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A fellow who says be bas never told a lie
has just told one.”

- unknown



KATE’S DIARY
1968

25 October: ...and the lies—tremendous scenarios—I’ve had to be

totally creative. Even Stan wouldn’t believe some of them.



Raconteur

A diary records the truth of a moment, usually emotional jottings,
often cryptic, rarely revealing the full details.

Adaptations of the truth sneak into Kate Wallace’s young life,
where bints of ber character hide. Can you spot them?
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Chapter 1

1955

even-year-old Kate pulled Benji into her chest. The teddy
bear’s tummy squashed against her pyjama top, a button
caught on his thinning fur. She remained motionless,

rebelling against her mother’s insistent cajoling.

‘We have to make the most of it, child. We’re lucky to have been
offered this job. And a room, of sorts.” Nora sighed, tossing her
cardigan onto a camp stretcher pretending to be a luxurious bed.
‘Better than being homeless—out on the streets. There are people

with nowhere to go. Some even look like the 7e4/ bogeyman.’

‘But Mum, it’s nearly Christmas. What if Santa doesn’t know

we’re here, not at our proper home?’

Nora thought of the gifts she should have bought, the gifts she
couldn’t afford due to her husband’s complete lack of awareness of
the plight he’d created. Nora didn’t know how one was supposed to
tully explain finances to a child who, in the past, had received an
excess of gifts from Santa and her parents. Not without bursting the

illusion of Christmas.

‘Of course he will. Santa’s got lots of elves who keep track. Don’t

worry, he’ll find you. Although... things are tough even for Santa.



You can’texpect...’ Norashook her head at the vagaries of life, where
a husband could disappear overnight, and a comfortable home
became an asset for the bank almost as quickly. “Things are different

this year,” she said.

‘But Mum, I've asked him for a walkie-talkie doll. All the girls at

school have one.’

Keeping her rising anger at bay, Nora said, “You’ll just have to
wait and see. But don’t go counting chickens before they hatch.

Even Santa can run out of money.’

&

Nora Wallace and her daughter Kate had moved to an empty room
at the back of Chidley House, alodging house owned by sisters Alice
and Clare Chidley. The room, previously alaundry in the days when
the weekly wash was done in a separate outbuilding, had a small
window and a recently repaired wooden door. The internal fireplace
and copper, once used to boil the clothes free of dirt and germs, had
been removed. The remaining outer structure of the chimney could
only be observed by standing hard up against the fence and on
tiptoes if you were of a shorter stature. Fortunately, this particular
laundry had a toilet attached. However, occupancy could be easily
noted as only one door hinge still worked. A concrete wash trough,

previously used to rinse the clothes, was now used for bathing.

Kate had to bend her knees so she could fit in the trough for her
perfunctory daily bath while Nora managed with a bucket wash.
Alice Chidley permitted them to use the facilities in the main house
twice a week. Their two camp stretchers filled the space at the far
side of the ten-by-twelve-foot room. After they had been there for
about a month, Clare Chidley offered them two kitchen chairs and

a wooden box, which, turned on its end, made do as a table.



Wors

Santa only brought a skipping rope, coloured pencils, a toothbrush,
and an orange. Nora bought her daughter an almost-new Barbie doll
and three books from the Cantonment Street Op Shop, promising
to take Kate to the beach on Boxing Day as she had Christmas lunch
to help prepare.

Christmas Day arrived. After a meagre breakfast and the
disappointment of Santa’s efforts, Kate lingered outside the kitchen

door as lunch preparations continued.

Then, with Miss Chidley overseeing the proceedings, lunch
began with grace, followed by a toast to the Queen, and with Kate
being reminded to watch her manners, they all tucked into the
luxury of roast turkey, ham, crunchy potatoes and beans. After
plum pudding and creamy custard, the adults retired to the sitting

room with a small sherry or a beer.

Kate refused to play with Barbie, shoving the doll into the
bottom of the only wardrobe in the washhouse. The books kept her
amused until Nora demanded she help by putting the clean dishes
away.

Christmas soon became an unremarkable memory and Kate slept
through the distant celebrations of New Year, waking each

following morning hoping something would be different.

AL

It was the same most mornings. Nora would prod her forefinger
into the thin arm of her daughter and yell like a drill sergeant, ‘Katie,
get out of your bed. It’s time to go to the kitchen. Come on, child,
hurry up. There’ll be no breakfast if you don’t get there before they
finish up.’



