jenkins, call an ambulance.’ He turned back to Olive. ‘You’re at the susso camp?’

‘No! We . . . we live on a little beach nearer here. But you can’t get in there now because the tide is coming up — it’ll be fifteen hours before anyone can carry Gil out, or we’d have brought him here. The only other way in is through a tiny tunnel . . .’ Olive looked even more desperate. ‘I don’t think you’d fit in the tunnel. Maybe a boat?’

Dr O’Bryan stared. ‘You don’t live in the Ghostly Cove, do you?’

‘That . . . that’s what Dad used to call it,’ whispered Olive. ‘But then he’d laugh and tell us there weren’t really any ghosts, the noise is just the wind blowing through the caves.’

‘Used to call it? Where are your parents now?’

‘They’re . . . away.’

‘When will they be back?’

Olive just shrugged

‘That is appalling! Who’s looking after your brother?’

‘Tish. She’s only five but I thought it would be quicker for me to come and find you. But how do you know about our beach?’

‘I’ve lived here all my life,’ said Dr O’Bryan shortly. ‘We used to play there when I was a boy. Of course I know it.’ He thought, then shook his head. ‘You’re right. I don’t think we can get your brother through the cave on this side. Even if I could get through the tunnel these days, the boy needs to be in a hospital, with an iron lung to help him breathe if necessary.’

Olive gave a despairing gasp as Dr O’Bryan added, ‘We’ll have to call the lifeboat. I’ll give the police station a ring to fetch the crew. We’ll have an ambulance waiting on the beach too. Elephant, Cake, would you mind preparing a room for this young lady for the night?’

‘No!’ cried Olive. ‘I have to come with you! Tish will be terrified if she sees men coming up the beach from a boat.’

‘There’s not much room in a lifeboat, not with a boy laid out in it. It’s hard rowing in the swell around the cliff. You’d take up room and not add any muscles to the oars,’ boomed Aunt Elephant. ‘I’ll come in the lifeboat. I can row harder than any of those chaps. As soon as we reach the cove I’ll call out that we’ve come to rescue your brother and sister, not hurt them. And then I can bring the little girl back up here.’ She glanced at her sisters. ‘We gels used to call that beach the Mermaid Cove,’ she boomed softly, as Dad went quickly into the study to call the lifeboat and the ambulance.

‘You knew about it too?’ asked Butter.

‘Of course we did,’ said Aunt Peculiar. ‘But we never told your father. He’s so much younger than us, and it seemed too dangerous — he might have been caught there by the tide.’

Aunt Peculiar reached out and took Olive’s hand. ‘Come on in, my dear. You need some sweet cocoa for shock and a warm bath and a hot water bottle in your bed.’

‘I . . . I can’t go to bed till I know that Tish and Gil are safe.’

‘My dear, it will be days before we know how Gil is. But my brother will make sure he gets the best possible treatment.’

Like Mum did, thought Butter despairingly. But Mum died.

‘You don’t need to go to bed yet,’ Aunt Peculiar added. ‘Your sister will need you when she gets here. But let’s get you warm.’

‘Thank you,’ whispered Olive. Her tears glinted in the porch light.




CHAPTER 20

Dad and Aunt Elephant vanished with Jenkins in the car. Auntie Cake whisked Olive upstairs and when they came back to the sitting room Olive was dressed in ladies pyjamas, with the too-long arms and legs rolled up. They had tiny flying pig’s trotters painted on them, so they must have belonged to Aunt Peculiar.

‘Now, you cuddle up there,’ said Auntie Cake, leading Olive to the sofa. She tucked a crocheted rug, with tiny spiked beetles’ legs on a red background around her — another of Aunt Peculiar’s efforts.

‘Thank you, Auntie Cake,’ said Olive, politely huddled on the sofa.

‘No need to thank me,’ said Auntie Cake. ‘I’m glad to be able to do something. One feels so helpless. All through the War there was nothing to do but knit socks, and then the flu epidemic and all we could do was make soup and get it to whoever needed it, and now all this unemployment . . . I’ll go and get the cocoa and have some ready for your little sister when she arrives too. She’ll be just starting school if she’s five . . .’ Auntie Cake stopped at the look on Olive’s face.

‘There isn’t a school at the susso camp,’ said Olive. ‘And there’s no bus to get the kids to school anywhere else.’

‘We’ll have to see about that,’ said Auntie Cake softly. ‘But cocoa and some toast and plum jam first.’ She gave a quavery smile. ‘Our dear mother always used to say there’s nothing so bad that it isn’t better on a full stomach. And Father declared that plum jam was the best jam of all for a crisis.’

‘She’s nice,’ said Olive, as Butter sat down in the big soft armchair again. ‘You’re lucky to have your aunts.’

‘Yes,’ said Butter, trying to think of something comforting to say about Gil. But any of the phrases like ‘He’ll be all right’, ‘Don’t worry, Dad will make sure he gets better’ might be a lie.

‘Why do they have such funny names?’

‘They’re what Dad called them when he was small. They thought it was funny and started to call each other Peculiar, Elephant and Cake. Their real names are Petunia, Ellen and Kate.’

‘Oh,’ said Olive. ‘What’s your real name?’

‘Butter,’ said Butter firmly. He wasn’t going to tell anyone, especially Olive, that he’d been called after Grandpa. ‘Butter’ might sound odd, but it was better than the name he’d been given at birth.

Neither said anything for a few minutes. ‘What was your mum like?’ Olive asked after a while. Butter had a feeling she was just saying something to crack the weight of frightened silence.

‘Pretty. Fun. We made giant sandcastles together on the beach, with even bigger turrets than this one. She read books to me and . . .’ Butter’s voice broke off. ‘You said your mum told you stories too?’ he managed at last.

‘Yes. Mostly funny ones.’ Despite the words tears lurked in Olive’s voice. ‘She was always laughing. She loved the sunlight, the moonlight on the water. She always knew when the fish were running — that’s how we always had fish to eat or sell. She knew which seaweeds to eat . . .’

‘You can eat seaweed?’ asked Butter, startled. ‘Dad used to bake potatoes in seaweed but we never ate it.’

Olive nodded. ‘Some kinds of seaweed are good if you know which ones. And the little seeds from the pigface, but you can eat their leaves too. Mum . . . Mum seemed to lose her light as she died, all those last weeks.’ She shoved her fists against her eyes to wipe away the tears that had finally fallen, then discovered a handkerchief in the top pocket of the pyjamas and blew her nose.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Butter helplessly.

‘I’m not just crying for her. I’m crying for all of us. We’ll be discovered now! Not just by your dad and your aunts — maybe I could have convinced your family not to tell anyone. But the men in the lifeboat — they’ll see our home and know we’ve been living there and the people in the hospital will want to know where Gil has been . . .’ She broke off as the front door opened again.

‘Olive?’ called a small trembling voice.

‘Tish!’ Olive ran out and picked her up.

Tish clutched Olive like a small monkey, still holding Giraffe, a bit sandy now but obviously loved. ‘The men came in a boat and took us to shore and there was a big car and it took Gil away and this enormous lady promised me faithfully that you’d be here.’

‘And I am,’ said Olive.

‘Boats feel funny,’ said Tish tremulously. She glanced back at Aunt Elephant, who had followed her into the room. ‘They go up and down and cars go fast. Why do cars go so fast? But this lady hugged me and I wasn’t scared and Giraffe wasn’t scared either. Much.’

