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The Stolen
Childhood

A VW camper van, an old and much dented 1970’s pop-top, stopped
outside my house, made a U-turn and parked under a ‘No Standing
Anytime’ sign. Good luck mate! Our Anglesea parking
inspectors are a zealous lot even on a Monday in mid winter.
Queensland number plates make no difference.

The woman driver climbed out and waited at the kerb. A black BMW
321 zoomed up. A woman with clipboard and mobile phone greeted the
waiting woman and unlocked the front door of the ‘house for rent’.
They came out a good ten minutes later, the BMW driver left and the
woman returned to her van. She pulled the yellow parking ticket
from under the windscreen wiper and put it into her skirt
pocket.  

 

The chiming door bell interrupted my morning routine.

“Hi. I’m Kit. I’m rentan the place next door.”

“I’m Angela,” I said to the camper van driver. I invited her in
and put on the kettle. She stank of stale cigarette smoke but
thankfully, she didn’t light up. Kit talked with tiny pauses
between words as if having to catch her breath. Her voice was deep
and throaty.

“You have a lot of books.”

She pointed to my laptop.

“What’s this for?”

I told her about writing letters to my family, Facebook, letters
to the editor and church news.

“You’re good with words then,” Kit concluded.

She sat down in an unhurried, deliberate way as if she had to
avoid exertion. She drank her tea slowly and reclined after every
tiny sip. Just watching her made me feel sluggish.

 

“All I have is in me van,” she replied to my offer to help her
move in.

 

I was curious about this petite woman with arty acrylic nails
and blond tipped hair. She wore an ankle length blue denim skirt, a
cream blouse and a sleeveless, blue polar fleece vest. Clothes she
had made herself, as I found out later. She also had a red beret,
three strands of ceramic beads, a cloth shoulder bag and worn out
uggboots.

Her face was deeply wrinkled and tanned like leather. Were the
rings on every finger designed to draw attention away from ugly
sunspots and scars on her hands?

 “Lost me specs,” she said and asked me to write her new
address on the back of an envelope.

 

We chatted over the back a few times but were never close
neighbours. About a year after moving in, Kit came over one
afternoon with a letter. She asked me to read it aloud:

 

Dear Kit,

I found out many years ago that I was adopted but did not look
for my birth mother then. I started searching for you five years
ago and made contact with your sister Marg. Please don’t be mad at
her for giving me your address.

I have three children of my own who want to meet their
grandmother. I hope you will agree and not be angry at your sister
or me.

Janet Donaldson.

Kit sobbed softly, then dried the tears and blew her nose.

“I need a smoke,” she said and went outside.

 

She was composed when she came back in but looked drawn.

“Janet will ask why I gave her up 37 years ago,” she surmised.
“I can’t face that shit again.” 

She told me of two terminations before she was twenty.

“I took a chance with the third pregnancy. Nearly killed me,”
she confided.  “Will you write to Janet? Explain a few things
please?”

“Sure,” I replied.

 

Kit told me snippets of her life, her biggest and most shameful
secret and some small ones. It’s obviously not the whole story but
what she wanted to share with her daughter.

I heard the van drive off very early the next morning. Kit left
a stamped and addressed envelope in my letter box. I waited a week.
A black BMW zoomed up. A woman with clipboard and mobile phone
waited for the next applicant for the house to rent.

I added ‘Janet Donaldson c/o’ to the address on the envelope and
posted it.

 

Kit was born Kitty Schuster in Mackay, Queensland in 1936 she
thinks. She was the fifth and last born child, a much underweight
premature baby.

“She looks like a skun rabbit,” her father declared.

“Baby rabbits are kittens,” her mum replied. “Kitten or
Kitty?”

“Kit. Short for Kitty,” her father decided.

Barney Schuster was a slaughterman, Elsie did dress alterations.
Barney lost his job in the big depression. By the time the economy
recovered, only Marg, the first born child and Kitty were alive.
Poverty, hunger and disease had taken their toll.