Kate usually endured this first issue of commandments, longing

for a few more minutes under the bedcovers.

‘Look here, get up at once. Katie, for God’s sake. Hurry up, child.

I’m starving. Katie, get a move on. Do you want to get the strap?’

Waking up to the raucous voice of an angry parent didn’t make
for a good start to any day. Kate put her skirt and blouse over her

pyjamas and hurried after the bulky frame of her mother.

Despite wobbling against the narrow passageway between the
walls of the outer buildings, Nora could move quickly when she

wanted to.

Leaving the confines of the room she had to call home for a
second time each morning, Nora would arrive in the boarding house
kitchen out of breath but eager to find a plate that she would overfill

with sizzling strips of bacon and creamy scrambled eggs.

There was no welcoming chatter from Nora Wallace as she
plonked her ample bottom down on a kitchen chair. Only after a

mouthful or two would she look at the other occupants of the room.

‘Good tucker,” she would acknowledge to Doris, who was
standing by the stove as if she couldn’t move until she’d received the

daily compliment.

‘Good tucker,” Nora repeated as she nodded to all those at the

table one at a time—between mouthfuls that weren’t fully digested.

This morning, Kate nibbled on cold toast made enjoyable by a

generous portion of homemade marmalade.
‘Katie, don’t take so much. Katie, sit up straight.”

‘Leave the blighter alone, Nora, she’s hungry too.” Doris plopped

a fresh piece of toast on the child’s plate.

‘Don’t you go giving her ideas. She’s got to do as she’s told. Katie,



for Christ’s sake, stop dripping the marmalade down your front.

Who do you think will have to wash the blessed thing?’
Kate hunched her shoulders and dropped her head into her chest.

She looked at Doris for support, which wasn’t forthcoming. Nora

Wallace scared everyone at least a little.

Worss

The boarding house had three regular occupants. Miss Beryl
Tillman, a recently retired schoolteacher, told anyone who cared to
listen that she came from wonderful English parents who had the
misfortune to die young but fortunately well off enough to leave
their daughter sufficient money to start a new life in Australia. Her
teaching had provided her with the only satisfaction to be gained in
the country she considered backward. Now she was deciding if she
should spend her savings on returning to Manchester to live near her
cousin or investing in a small house in one of the newer suburbs near
Perth. At this point of Miss Tillman’s repetitive dialogue, most
people scraped their plates clean and voiced an urgent need to return

to whatever they’d been doing before the meal.

Kate cringed as her mum tapped the table with the end of a knife.
She’d listened to her mum speak her mind often—and wished she
wouldn’t.

Miss Tillman paused mid-sentence.

Kate wanted to slip under the table, but that would only cause
another barrage of demands from her mum.

Before Miss Tillman could continue, Nora sighed unduly loudly.

Kate knew her mum regularly complained about the repetitive

stories of England versus Australia and would say so without

beating around the bush.



‘Bloody hell, Beryl. Surely you’ve decided by now. Return to the
snow and bloody freezing winters, will you? You don’t know when

you’re well off. For Christ’s sake, stop complaining.’

Miss Tillman looked at the flushing face of the cleaning lady and
spoke with an accent not used so strongly for some time, ‘I'd prefer
you to call me Miss Tillman, Mrs Wallace. And without the use of

vulgar words.’

‘Go on! It’s not the eighteen hundreds. You’re in bloody
Australia. It’s 1955. I'll call you Beryl, and you’ll have to like it or
lump it.’

Kate looked at her mother and wondered why she always made
people frown and why this house never felt like a home. She didn’t
remember feeling like that when they lived with her father. When
they had a little house in Bassendean near the train line. When
Daddy came home every day. Although she did seem to remember
that Daddy and Mummy only smiled at her, never at each other.

Seven-year-old Kate couldn’t work it out.

&

Boarders number two and three were brothers.

‘Brothers! I bet me last pair of knickers that they’re not bloody
brothers,” Nora said to Doris during a gossip session when they were
supposed to be finishing off the weekly cleaning of the men’s
bedsitter.

The two men, one tall and rangy and one of medium height with
thick arms to match his waistline, had been living in Chidley House
for nearly two years and they enjoyed the convenience of having

much of their chores done for them.

Doris returned to the bed-making, shaking out the blankets



before replacing them over clean sheets. She giggled at Nora’s choice
of words. She still hadn’t decided if she liked this woman who was
employed to do the cleaning of the boarding house and help in the
kitchen, in return for lodgings. Calling a spade a spade is all right
for some, Doris thought uncharitably, but I always prefer to give
people the benefit of the doubr.