She snuggled down in Olive’s arms then. ‘The lady is really an elephant,’ Tish whispered to Butter. ‘But it’s a secret. I asked where her trunk was and she told me it was invisible.’

Thank you, Aunt Elephant, thought Butter.

‘How . . . how is Gil?’ asked Olive.

‘I don’t know, my dear,’ said Aunt Elephant. ‘He’s conscious, which is good, and breathing well. But he’s lost feeling in his legs and that isn’t good.’

‘When can we go and see him?’ asked Olive.

Aunt Elephant crouched down next to the sofa. ‘My dear, you and your sister have been exposed to polio. You’ve been secluded so long, despite your visits to the camp, that you almost certainly have never had it. You need to stay in quarantine till we can be sure you didn’t catch it from your brother, or you might pass it on to other people.’

‘For . . . for how long?’

‘Thirty-five days,’ said Aunt Elephant in her softest boom. ‘As long as neither of you come down with it. If you do it might be longer. We will need to see about quarantine for your parents when they get back — from wherever they’ve gone,’ she added disapprovingly. ‘I’m sorry. I know it seems an impossibly long time. But we’ll try to make them good days.’

Olive shook her head, cradling Tish protectively. ‘We can’t stay here.’ She shut her eyes in anguish, then opened them again. ‘But we can’t go back home either. Not now the men in the lifeboat know we live there. They’ll tell other people! You . . . you don’t understand! It can never be good again!’

‘Try not to worry,’ boomed Aunt Elephant, obviously not understanding at all. ‘Polio can be bad, but mostly it isn’t.’ She reached over and scooped Tish up in her arms. ‘Come on, little seagull. Let’s give you a bath and get you into bed.’

‘I want Olive!’ cried Tish.

‘Then come and have a bath and I’ll bring you back to your sister,’ said Aunt Elephant calmly. ‘And my sister Cake is making you some nice chicken soup.’

‘It’s a warm bath,’ said Olive reassuringly. ‘These people have taps that hot water comes out of.’

‘It’ll burn me!’

‘Not that hot.’

‘And there are all those stairs. What if I fall down the stairs?’ Tish was in tears. ‘No place should have lots of stairs like this.’

‘The stairs are safe,’ Butter assured her.

‘And then we’ll have soup,’ promised Olive. ‘Soup with chicken, like at Christmas.’

‘I want sandwiches,’ said Tish stubbornly. ‘I want Woofer too. I won’t have a bath without Woofer!’

‘Where is he?’ asked Butter in sudden alarm. He imagined the dog stranded in the cove, his family gone, alone in the darkness

‘He headed straight for the kitchen,’ said Aunt Elephant. ‘That dog’s no fool. I bet he’s tucking into leftover roast lamb right now.’

She smiled at Olive and then at Tish, tucked up in her arms. ‘I think that dog knows a thing or two. He knows he’s safe here, safe enough to go hunting for his dinner. I’m pretty sure he’d object if you try to have a bath with him. And of course you can have sandwiches if you’d rather. Everything will be all right.’

‘No,’ said Olive, her face bleak. ‘Even if Gil recovers it can never be all right again.’




CHAPTER 21

‘Sleep in another room away from Olive?’ The newly bathed Tish, clad in a nightdress made from one of Auntie Cake’s soft cotton blouses, looked at Aunt Peculiar as if she had suggested she get her head cut off.

‘You and your sister can share a bedroom,’ said Auntie Cake soothingly. ‘The Mostly Purple Room has twin beds in it.’

‘I want Gil too!’ Tish was near tears again. ‘I want Gil!’

‘Gil can’t be here, darling,’ said Auntie Cake.

‘I want to sleep in this room. With him too!’ Tish pointed mutinously at Butter.

The Aunts exchanged glances. ‘We can make you a bed on the sofa. Would that be all right?’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar.

Tish shut her lips tight.

‘Yes, thank you, Miss O’Bryan,’ said Olive politely.

‘And Butter can sleep in the armchair tonight,’ declared Aunt Peculiar.

Butter nodded. It would be uncomfortable, but he’d do anything to lessen the terror in Tish’s eyes.

Tish looked around for something else to object to. ‘What if that lamp thing burns the house down?’

‘It won’t. It’s not very hot. You can feel it if you like,’ boomed Aunt Elephant.

‘What if a ghost appears at midnight?’

‘What ghost?’ asked Butter.

‘All castles have ghosts,’ said Tish scornfully.

‘This one doesn’t,’ said Olive.

‘Why not?’

‘Because it’s a Very Small Castle. Too small for a ghost,’ said Butter, inspired. ‘Ghosts need big castles.’

Tish seemed to accept this. Olive looked at him gratefully.

Jenkins appeared, carrying a tray. He didn’t seem at all put out by having to bring in a tray of food near midnight, nor did Esmé, who was carrying a tureen of soup behind him. Woofer limped beside her.

Jenkins set the small table by the sofa: chicken soup, bubbling rich with vegetables; buttered toast with a dish of plum jam; lamb sandwiches, cheese and salad sandwiches, egg and lettuce sandwiches; and a big plate of lamingtons — Butter wondered if Auntie Cake had made them just in case Tish came to the house again. She just so loved feeding people.

‘Snerfle,’ said Woofer happily, snuggled up with Olive on the sofa and gulping down a whole lamb sandwich without bothering to chew it. He might be a small dog but he had the biggest mouth Butter had ever seen.

‘Excuse me mentioning it,’ said Jenkins. ‘But the little dog has already had a bowl of chopped mutton, two buns and the chopped chicken livers that Cookie was keeping for a pie.’

‘That’s all right,’ said Olive. ‘Dad said Woofer had an infinitely expanding stomach. Like the universe, but in a dog.’ Her lips trembled at the mention of her father. She looked up at the Aunts. ‘We’re . . . we’re not eating too much of your food, are we?’

‘Of course not, dear,’ sang Auntie Cake.

‘Young people need to be fed,’ boomed Aunt Elephant.

‘Eat up,’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar. ‘People who live in Very Small Castles usually have all the food they need.’

Tish looked at Aunt Elephant curiously. ‘Can you eat buns and apples with your invisible trunk?’

‘Yes. But only invisible ones,’ boomed Aunt Elephant. She winked at Olive and Butter.

Olive drank a bowl of soap and ate a sandwich; Tish managed four sandwiches and fell asleep. Woofer grabbed two more before anyone could stop him and then curled up on Tish’s feet, his nose to his bottom in a ‘good dog taking up as little room as possible’ position.

Butter found Aunt Peculiar tucking a rug around him. ‘Sleep,’ she squeaked lovingly. ‘You’ll hear if the phone rings or your father comes in with news.’

Butter nodded wearily. He wondered if it was good or bad that Dad hadn’t rung yet to say how Gil was. Maybe he was just waiting to see, like they were waiting . . . his eyelids drooped.

Butter woke at the sound of the front door opening and closing. He was still in the big armchair. Someone had put a rug over Olive and Tish and Giraffe on the sofa. Woofer snored, the happy sound of a dog who has eaten at least five dinners and anticipates an even bigger breakfast. Aunt Peculiar slept on the settee by the window. She woke too, at the sound. She sat up, rubbing her eyes.

‘Is that you, Pongo?’ she called to Dad.

Dr O’Bryan stepped wearily into the living room, then sank down in an armchair. ‘Any chance of a cup of tea?’