 

When Kitty said her throat was sore, Elsie panicked, afraid she
might lose a fourth child. A month later, Kitty complained of pain
in her knees and shoulders.  Elsie feared the worst when the
child developed a fever, then a rash and small weeping bumps under
the skin. Kitty was admitted to the Mackay Hospital in 1941 with
rheumatic fever. She was five years old and close to heart failure
because the inflammation had damaged her heart and its valves. The
slightest exertion might kill her.

“Lie still Kitty,” the nurses would have said over and over
again and made sure she did by restraining the poor mite. Kitty lay
immobilised, then motionless because this was the only treatment
for rheumatic fever in the days before antibiotics. She spent eight
years in a hospital bed.  In 1946, she was well enough to
leave her bed and walk five steps away and back. She learned to
count to 10, 20, 50, 100. The doctors promised that when she could
walk 500 steps, she could leave.

 

In her eight years in an adult ward, Kitty never did the 1001
things kids do. She never saw another child. Before her discharge,
a doctor warned:

“You have a heart murmur. You are not strong enough to have
babies. If you have a baby, your heart will stop and you will
die.”

Kitty understood death. She had seen old people with grey faces
stop breathing and not wake up.

She was 13 and had nothing to wear! One nurse found her a hand
me down dress, much too big for the scrawny teenager. Another nurse
gave her a needle and cotton. Kitty figured out what to do.

 

Kitty’s father was killed in action in 1942, her mother had died
in 1945 and because nothing was known about her sister, Kitty
became a foster child.

 

A school inspector enrolled her in Grade 5 because she was about
the right size. Kitty didn't know what to do in class or at recess.
She attended school for just one day.

She lived with foster parents and three younger, also fostered
girls. Kitty learned how to pass the parcel and play musical chairs
and loved most of all to dress-up. She made her very first skirt
and a blouse from second hand material. There was no stopping Kitty
when she discovered her foster mother’s treadle sewing machine.
Then and there, she decided on a world of needle and thread.

Kitty’s started work with a dressmaker but was sacked an hour
into the job because she could not read measurements and patterns.
That was Kitty’s biggest secret and shame: she was illiterate. Even
today, she can’t read a newspaper or understand a parking
ticket.

Even though Kitty was illiterate, she was clever. She made the
connection between the numbers she could count and printed numbers
on a measuring tape and on patterns. She also learnt to read the
printed words on patterns.

Kitty worked as a dressmaker until she was 21. With money saved,
she started her own alterations shop, employed people and was on
the road to success. In 1986, she sold up in Mackay, moved to
Brisbane and opened a large haberdashery shop: “Kit Schuster’s
Emporium”. One day, Marg Walters, curious about the shop’s name,
asked to speak to the owner. That’s how the sisters reunited after
32 years.

 

Kit turned 65 in the year the Australian Government introduced
the GST, a consumption tax. Her response to the new tax and its
onerous paperwork was short, pithy and final. She wanted all and
sundry to know:

 “Youse can all get fucked.”

And with that, she sold up, invested her money, went on the age
pension, bought a camper van, toured the country and lived in
Anglesea, Victoria, for a while.

 

###

 

About the author

I have one grandfather who was a builder. My
other grandfather was a stonemason and my father was a traditional
blacksmith. Both my grandmothers had cooked for a living, one in a
hotel and the other for well-to-do people. A career in construction
or perhaps engineering or catering would have been an obvious
choices.

Instead, I spent 20 years in business and in mid life retrained
myself. I chose to work with my hands as my father and grandparents
had. I become a renowned woodcraftsman and founded with my wife an
art and craft gallery in a Tasmanian tourist town. After 20 years
there, we followed our children to mainland Australia to retire on
Victoria’s Bellarine Peninsula. I took up writing seriously in
2003.

Working with their hands, creating and shaping materials has
occupied my forebear. From stone, to iron, to wood. Now I spend my
time putting pen to paper. The medium is getting softer.

 

What’s new?

There are more of my short stories on smashwords.com and on
feedbooks.com. My novel “Wherefore Love’s Shadow” is out now on
Smashwords.com and on Kindle with a preview on feedbooks and
smashwords.

 







From the same author on
Feedbooks


	The Masked
Transformer (2011)
“The Masked Transformer”. Be scared, be very scared: this is the
“classic universal tale” of good and evil, power and corruption.*
This unabridged version of the “Highly commended” short story in
the Stringybark 2010 Short Story Award concerns a man who believes
that if “clothes maketh the man”, then perhaps wearing a mask will
transform him? With a skilled mask maker’s help, he transforms
himself but pays a high price.