‘Don’t see that it matters,” Doris said.

‘Of course it matters. I'll not have a child of mine being brought

up around zhat sort.’

‘See here, Nora, they told me they’re brothers, and I’'m sure Miss
Chidley would have asked them before she agreed to have them stay

here.
‘Alice wouldn’t know if her bleached curls were on fire.’

‘Now that’s going a bit far. Miss Chidley has been good to you.
Look at you and the little one. Where would you be if you had to
tend for yourself?’

Nora ceased sweeping and leant heavily on the broom. She
frowned as she spoke, ‘Haven’t a clue where I'd be if I wasn’t here.
Couldn’t afford rent without the job. And Kate, what'd I do about
her if I did have another job? After school, like?” She pushed the
broom forward. ‘You’re right, Doris. Time I bit me tongue and got
on with this here sweeping. But I still can’t help but think they’re

not brothers.’
‘Well then, you’ll be safe without your knickers!’

Nora struck Doris playfully on her shoulder, and the work

seemed easier as they giggled each time they caught each other’s eye.

A



The two men were brothers, but the family resemblance ended with
their names. Stanley Blennerhasset looked like his father and
maintained his athletic build by disliking anything sweet. To make
up for the refusal of his brother to try any of Doris’s puddings, Syd

would often volunteer to enjoy second helpings.

Stan walked a couple of miles to the office where he worked as a
clerk in a furniture warehouse, while Syd managed to toddle out the
front door and catch the bus to the factory where he candled eggs.
He was proud of every day his supervisor didn’t have to discard any

inferior egg missed by the eagle-eyed Sydney Blennerhasset.

Most days after work, he would get off the bus a few stops early
and down a pint of Guinness at the Freemason’s Hotel before
catching another bus home. ‘Can’t wear out the shoe leather,” he
would say, echoing his Irish mother’s catchcry. No wonder he took

after her generously proportioned side of the family.

&L

Within a few days of arriving at Chidley House, Kate decided both

Mr Blennerhassets were not at all too bad.

No matter how many questions Kate asked about why she and
her mother couldn’t go home to their real house, why she couldn’t
have a room of her own, why they didn’t have a bathroom, but most
of all, why her dad no longer lived with them, Kate couldn’t
comprehend the reluctant and insufficient explanations given by

her mum.

Kate missed her dad’s teasing, the occasional treats he brought
home, and the trips to the beach. Most of all, she missed the bedtime
stories he read, even though he sometimes slurred some words—

usually the times he came home when she was almost asleep.



And now Syd and Stan filled a corner, a tiny corner, of her

mé7~ .

She had difficulty saying their name and as it was too confusing to

longing.

have two men being called the same anyway, they told her she could
be all grown up and call them by their first name. Nora scolded her
for her insolence, so Kate stopped calling them by any name in her

mother’s presence.
‘Mum, the tall man said I could have this marble.’
‘Mr Blennerhasset. It shouldn’t be difficult, child. Say blenner.’
‘Blenner.’
‘Say hasset.”
‘Hasset.’
“There see, it’s easy. Say Blennerhasset.’
‘Bledderhasset.’
‘Blenner Hasset!’
‘Beller Hasset. Sorry, Mummy. Bledderhasset.’

‘Stone the crows. An idiot, I have. Blenner, blenner, say blenner,
Katie.’

They both gave up.

Kate realised her mother’s plump shape echoed Syd’s body type,
and there’d be hell to play if she described the brothers as the skinny
one and the fat one. So, they became “the tall man” and “the short

man” when she spoke about them to Nora.



Kate wasn’t sure about Miss Chidley, who demanded courtesy from
all her boarders, insisted they remember who owned the
establishment, and never left her boudoir without donning
substantial quantities of cosmetics. Some days, Miss Chidley, who
seemed old to Kate, would be pleasant enough but other times, she

would treat Kate as a nuisance.

One time, Kate was sitting on the floor in the front room,
looking at a book full of pictures from the other side of the world.
Kate loved the ancient buildings of Rome and the blue seas of Spain
that lapped against squat brown cliffs. It didn’t feel like geography
homework when Syd and she poured over the white cliffs of Dover

or the plains of the Serengeti.