‘Of course,’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar. She wore pyjamas, bright yellow and painted with tiny purple toes, a bit like someone had bruised them all with a hammer. Butter realised the Aunts had probably taken it in turns to sleep down there with them. ‘How is the boy?’

‘Alive,’ said Dr O’Bryan shortly. ‘He’s breathing well and we’ve managed to get his temperature down.’

Olive sat up, blinking. ‘His legs?’ she whispered.

Dr O’Bryan hesitated before answering. ‘They’re unresponsive. The infection has entered the spine. He’s going to get worse before he gets better. But if it was going to enter his brain — affect his breathing or kill him — we’d almost certainly be seeing signs of it by now. It happens quickly. There is still every chance he will get better.’

‘And be able to walk? And to run?’ asked Butter.

‘Possibly,’ said Dr O’Bryan cautiously.

‘He wants to be a cricketer,’ whispered Tish, who had now woken too. ‘The best cricketer in the world. Just like our dad. He was going to be even better than Don Bradman!’

Would Gil ever play cricket again, Butter wondered, even just at the beach? Would he ever get a job at all if he couldn’t stand properly or walk, especially as he’d never gone to school? And the people he and Olive were so scared of, the gangsters or the kidnappers or whoever they were, what if they found out he was in hospital? Gil couldn’t escape from them there.

‘That reminds me,’ added Dr O’Bryan tiredly, ‘what is your brother’s surname?’

Tish said nothing. Olive was silent for a moment.

Don’t tell him, thought Butter. If no one knows Gil’s surname the villains can’t find him in hospital. But then Olive said at last, ‘I don’t suppose it matters now. Andrews.’

‘Andrews!’ Dr O’Bryan stared. ‘You’re not Toby Andrews’ daughter?’

Olive nodded.

‘But Toby was my best friend at school when I was about your age! He used to stay here sometimes in the holidays. We must have played cricket on that beach a thousand times. The cove was our secret hideout . . .’ He stopped suddenly and looked more closely at Olive and Tish. Olive met his eyes defiantly.

‘Where is he now?’ he asked quietly. ‘Why didn’t he come for help last night? Why weren’t your parents at the shack?’

‘Because they’re dead,’ said Olive dully. ‘Dad built our home and Tish and Gil and I have lived there all our lives.’

Dr O’Bryan looked at her with shock, and something else that Butter couldn’t understand, just as Jenkins appeared at the living room door.

Aunt Peculiar stood up. ‘Jenkins, could we have tea here, please? And milk for the young ones and more toast, crumpets, whatever Cookie can rustle up.’

‘Yes, Miss Petunia,’ said Jenkins.

‘Snerfle,’ said Woofer, intuiting Jenkins was heading for the kitchen and limping after him as if he was his new best friend.

‘I’ll go and change and tell the others.’ Aunt Peculiar kissed Tish’s head, then Olive’s and gave Butter a quick hug. ‘Where there’s life there’s hope, my dear.’ She vanished out the doorway.




CHAPTER 22

Dr O’Bryan laid his head back in the armchair. He seemed to be dozing. Butter realised he had probably sat with Gil all night, napping now and then, making sure that if there was a crisis he’d be there for the boy.

Jenkins quietly brought in a tray, with Esmé following with another. Silver teapot, sugar basin, milk jug, three glasses of milk, a tower of buttered toast, dishes of plum jam, apricot jam, blackberry and apple jelly and some of yesterday’s date scones, warmed up, the butter melting into them.

Olive handed Tish a scone, then took one herself. ‘Mum used to make these,’ she said.

Dr O’Bryan blinked. ‘What? Sorry, I must have dozed off.’ He poured himself a cup of tea then drank it down thirstily. ‘Did Elephant explain about quarantine? Most children are exposed young. But if you’ve lived shut away in the cove most of the time you would have had less chance to catch it.’

‘Except for Gil,’ said Olive. ‘Since Mum died he’s been going out to sell fish most days. He gives the money to friends in the camp to buy bread and other things for us.’

‘That might explain it. Young children and . . .’ Dr O’Bryan’s voice cracked ‘. . . pregnant women . . . are most likely to catch polio. I’ve sent a nurse down to the camp to warn everyone there to look out for symptoms and to see if anyone else is sick.’ He studied Olive’s face again. Why was he looking at her like that? wondered Butter.

Maybe . . . maybe he could convince Dad to find another place for Olive and Tish to hide, and Gil too if . . . when . . . he got better. Especially as Dad had been friends with their father . . .

Olive met his father’s gaze. ‘Please, if you were my father’s friend — let us vanish after we’ve been through the quarantine time. Let Gil vanish too. Don’t tell the hospital what his surname is either.’

‘But if Gil can’t walk . . .’ began Butter, then stopped at seeing the expression on Olive’s face. She’d get her brother to safety even if she had to carry him, Butter realised. Or steal a wheelbarrow. But where could they go?

And how could he help them? Especially as he didn’t even know why they had to stay a secret. Suddenly he realised his father hadn’t asked why Tish, Olive and Gil needed to vanish. He simply looked at them in shock and pain.

He knows, thought Butter, just as Olive said, ‘If you used to be Dad’s friend you know what will happen to us when the authorities find us.’ She looked unflinchingly at Dr O’Bryan. ‘They’ll send me to be a slave all my life in someone’s house, to sleep in a shed, to eat bread and dripping on the doorstep, never to be allowed to leave or even visit family without permission. If Gil is strong enough they’ll send him to work for a farmer and never get his wages. They’ll send Tish to be whipped and starved in a special orphanage till she is old enough to slave too. We will probably never even see each other again.’

Butter stared. ‘But . . . but why? Things like that don’t happen here! People can’t do that!’

‘Yes, they can,’ said Olive, her voice like stone. ‘They can if they’re the government. The government did all that to Mum and to my uncle too, till he enlisted. He died on his first day on the Somme. You know why the government can do those things to us, don’t you?’ she asked Dr O’Bryan. ‘Did you meet my mother?’

‘Yes,’ said Dr O’Bryan.

‘But I bet you weren’t at Dad and Mum’s wedding,’ said Olive bitterly.

‘No, I wasn’t.’

‘I don’t understand!’ cried Butter. ‘How can anyone take you away, make you slaves, stop you seeing each other? We don’t HAVE slaves in Australia.’

‘Yes, we do. You just don’t realise. My mum was Aboriginal,’ said Olive expressionlessly. ‘She had a white father and a black mother, so she and her twin brother were taken away and put in a home when they were only two years old.’

She looked at the faces around the room. ‘If we were white, or people think we are, we’ll be safe when Gil turns sixteen. He could take us out of an orphanage, and I could leave any job where they treated me badly. We look white enough to pass as tanned, as long as no one knows who we really are.’

Butter looked at her dark plaits, her tanned skin. He had never even thought she was Aboriginal. But he had never met any Aboriginal people either. He’d just assumed they’d be . . . different. And much darker and use boomerangs and play didgeridoos.

‘But even if we look white, we’re not,’ said Olive softly. ‘Not to the authorities. Once they find out we are Aboriginal they can make us do what they want our whole lives, tell us where we have to live and stop us leaving if things are bad. Even if we earn any money they will take it and “look after it” for us, so we can never use it. If Gil doesn’t live . . .’ She stopped, her face like stone, then stood up, holding Tish’s hand. ‘Excuse me. I’d like to get dressed now.’