	


The
23rd June (2011)
The Queensland sun does things to people. Everybody is tanned,
relaxed and wants to talk. That’s alright with me. I am a waiter in
a busy tourist restaurant and it’s my job to listen. People want me
to know the most amazing, the weirdest and sometimes very private
things when they are on holidays. Monday nights are the quietest
nights and listening helps pass the time. If my diners look like
cheapskates, I look at my watch a few times. They get the hint. I
can knock off early and go to the pub. This is last Monday’s love
story. It was all about love and the water. It’s a bit private, so
please keep it to yourself.



	


The
Judas Kiss (2011)
London tourists: beware.



	


Wherefore
Love's Shadow (2011)
A dramatic thriller novel propelled forward by mystery, suspense
and violence interspersed, necessarily so, with romance and
erotica. He was looking for love in all the wrong places.

He wasn’t asking for the great love, the grande affair, the
unforgettable one or the lightning bolt of love at first sight. He
yearned for the real thing and if it didn't come his way, then at
least someone to walk joyfully and contentedly beside him on a
sunlit path to happiness. Surely that wasn’t asking the universe
for too much?

He finds the one and an immense dilemma. She has to become an
accomplice in his dangerous mission and by deceiving her, he risks
losing what he has searched for. Together they embark on a
terrifying journey, all the while guided by a poem’s prediction.
All is well, or nearly so as the lovers share the reward. All the
threads come together in a dramatic ending.



	


Master of all
Time (2011)
An Australian public servant had the audacity to tell world
leaders to disarm. While he was around, there would be no nuclear
war. He held all the trump cards and so would his son. Penberthy
was a happy man when the wall fell, the U.S.S.R. imploded and the
Iron Curtain rusted away. The world was safe and he had a son in
high school. His son really mattered.



	


Safe
at a Distance (2011)
There was only one way her daughter would ever be safe from me.
Will love conquer all?



	


Muriel and
Udolpho (2011)
The young actress Muriel Casterton celebrated her stage debut
with cast and crew back stage after opening night. The audience’s
thunderous applause was still ringing in her ears when the well
meaning party host introduced Muriel to another first for the day:
Udolpho Wolfe. This became an instant, all consuming, intoxicating
and lifelong infatuation.



	


The
Foreshadowed Land (2011)
Australia: the island continent. Strange animals, unfamiliar
plants, beautiful beaches and scenery plus: a trap for young
players. Beware, all is not as it seems.



	


Rabbiting
with Jack (2011)
Be careful when you want to net rabbits in Australia. Sometimes
you catch more than you bargain for.



	


Tourist
Traps (2011)
If you’re good for a laugh, wear a name badge in Tasmania.
Otherwise-don’t. If your name is Smith or Jones or Williams, the
tour guide will leave you alone. He picks on people named
Gilberthorpe, Worthington, Gillespie, Markgrunder or
Thistlethwaite. Harrington would be ideal. He needs unusual names
and there is always at least one in every group. Trevor Cash needs
only one. The trick only works once.



	


Big
John's Long War (2011)
He made good on a promise to come home from the war to take care
of his family. The war never ended for this poor soul.



	


Looking for
Miss Allen (2011)
English is not my first language so finding Miss Allen proved to
be... well... difficult!

Not my fault!



	


Pavel
the Walker (2011)
After another fight with his father, the 16 year old walked out.
He severed connection with what he thought were his parents. He
wandered the world and only stopped to work and save. He walked
till the money ran out. He had walked North and South America and
arrived in Australia when he was 30. And met a girl. He stopped
wandering for a time. He had an appointment to keep. He wanted to
stay. He had to leave. Heartbreaking moments. There has to be a
happy ending. They deserve a future together. Can any man leave his
past behind? Ever?



	


Martin Goes
Floundering (2011)
Martin goes floundering in Tasmania's Marion Bay. Pause and
retreat. What could possibly go wrong? Pause and retreat. He has
been there before and made TV news for all the wrong
reasons...