Syd took time to find an atlas and point out the “boot” of Italy
and how many tiny countries of Europe fitted into the equivalent
expanse of Australia. Fascinated by the comparison, she declared
nothing could take much longer than the train trip from Bassendean

to Fremantle.

When Syd explained how long it would take from Perth to the
town that had been named after him, she insisted on proof.
Patiently, and with the aid of a map with dicey fold marks and a

ruler, Sydney Blennerhasset proved travelling time could be endless.

Absorbed by the beauty of a glossy page full of cherry blossoms,
Kate’s hand jerked when Miss Chidley entered the room with her

voice in full throttle.

‘What have you got that child learning now,” Miss Chidley said,
indicating displeasure. As she passed, she clipped Kate ever so
slightly on the side of her head. ‘You should be in your room doing

your homework.’

Kate looked at Syd, frowned in question. She was allowed in the
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main house, but her mum constantly used a confusing phrase that
slightly worried Kate. ‘Don’t abuse the privilege, child. You don’t

want to overstay your welcome.’

Miss Tillman, Syd and Stan always made her feel welcome. The
dictionary had shown her what privilege and abuse meant but the
descriptions were hard to relate to their situation. She continued to
opt for silence rather than say the wrong thing and tried hard to go
unnoticed, returning to her stretcher bed only when Nora yelled a

third time.

There was no homework to be done. Kate gripped the edge of
the book cover and looked up at Syd, silently asking for direction.

‘Don’t worry, young’un, you stay as long as you like.” Syd glared
at the disappearing Miss Chidley.

Kate returned to the pages of the book on her knee. When Miss
Chidley walked back into the lounge, Kate sat perfectly still. She
imagined a lack of movement would make her a statue that could be
ignored. It was a practised art of a child who sensed attitudes before
they were voiced. However, Miss Chidley stepped around Syd’s feet
and leaned over Kate. Kate held her breath.

‘Here you go. Straight out of the oven. Don’t burn your mouth.’

Kate put the book aside, took the warm rock cake with her
fingertips and then dropped it into her lap. “Thanks, Miss Chidley.’
Alice Chidley paused as she pushed open the ornate glass door of

the room; she turned and said, ‘Don’t forget to pick up any crumbs.’

Kate offered to share with Syd, but he was already on his way to
the kitchen to badger Doris for one of his own. Kate looked at the
small sugar-topped cake and then toward the ceiling. Miss Chidley’s

footsteps could be heard clearly as she climbed the uncarpeted stairs.

“There you go, young’un,” Syd said as he devoured his second

11



rock cake. ‘She’s a conundrum that one.’

Kate nodded but didn’t really understand what Syd meant.

A

Kate liked Miss Tillman.

When Kate returned home from school, she would change out
of her school uniform and go into the kitchen for something to eat
and drink. Sometimes, Miss Tillman would invite Kate to join her
in the small sitting room next to the dining room, encouraging her

to talk about her day at school.
‘What did you learn today, Katherine.’

Kate liked being called Katherine by Miss Tillman. No one else
called her that.

Nora had complained to Miss Tillman, ‘Now see here, Beryl, I
named her. You can’t go calling her whatever you like. Kate’s her

name. You should call her by her rightful name.’

‘Mrs Wallace, Kate is a derivative of Katherine. It’s an old English

name. Katherine means pure.’

‘Well, big deal. Her name’s Kate. Just Kate—no fancy
highfaluting name. Now it’s just Kate, or I'll be not letting her come

in to talk to you again.’

The two ladies stared at each other before Miss Tillman dropped
her eyes to glance at the child scrunched up in a lounge chair with

her arms tightly wrapped around her legs.

‘Nora, it’s all right for you to call ¢ a name I have asked you not
to, butI can’t have the same liberty with this child who will blossom

with the correct nurturing.’

The pause as the two women glared at each other, had Kate

12



holding her breath. Then, with a humph of insolence, Nora stormed

off, dragging a reluctant but silent Kate with her.

I'd like to be Katherine, thought Kate as she slumped over the
rickety wooden box substituting for a desk. 1¢ sounds like a name for

a lady. A lady who has servants and a great big palace.
As “Just Kate” did her homework, she wished she could be

Katherine Rebecca or maybe Katherine Suzanna. “Just Kate”! How
horrible. After eating a cold meat sandwich and drinking a glass of
milk alone, she went to bed. She dreamed of staircases with gold

steps, long dresses, and people calling her Miss Katherine.
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