Tish gulped her glass of milk, then grabbed another two scones as Olive turned to go out of the room.

They’re going to escape, Butter realised. Unless they were locked in their rooms they’d run away — and Olive would probably find a way to get out even if they were locked in. But where could they go, now their home was no longer a secret?

He had never thought, had only vaguely realised, that kids who didn’t have family to look after them were taken to orphanages. Everyone knew those places could be bad. But if the kids were Aboriginal . . .

He focused on the room and realised Aunt Elephant was standing like a vast wall in the doorway. Auntie Cake stood next to her, her arms folded, with Aunt Peculiar in front of them in her green and red caterpillar dress.

‘Sit down. No one is going anywhere till this is sorted,’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar. But her tone was more kindly than the words.

‘No one is going to any orphanage,’ cried Auntie Cake.

Aunt Elephant glared at Dr O’Bryan. ‘Toby was a lovely boy. Did you really give up your best friend because he married an Aboriginal woman?’

‘No,’ said Dr O’Bryan, his face touched with weariness and anguish. ‘I didn’t even know they married. Delilah was a maid in your grandparents’ house,’ he added to Olive. ‘Just a kid, like we were, when she was sent there. I knew your dad liked her a lot. I even knew he wanted to marry her. I . . . I tried to persuade him not to. Not because I didn’t like her,’ he added quickly. ‘Your mother was a wonderful woman. But I knew how hard their lives would be — how hard it would be for their children.’ He shook his head. ‘I think your parents must have married quietly, not told anyone.’

Butter stared at his father. ‘But he lived just down the headland in a shack made of driftwood! Why didn’t he ask you for help?’

‘I . . . I don’t know. I’m ashamed he felt he couldn’t.’

‘But you would have helped him, wouldn’t you? You were his friend!’

‘Of course. I’m ashamed that Delilah didn’t know I’d help her too, and her children.’ Dr O’Bryan sat very still, gazing at the floor. ‘I failed Toby, didn’t I?’ he said quietly. ‘I failed all of you.’ He looked at Butter. ‘Just like I failed your mother when I let her die. A useless father who couldn’t even . . .’ His voice broke again. He stood suddenly and strode from the room.




CHAPTER 23

For a moment Butter thought his father was heading for the study. Instead, he stumbled up the stairs. To his bedroom? But he climbed one set of stairs after another, till he reached the small curved staircase leading to the battlements. Butter raced after him. ‘Dad!’ he yelled.

His father didn’t even turn around.

Butter was out of breath when he reached the door to the battlements. He opened it and peered out, terrified that Dad might be standing on the edge, about to leap like all those businessmen did when they went broke, unable to face life once they were no longer rich. But instead, Dr O’Bryan was sitting on a stone bench that faced the sea, his head in his hands, sobbing.

‘Dad?’

His father looked up, his eyes red with tiredness and tears. A year of tears, thought Butter. He had never seen Dad cry even when Mum died. But the tears must have been there.

‘I’m sorry.’ His father’s words were almost lost in the wind. ‘You must despise me. I should have saved her! Maybe if I’d diagnosed her illness as polio earlier . . .’

‘What could you have done even if you had?’ asked Butter. ‘She . . . she was in an iron lung to help her breathe. You said there was nothing else that could help. There’s no cure for polio.’

‘I should have been able to do something! All my years of training and I was helpless . . .’ Dr O’Bryan shook his head. ‘You don’t understand. I didn’t even get to the War in time. And then in Albany, when our ship turned back, there was nothing I could do for the soldiers who came home with influenza. Even my best friend didn’t trust me to help him or his family. They were in that little hut in the cove so near to us, yet he never even came to ask for help.’

‘Maybe he did trust you,’ said Butter quietly. ‘He built his home on your land. He trusted that you wouldn’t turn them away if you found out.’

‘Yes, but—’

‘Olive said her dad couldn’t face seeing anyone. He was scarred and twisted from injuries he got in the War. Her mum was the one who took his paintings to be sold. Maybe she didn’t even know you lived here. She never came here, did she?’

Dr O’Bryan shook his head. ‘Delilah only had one afternoon off a fortnight. And your grandfather was living here back then — he was a good man in many ways, Butter. But he wouldn’t have welcomed her.’

‘So Mr Andrews wouldn’t have known Grandpa had died, if he was away at the War. He probably didn’t even know you’d come back here either. Olive said her dad never left the cove, except to get the susso rations for a little while, and that was only with other men from the camp. But maybe if he had lived, he’d have come up here one day to find you.’

Butter thought of the cricket match he’d longed to join, the first day he’d seen Olive, Tish and Gil. ‘Maybe he hoped you’d see them playing cricket down on the beach when you visited Grandpa, and walk down to meet them, as he couldn’t come to you.’

Dad and I have never played cricket on the beach together, he thought. Dad had been so busy setting up his practice and writing articles. And when Mum died he seemed further away than ever.

‘I think Mr Andrews was happy, despite the nightmares,’ said Butter quietly. ‘I think all he wanted after the War was in that cove: his family and his paintings and the sea.’

‘I wouldn’t blame you for hating me,’ whispered Dr O’Bryan.

‘I don’t hate you! You’re my dad!’

‘Even though I let your mother die?’

Butter looked at him in horror. ‘Dad! I never thought that! Never!’ And suddenly he was hugging Dad, and Dad was hugging him back . . .

And that was where Aunt Elephant found them, up in the wind on the battlements. She stared at them, hands on her hips for a moment, then said, ‘So this is where you’ve got to, you men. Come on down. There are things we need to sort out. Men,’ she muttered, as she bent her head to go into the narrow staircase. ‘Always getting into a muddle. Good thing the world has women to sort them out.’




CHAPTER 24

Auntie Cake and Aunt Peculiar sat in two armchairs. Aunt Elephant joined them in the third, the extra big one built just for her. Olive and Tish sat on the sofa again. Jenkins must have brought in another tray because now there was a vast pile of crumpets and honey, more toast, some boiled eggs, and Tish had a sticky chin and fingers. Woofer sat at her feet, looking sticky about the mouth too.

‘Sit,’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar to Dr O’Bryan and Butter, as if they were dogs too.

Butter sat on the sofa by the window. His father sat next to him. Dr O’Bryan hesitated, then placed his arm around his son.

Auntie Cake looked at the pair of them. ‘Life goes on, Pongo. The best gift we can give those we’ve loved and lost is to be happy. It’s your job to help your son be happy, too.’

‘Yes,’ said Dr O’Bryan quietly.

‘Well, that takes care of one problem. As for the next,’ Auntie Cake turned to Olive. ‘No one is going to take you anywhere.’

‘But the authorities can take them away!’ cried Butter.

‘Not if they have guardians,’ sang Auntie Cake.

‘Such as us,’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar.

Auntie Cake smiled. ‘Elephant and Peculiar and I will be guardians for the three of you. You two girls and your brother,’ she said firmly, ‘because he is going to recover. We’ve had too many losses on this headland. It has to stop.’ She looked so ferocious that Butter thought even polio would be intimidated.

‘And you will all live here,’ boomed Aunt Elephant. ‘There’s plenty of room.’ Her face softened. ‘I always wanted nieces. And now we’ll have two of them.’

‘And another nephew,’ trilled Auntie Cake happily. ‘A growing boy who’ll need lots of good feeding to get better.’