This is a light-hearted short story of what happens when Martin and
water mix. Follow his and his family’s exploits as they struggle
with the elements. Surprise after surprise will have you rolling on
the floor laughing.



	


A
Batch of Scones (2011)
When a friend wants to borrow your oven of a Sunday morning to
bake scones for his tea rooms, something’s up. More than anyone
knew….



	


Joseph's
Lines (2011)
Sister organized a nativity play as she did every year. There
were two plum parts to be had: Mary and Joseph. The three wise men
looked good but made only a brief and silent appearance. Not much
glory there. Much to my disappointment, I landed the role of a
shepherd with a speaking part, at least. We learned our lines by
heart as we couldn’t read yet.



	


Power
Surge (2011)
No one in their right mind would pay that much to rent a house
here. But someone did, not because she was out of her mind, but
because she could not find accommodation anywhere. Then he moved in
with her: a walking chemist shop.

He had a Rottweiler and a little mutt. He needed the big dog for
protection and the mutt for barking.



	


Diamond
Jim (2011)
He couldn't afford the genuine article. So he did the next best
thing.



	


First
Bite (2011)
Station Pier, Port Melbourne on a cold, wet early winter’s
morning in 1962 is not a welcoming place. Meat pie! I must have a
meat pie. And there was the sign: ‘Four ‘n Twenty’, the meat pie I
must have.



	


Breakfast
Surprise (2011)
You’d think that having breakfast and Father’s Day breakfast at
that, would be a gentle affair free of untoward interruptions. Not
so and we had no idea that having breakfast at the Breakfast Club
in London’s Soho would become a talking point for innocent
diners!

Must be careful in the big city. There are bad people about-even on
Father’s Day……..



	


Tauscher's
Brides (2011)
His answer to a lack of suitable brides was direct, violent and
very profitable. He bartered goods, then people and found another
way to supply brides to those who could afford his price. And then
his luck ran out....



	


Gillian's
Prison (2011)
A dramatic Australian short story with an explosive mix of
passion, devotion, betrayal, violence and retribution.

How far does a woman go to support her man? And what happens when
love is betrayed? Gillian forgave and forgot but it wasn’t enough.
When her time came to act, she did so with a vengeance but paid a
terrible price….



	


Rainbow
Thief (2011)
A short story about a boy who, when the colour violet in
rainbows vanishes,searches and finds the thief who has stolen also
indigo and blue.



	


Chick
Magnet (2012)
Being a chick magnet is fine as long as it doesn't get you into
trouble.

Albert had some serious explaining to do as things went awry.



	


400
Words (2012)
This is a brief (400 word) guide to writing and assessing short
stories. Especially my own. Some writers object to a structure for
stories. That is fine as long as you realize that no structure is a
structure still. You just write and hope to pull the reader along.
Readers, speaking for myself and one or two others, like to know
where you’re taking them.

Structure is what holds your story together. It’s like an
itinerary. If you don’t have one, you’ll end up somewhere and
you’ll have to happy with where you end up when you’ve run out of
words. Readers may decide, at any time, to let you go on ahead
without them. That’s what’s so democratic about writing. You can’t
make readers stay with you on the bus. They can get off, put your
book down and even more brutally, dismiss you with a mouse click. A
structure will entice the reader to stay with you to the bitter,
sweet, surprising or whatever end you have us awaiting.

Finally, leave readers wondering, not what will happen next in your
story, but what else you have in store. Leave them hungry.



	


Blackface
Sheep (2012)
How Australian sheep got their black faces.



	


GET
OVER IT (2012)
A short story about how you get over it and where you end up
that says a lot about you. Come on a short,bumpy ride.



	


Gary
H., not quite the real thing (2012)
Gary H. had a lovely wife, a good business and everything looked
fine. Then why make calls from a public phone, every weekday at
10.05 AM? He had a perfectly good telephone at home and an iphone
as well.

Gary, it seems, was not quite the real thing. Oh dear!



	


The
Glove Letters (2012)
Letters from the edge as the search for the mysterious glove
touches people’s lives in

simple ways, in sad moments, at turbulent times, under pitiable
circumstances and in ways that will touch your heart and mind.
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