‘We let the War overcome us,’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar. ‘We looked at all the big and terrible things we could do nothing about. Somehow we lost sight of the small things we can do. Like getting a school bus to take the children at the susso camp to school.’ She shook her head. ‘My paintings were talking to me all the time. Look at the little things, Peculiar, they were saying. Lots of little things add up to big things. If enough people sort out the little things then slowly they solve the big problems too.’

‘You can open a free medical clinic down at the camp an afternoon a week,’ Aunt Elephant informed Dr O’Bryan.

‘Can I?’ replied Dr O’Bryan. He blinked. ‘Of course I can. With a nurse at the clinic the rest of the week.’

‘And we will make stew,’ crooned Auntie Cake happily. ‘Twice a week in the big copper, enough for everyone in the camp who wants it. It will be very good stew. Beef one day and mutton the next, and roast chickens at Christmas and for birthdays. Big Bob can build a bigger chook pen. And we’ll make pies and cakes. Fifty families? Cookie and I can easily make enough pies and stew for fifty families.’

Dr O’Bryan looked stunned. Olive and Tish looked dazed too as he turned to them.

‘Is this what you’d like?’ he asked them quietly. ‘You don’t have to live here. You don’t even have to have my sisters as your guardians.’ He glanced over at Auntie Cake, Aunt Elephant and Aunt Peculiar. ‘Though they are actually very nice, even if they are bossy. No matter what, I’ll make sure you’re not taken into care.’

Olive said nothing. It seemed too big for her to take in. She’s only ever known the cove, the susso camp and the beach, thought Butter. How can she make a decision about this?

Olive met his eyes. He nodded, then smiled at her tentatively. Suddenly she relaxed. ‘All right,’ she said.

‘Can we keep our home?’ asked Tish. She seemed to have grasped the essentials even before Olive, perhaps because she didn’t realise how much change this might mean. ‘Not to sleep in.’ She looked around the living room. ‘It’s warm and soft in here and the wind can’t get in. But to visit whenever we want to?’

‘Every day, if you like,’ said Dr O’Bryan, his voice suddenly stronger.

‘And I can go to school?’ asked Olive, her voice filled with sudden incredulous joy.

‘That is something you won’t have any choice about,’ rumbled Aunt Elephant. ‘All of you will go to school.’

‘And we can have fruitcake every day and bones for Woofer and cheese and salad sandwiches and bananas?’ asked Tish.

Auntie Cake laughed. ‘If you like. But you might like bread and butter pudding and meringues and jam tarts and roly-poly puddings too. Not to mention steak and kidney pie and stuffed roast shoulder of mutton with my special gravy and roast potatoes . . .’

‘The things we can do . . .’ said Dr O’Bryan softly. ‘Instead of focusing on what we can’t. There is so much we can do . . .’

‘Snerfle,’ agreed Woofer, scratching his ear with his hind leg and falling over again. He considered, then remembered to scratch with his front paw instead.

‘Beginning with giving that dog another bath,’ squeaked Aunt Peculiar. ‘And flea powder.’

‘Then a proper breakfast,’ began Auntie Cake, just as the telephone rang.

‘Gil,’ whispered Olive, her face losing its colour again. They waited as Dr O’Bryan went to the hall to answer it, sitting quietly so they could hear what he said.

‘Hello, Dr O’Bryan speaking. Ah, right, I see.’

But what does he see? thought Butter anxiously. But his dad was still speaking.

‘Yes, his name is Andrews, Gil Andrews. His address is the same as mine: the Very Small Castle, O’Bryan Headland. Yes, his two sisters are here. No symptoms yet. Of course I’ll keep an eye on them. Really? Yes, I’ll tell them. Thank you.’

They all stared at him as he came into the living room, but Butter knew what his father was going to say as soon as he saw his smile. ‘Gil is sitting up eating porridge,’ he said. ‘His fever is down and he can wriggle his toes.’

‘That’s good?’ asked Olive tremulously.

‘It means he should make a full recovery.’

‘And play cricket again?’ asked Butter.

‘It might take a while,’ added Dr O’Bryan cautiously. ‘His legs are obviously badly affected. But with hard work . . .’

‘Gil always works hard,’ said Olive proudly.

‘He’ll make it,’ said Dr O’Bryan. He put his arm around Butter again. ‘I think we’re all going to make it.’




CHAPTER 25

A YEAR LATER

The sky was as round as a blue balloon. Even the clouds seemed to dance. Cicadas shrilled in the gum trees on the headland under the hum of the tractor as it ploughed up another paddock to put under vegetables, near the small fenced graveyard that now held a single stone and two inscriptions.

The susso community had grown more potatoes than the whole camp could eat in the last year, as well as cabbage and silverbeet and beetroot and extra melons and enough tomatoes, rhubarb, marrows, melons and pumpkins to sell at their stall on the highway. They sold homemade tomato chutney too, pumpkin chutney, ginger and marrow jam, vegetable pickle (mostly marrow) as well as sweet rhubarb pies, and tomato and onion tarts — Auntie Cake’s recipes, cooked in the new stone wood-fired oven in the middle of the camp.

The shop on the highway had been only a table at first, hauled out of the attic of the Very Small Castle, but now there were six trestles, all piled high, under a newly built open log and corrugated-iron shed to keep off the sun and rain.

It had been a good year. Tish had made eight best friends at school and Olive was top of her class. And today Gil would play cricket on the beach for the first time since he’d left hospital. Lunch sat in the picnic basket in the rowing boat drawn up on the sand. After the cricket match, the adults would row around to the cove with the picnic basket, while Butter and Gil and Olive and Tish and Wooder slithered through the cave. Aunt Peculiar was sure she could still fit through the narrow opening, but Butter had visions of round Auntie Cake and long, broad Aunt Elephant stuck there forever, their legs waving out of the entrance.

Dr O’Bryan set up the stumps — proper cricket stumps — measuring the distance exactly.

‘Remember the rules of beach cricket,’ he said. ‘Rule one: hitting beyond the first wave is a six. Rule two: no leg before wicket if there are more than four legs.’ He meant if Olive was helping Tish bat. ‘Rule three: no one is ever out for a duck. You keep batting till you’ve scored.’

Because this wasn’t a proper cricket match, of course, not when most of the players were female, not just Tish and Olive and the Aunts, but Granny Andrews too.

Dad had gone to visit Toby Andrews’ parents while Gil was in hospital. He’d never told Butter what he’d said to them — or what they had said to him — but that evening at hospital visiting hours a woman in a good velvet hat and embroidered gloves had come to visit Gil with a box of chocolates, a bag of grapes and some rippingly good books from the Swallows and Amazons and Biggles series. She still never mentioned her husband, but she came to dinner at the Very Small Castle twice a week.

And now she was playing cricket, dressed in her tennis whites, just like the Aunts, and Olive and even Tish, who were learning tennis at school. Which was a COMPLETE waste of time, Olive said, when she could have been dissecting a frog or learning calculus instead, though Tish liked it.

Dad wore his cricket whites, and so did Butter. Tish had even put a white bow on Woofer, but it had vanished at the same time as the last slice of apple teacake disappeared.

Aunt Elephant captained the women’s team. She seemed quietly confident as Auntie Cake bowled Dad out for four on ten runs.

‘Hard luck, Pongo,’ called Auntie Cake, grinning. ‘Mixing cakes is better exercise than sitting at a desk all day and lifting nothing heavier than a stethoscope.’

‘I’m a bowler, not a batsman,’ said Dr O’Bryan, grinning back.

Butter faced Mrs Andrews then. She was more reserved than his aunts — she had even kept her shoes on in the sand — but she hugged a lot, not just her grandchildren but Woofer and Butter and even the Aunts. Butter had a feeling Mrs Andrews had been starved of hugs for a long time.

His bat slammed into the first ball. He nodded to Gil as they began to run between wickets then back again. Butter had been worried that Gil might stumble in the soft sand, despite the exercises all year. But even though his gait was a little jerky, Gil was fast enough to get the two runs in before Auntie Cake retrieved the ball.

Mrs Andrews bowled again, too wide. Butter let it go. He gave a tap to the third ball, not worth a run, and then a wide swipe at the fourth. The ball bounced into the shallows and he and Gil managed one run before Tish retrieved it.

Gil faced Mrs Andrews now as she swung her arm up with the ball.

Two runs.

Four runs.

Eight runs and Gil wasn’t even out of breath, as Mrs Andrews handed Aunt Elephant the ball.

Aunt Elephant gave a smile of deep satisfaction. She limbered up for a moment, then took a run up, letting go of the ball in a perfect overarm.

The ball spun up, up, up to the blue, then down, and Gil’s bat rose to meet it.

Smack! Bat hit ball with so much force Butter almost expected the solid ball to break. Instead, it sped like lightning along the beach, further and further . . .

‘Grab it!’ yelled Aunt Elephant to Olive, who was fielding at the far end.

‘Run, girl, run!’ screamed Auntie Cake jumping up and down as Butter and Gil ran between the wickets.

‘Snerkle!’ barked Woofer, suddenly joining in the game. He limped along the beach, even faster than Olive. He grabbed something in his jaws and sped back. He dropped it triumphantly at Aunt Elephant’s feet just as Gil started on another run.

‘No!’ yelled Butter. But it was too late. Gil was running and Butter had to run too, as Aunt Elephant bent to pick up the ball and slam it at the wicket and call him out.

Instead, she began to laugh, staring at the object in her hand. She laughed so hard that Gil stopped running. Butter stood too, as Aunt Elephant held up Woofer’s prize.

It was a dead seagull. Suddenly everyone was laughing, except for Woofer, sitting puzzled at Aunt Elephant’s feet, waiting for praise or a biscuit or, hopefully, both.

At last Aunt Elephant threw the dead bird into the waves. Woofer started after it and then decided not to, lying with his nose on his paws, waiting till someone decided to do something sensible, like have lunch.

Dr O’Bryan shaded his eyes. ‘There’s a cricket ball waiting somewhere down the beach,’ he pointed out. ‘Do you want to keep running, boys?’

‘Don’t be silly,’ said Aunt Peculiar. ‘Don’t you know the most important rule of beach cricket?’

Everyone else shook their heads.

‘If one of the fielders brings in a dead seagull the game is over,’ she declared. ‘Whoever had the last run wins.’

‘And whoever picked up the seagull has smelly hands,’ trumpeted Aunt Elephant, lifting up her skirts to wade into the waves and wash the stink off properly. ‘Time for lunch, I think.’ She nodded to the new rowing boat, pulled up high on the sand. ‘I hope you’ve saved some strength to help me row round to the cove, Pongo. It’s a good swell out there today.’

Butter met Olive’s eyes. She nodded. They headed to the entrance of the tunnel together, Gil and Tish and Woofer following.

Up the cliff, into the darkness, down the slide, but this time, like so many other times, he could hear the others breathing, scuffling, laughing as they pushed Woofer through the cave too.

Then suddenly he was out, in the sunlight. And there was the driftwood house, a little more sand around it, blown up by the wind, but that could soon be swept away. The sound of wind twisted through the tunnel, but today’s wind just played a song.

‘I’ll get the fire lit and put the billy on,’ said Gil. ‘It’ll take them half an hour to row around the headland.’ Tish and Woofer ran to help him collect driftwood and dry tinder above the high-tide line.

Olive opened the shack door. And it was almost the same, as if it had been a year ago, though the rag rugs made so carefully with so much love had been taken up to the Very Small Castle for safekeeping, and dust sheets put on the chairs. The vast painting that had taken up one wall was gone too. It now hung in the hall of the Very Small Castle, the children and the baby and the smiling mother gazing down at everyone who came in.

And another painting faced it now. When Butter shut his eyes he imagined it was here too. It had taken Aunt Peculiar six months to paint. He had never known Aunt Peculiar could paint like that.

For this was a vast canvas that showed the beach, and the endless sweep of sky melting into the horizon. And on the sand three aunts, a grandmother, two fathers and two mothers, all arm in arm, watched four young people play a game of cricket on the beach, a cricket match of joy and possibilities, a cricket match that had no end.




AUTHOR NOTES

The Great Depression was triggered by the 1929 United States stock market crash. Encouraged by simplistic and short-sighted analysis from ‘experts’, and a feeling of optimism after the War, people borrowed money to buy shares in companies. The share prices kept going up so people borrowed more money to buy more shares, till finally the shares were worth far more than the companies. Then when the stock market dropped a little, people panicked and started to sell their shares before the price dropped even further — which meant, of course, that prices plummeted.

Banks asked people to repay their loans. When they couldn’t, many of the banks went broke too. More people lost their money . . . and so everything got worse.

Millionaires were declared bankrupt overnight. Many people decided to withdraw all their money from the banks, thinking that they would feel more secure if they could actually see and hold their cash — but as more people panicked in this way they created a ‘run’ on the banks. The banks shut their doors and refused to release funds.

Australia had also borrowed a lot of money from British banks to pay for sending troops to World War I. Now the British banks were in trouble too, and wanted all their money back — not just the interest on their loans.

Most of Australia’s money came from exporting wool and wheat and other crops and minerals, but now prices for those were falling around the world. Australia and Australians had big debts but less and less money.

Australia’s Prime Minister, James Scullin, asked British banker, Sir Otto Niemeyer, for advice. Sir Otto suggested that the state and Commonwealth (federal) governments all cut costs by reducing wages and pensions so Australia could continue paying back money to England.

This did not impress a lot of Australians. They thought Sir Otto was putting Britain’s interests ahead of Australia’s. Australia had fought the War to help Britain — and now Australia’s economy was at risk because they had to pay for it.

At last Scullin and five state premiers came up with what they called the Melbourne Agreement: to balance the budget by no further overseas borrowing, cutting wages and pensions and reducing other government spending to pay back the loans to Britain.

But the New South Wales Premier, Jack Lang, disagreed. He decided that his government would stop paying any interest back to British banks and British bondholders until the debts were ‘restructured’ — making them easier to repay. His government would only pay three per cent interest on those debts too.

Instead, he’d use the money to create jobs, working on projects like making new roads and planting forests. He also demanded that the Commonwealth Government pay back loans to New South Wales. Lang also put restrictions on landlords evicting tenants who couldn’t pay and stopped landlords selling tenants’ furniture.

Finally, Lang ordered public servants not to pay money into the federal treasury. Prime Minister Scullin believed this was against the law — and that Lang was just stirring up a lot of trouble.

Lang had to go!

On 13 May 1932, the federal government asked the New South Wales Governor, Sir Philip Game — who was still officially the representative of the King and so the ‘real’ ruler of New South Wales — to dismiss Lang.

He did.

There was an uproar — but there was also nothing anyone could do to stop the King’s representatives sacking a Premier that Australia had elected.

THE SUSSO

Unemployment became a big problem. In some areas one in three or four men was unemployed. But these figures did not show the complete picture as women weren’t counted in unemployment statistics. Men were regarded as the ‘real’ workers in those days — even if the women weren’t married or their husbands had died.

Thousands of men went ‘on the wallaby’ — travelling around the country hoping for a job or even a few hours’ work so they could eat or send a bit of money home.

Evictions were common: families thrown out onto the street with their few belongings and their kids crying because they couldn’t pay the rent. In 1931, police started to help evict tenants too.

The Unemployed Workers’ Union (UWM) and the police were soon involved in often bloody battles, with the UWM members barricading the police out.

Long queues grew outside any factory that had advertised a single job.

There were many demonstrations in every city, like Melbourne’s anti-starvation crusade in April 1930. But all the government could offer was a small benefit for unemployed men — ‘the susso’ (short for sustenance payment) or ‘dole’. The amount varied from state to state, but it was worth about ten shillings a week for married men and five shillings for single men.

But the dole wasn’t paid as money. Instead, you had to turn up once every week and have five or ten shillings’ worth of food thrown into your old hessian sugarbag — usually a hunk of meat, potatoes, some loaves of bread, tea and maybe some sugar or golden syrup — either at a local police station or a government relief depot like local town hall or shops.

Some towns would only let people collect the susso once, or for a month, to make unemployed people move on and not camp near their town. If stramgers stayed too long they were thrown in gaol.

Later on people were given coupons they could exchange for food instead. You had to take your coupons to different shops — the grocer, the butcher and the baker.

Women didn’t get the susso even though about twenty-five per cent of breadwinners — main income earners in a family — were women, partly because so many had been widowed in the War, or their husbands had returned with physical or mental injuries making it impossible for them to work. Many men also suffered injuries at work, and without Workers’ Compensation or many of the medicines we take for granted today like antibiotics, so many illnesses or injuries often lasted for a much longer time than they would now.

MAKING DO

People who lived through the Depression were masters of ‘making do’. This included the following:


	old jumpers were pulled apart and the wool was used again for other jumpers, singlets or socks

	shirt collars were ‘turned’ — taken off and turned inside out and sewed on again when they became frayed

	babies slept in cupboard drawers instead of cradles and were given rattles made out of old wooden cotton reels

	old clothes were taken apart and made into ‘new’ clothes. If an item of clothing was too tatty even for that it was plaited and sewn into rag rugs or small pieces were used to make quilts. And if they were too thin even for that, they became cloths for dusting or cleaning or ‘snot rags’ for blowing your nose

	old wooden fruit boxes were given cushions and made into chairs or nailed together to make shelves or even bedsteads

	kerosene tins were opened out and hammered flat to make the walls of sheds or huts to live in, or left intact and stacked together to make a set of drawers or given a wire handle and used as a bucket.



Very few kids had ever had new clothes. Unless you were rich or had no older cousins, siblings or bigger kids next door, you wore hand-me-downs — clothes someone else had grown out of. And when Dad’s trousers wore out at the knee they were chopped off and became baggy shorts for a boy, held up by a belt or braces.

BREAD AND SCRAPE

Dripping — the melted fat from roasted meat — was used for all sorts of things. It was added instead of butter or margarine in puddings or cakes and spread on bread, which made it ‘bread and scrape’; it was simmered with rose petals to make hand or face cream; or it was rubbed into shoes to make them shiny and a bit more waterproof.

By the end of the 1930s, things were getting better, mostly because conditions overseas were improving too and prices for Australian goods were rising again. But things were still bad for many people — some returned soldiers still hadn’t had a job since they came home, and many people remained unemployed till the labour shortages of World War II.

INDIGENOUS DISPOSSESSION

The 1930s was a time of extreme racism.

Most Indigenous people had to live on ‘reserves’ or in government compounds — not on the land that had been theirs for tens of thousands of years. They lived in small houses at best, or even kerosene-tin or corrugated-iron shelters with dirt floors, no running water or lighting. Cut off from their own food sources, agriculture and hunting, they had the poorest of rations to eat. They weren’t allowed to leave the reserves without permission, and ‘half-castes’ — anyone with any ‘white’ blood — could be forbidden from going on to a reserve even to visit. Young people who managed to find jobs off a reserve might be forbidden to go back and visit their family. Children with white fathers were often taken from their Indigenous mothers; in other places all Indigenous children might be taken away to be ‘educated’ as servants or stockmen. This is now called ‘The Stolen Generations’: an unknown number of Indigenous children removed from families, communities and land, often not knowing even where they had been taken from, and with no way to return.

Laws varied from state to state. In 1931, the federal government declared Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory an Aboriginal reserve as part of a new policy emphasis to try to segregate traditional Indigenous people and make decisions governing their lives.

The Aborigines Act Amendment Act 1936 (WA) gave the Minister for Native Affairs the power to take Indigenous people into custody without trial or appeal, and prevented Indigenous people from entering specified towns without a permit. In some places Aboriginal men who refused to work for nothing but rations at large pastoral companies were chained and taken to prison for refusing to work. The killing of Indigenous people by white people was often ignored or not investigated.

Few Indigenous children got any education. Indigenous children weren’t allowed in most schools for ‘whites’. In some places Indigenous children had their own schools, but the teacher usually wasn’t qualified, and the students were only taught how to do ‘manual’ jobs or servant work or carpentry or blacksmithing. They weren’t given the sort of education that would lead to work in an office or entry to university to become a teacher, doctor or politician — occupations that would mean they had some power to help another generation or change their people’s status.

Large areas of Indigenous land were still being leased to white people who paid the government — not the people who had lived there and to whom it belonged.

WIRELESS SETS

The first radio station in Australia to broadcast was 2SB (later to be called 2BL) on 23 November 1923 in Sydney. On 26 January 1924 and 13 October 1924, 3AR and 3LO went to air in Melbourne. But even though the first ‘wireless sets’ made in Australia could only pick up one station, suddenly it was becoming possible for people who’d never heard a concert or a play to listen to one in their own homes, or their neighbour’s.

‘OUR DON’ BRADMAN

Sport was a favourite pastime in the 1930s. Cricket was popular and many suburban streets might have had their own cricket team. Don Bradman was Australia’s cricket hero.

Sir Donald George Bradman (27 August 1908–25 February 2001) was also known as ‘The Don’ which meant ‘The Great One’. He was perhaps Australia’s greatest cricketer, not just for his skill but also for the dedication and sportsmanship he brought to the game.

Donald Bradman was born on 27 August 1908 in the New South Wales country town of Cootamundra. When he was two, his family moved to Bowral in the Southern Highlands. Don went to Bowral Public School, which didn’t have much organised sport for its students, so the small boy invented his own sport, hitting a golf ball against a tank stand with a cricket stump.

Don left school at fourteen, like most kids in those days. He didn’t start playing serious cricket till he was sixteen. But in one of his first matches he scored an incredible three hundred runs. He was selected to play for New South Wales and then Australia.

When he was twenty, he was selected to tour England. Don got seasick even before the ship sailed — but he scored an incredible nine hundred and seventy-four runs in the series. The team, and Don Bradman, came home heroes.

When he was twenty-one, he broke the world’s batting record for the highest score in first-class cricket at the Sheffield Shield match in Sydney by smashing four hundred and thirty-seven runs, the the previous record held by Bill Ponsford. Bradman scored four hundred and fifty-two runs not out in under seven hours. At the same time he also made a thousand runs for the season.

Bradman married his childhood sweetheart, Jessie Menzies, on 30 April 1932, and he later described their union as the greatest partnership of his life.

In 1932, England toured Australia. The English team was desperate to find a way to stop Don Bradman. So they came up with ugly tactics — the ‘Bodyline’, where the bowlers try to hit a batsman’s body or head with a hard fast-ball.

It worked (though the team have been scorned as cheats ever since — at least in Australia). Don’s batting scores were down. England won.

Don was made Australian captain in 1936. In March 1948, he captained The Invincibles — the greatest Australian team in history. They won every match during their eight-month tour of England.

More than ninety-four thousand people crowded Melbourne Cricket Ground in early December 1948 to watch Bradman in his final game, in which he was bowled second ball for a duck. If he had scored even four runs he would have retired on an average of a century — instead he retired with an average of 99.94 runs per innings!

Sir Donald Bradman died on 25 February 2001 at the age of ninety-two. In 1988, the Australian Confederation of Sport voted him the greatest male athlete of the past two hundred years. He is still a legend.

1930S RECIPES

In the 1930s, refrigeration was finally becoming popular, though few houses had electric fridges. The iceman arrived once or twice a week, holding a large, very heavy rectangular lump of ice from an ice factory in his metal pincers. The iceman wore a leather apron to protect him from the cold. Ice chests were mostly kept in the laundry or scullery, not the kitchen, as the metal tray under the ice chest which caught drips from the melting ice tended to overflow unexpectedly, flooding the floor. Laundry floors were made from concrete or brick, not lino that might buckle or timber that might stain from water damage.

But at least you could buy or make ice cream and keep it cold! The following were popular reciepes during the 1930s

A REDBACK SPIDER

       1 glass creaming soda

       2 scoops chocolate ice cream

Fill a tall glass with ‘creaming soda’, a red soft drink. Add two scoops of chocolate ice cream and watch it foam. Then drink your spider and eat the frozen bits at the bottom with a long spoon.

PUMPKIN SCONES

       1 tsp grated orange zest

       2 cups self-raising flour

       2 tbsp butter

       1 tbsp honey

       ½ cup milk

       1 well-beaten egg

       1 cup mashed pumpkin — as orange and sweet as you can get it

Mix the orange zest with the flour; work the butter and honey in with your fingers. Add the milk and egg and pumpkin; work mixture as little as you can at this stage. Now cut into thin rounds — about as thick as the width of your thumb. Brush with milk or beaten egg, bake in a hot oven at 200°C for 10–15 minutes.

These scones should be eaten fresh. If there are any left over, toast them for breakfast (I loved toasted breakfast scones when I stayed with my grandmother) or cut them into slices and bake in the oven till crisp and crush for very superior ‘breadcrumbs’.

CHOKO TO TASTE LIKE PEARS

       3 peeled, cored and quartered chokos

       3 cups sugar

       1 cup water

       juice of one lemon

       1 vanilla bean

Choko doesn’t taste like anything much, but one well-fed vine can give you a lot of fruit! They were traditionally grown over the dunny.

Simmer the prepared chokos till tender in syrup — 3 cups sugar to 1 cup water — with the juice of the lemon and the vanilla bean (split lengthways), taken out as soon as the fruit is cooked.

PUMPKIN CHUTNEY

       1 kg pumpkin

       500 g tomatoes

       500 g chopped onions

       700 g brown sugar

       2 tsp each black peppercorns, whole allspice, ground ginger

       6 cloves chopped garlic

       1 L red wine vinegar

Slice the pumpkin in thin neat pieces. Skin the tomatoes by throwing them in boiling water. Add all the ingredients together, simmer — don’t boil — till thick. Stir often as this chutney sticks easily. Bottle while hot. Keep sealed in a cool place for up to three months. Toss out if it grows mould or ferments or looks or smells odd.

GRANDMA’S PIKELETS

       2 eggs

       2 cups self-raising flour

       1½ cups milk

       (Grandma also added sugar, but I don’t, as the jam is sweet enough.)

Mix the eggs into the flour gently, then add the milk slowly so you don’t get too many lumps.

Heat a frying pan; grease with butter. Make sure the pan is HOT before you add the butter; pikelets need a hottish pan.

Pour in spoonfuls. When bubbles appear on the top, turn over and brown on the other side. The bottom should be brown. If it’s black, turn the heat down; if it’s still pale turn up the heat.

If your pikelets seem stodgy or brown, you’ve added too much butter to the pan (a non-stick pan doesn’t need buttering, of course).

If they’re hard, the temperature was too low.

If they’re too fat, add more milk. A pikelet should be thinner than your finger . . . but not paper thin like a crepe.

PLUM JAM

       1 kg plums

       1 L water

       750 g sugar

Halve the plums and remove the seeds. Stew in the water till soft. Take the pot off the heat, add the sugar, stir till dissolved. Warm on a low heat, stirring all the time, for about 20 minutes or till a spoonful of jam wrinkles when you drop it on a cool plate and push it with your finger. Make sure the jam does not burn on the bottom of the pan!

Pour hot into clean jars and put lids on at once. Store in a cool dark place for up to three months, or throw out if it looks mouldy, ferments or looks or smells odd.

APPLE PANCAKES

       ½ cup self-raising flour

       2 tbsp caster sugar

       1 cup grated apple

       1 tbsp lemon juice (optional — sprinkle it on the apple so it doesn’t go brown if not using right away)

       1 egg

       ½ cup milk

Mix dry ingredients; add apple, egg, then milk; stir till smooth. Drop spoonfuls onto a hot greased pan; cook till bubbles appear; turn; cook other side till golden brown. Serve hot with butter or lemon juice and sugar, or cold with butter and jam.

BAKED BANANA CUSTARD

       2 cups peeled and chopped banana

       2 cups milk or cream

       4 eggs

       8 tbsp brown sugar

       a pinch of ground nutmeg

Place banana in an ovenproof dish.

Beat the milk/cream, eggs and sugar with a fork or egg beater for three minutes. Pour over the banana. Dust on a little ground nutmeg. Bake at 200°C for half an hour or till firm. Serve hot.

PUMPKIN FRUITCAKE

       125 g butter

       1 cup brown sugar

       2 eggs

       1 cup mashed pumpkin

       2 tsp vanilla essence

       500 g sultanas or mixed dried fruit (I prefer just sultanas)

       2 cups self-raising flour

Line a large cake tin with two layers of baking paper.

Cream butter and sugar; add eggs one by one; then pumpkin, vanilla, dried fruit, then the flour.

The mixture should be quite moist, but if it seems too dry (which it may be if the pumpkin is stringy) then add a little milk or water.

Pour the mix into the tin; bake at 200°C for one hour or till it’s brown on top and a skewer comes out clean.

This cake is rich, moist and very, very good.

BREAD AND DUCK UNDER THE TABLE

       whatever stale bread you can find

       dripping (the fat poured off baked or grilled meat — if possible, use the moist, meaty bits which have sunk to the bottom of the dripping)

Spread dripping on the bread. Divide it among everyone waiting to eat and hope there is enough for everyone to get a slice. 
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