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For all the men, women and children who sacrificed 

so much during the Second World War, and for my 

husband, Rob, who shared my adventures in the 

Top End and introduced me to its history.
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We Shall Keep the Faith

by Moina Michael, November 1918

Oh! you who sleep in Flanders Fields,

Sleep sweet – to rise anew!

We caught the torch you threw

And holding high, we keep the Faith

With All who died.

We cherish, too, the poppy red

That grows on fields where valour led;

It seems to signal to the skies

That blood of heroes never dies,

But lends a lustre to the red

Of the flower that blooms above the dead

In Flanders Fields.

And now the Torch and Poppy Red

We wear in honour of our dead.

Fear not that ye have died for naught;

We’ll teach the lesson that ye wrought

In Flanders Fields.
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Glossary of Japanese words and phrases

Arigato Thank you

Chan Affectionate term for a child, 

used after their name, as in 

Shinju-chan

Dou itashi mashite It was my pleasure

Ogenki desuka? How are you?

Ohayou gozaimasu Good day

San Term of respect, like Mr or 

Mrs, used after family name, as 

in Murata-San 

Sayonara Goodbye

Shinju Pearl

Watashi wa genki desu Very well 
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Prologue – 

8 April 2012

K

It’s hard to believe how completely your life can change in 

just a few minutes, thought Chloe. Take friendship: one 

minute you have a group of friends to hang out with, gossip 

and laugh with. The next minute, something happens that 

changes everything. 

‘Are you all right, Chloe?’ asked her grandmother, 

gently stroking her forehead. ‘You seem distracted.’

Normally, Chloe loved visiting her grandparents’ 

apartment. It always seemed gracious and elegant – the 

polished, antique furniture; the vases of flowers; the paint-

ings on the walls and the piles of books – but today she 

felt sad and dejected. It was the holidays, the weather was 

stunning, and yet everything was wrong.
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Chloe mentally shook herself. ‘I’m just thinking about 

my history assignment,’ she fibbed. ‘It’s on the Second 

World War.’

‘The war?’ asked Nanna, frowning.

Chloe pushed her dark hair back and nodded. ‘I have to 

interview a relative or friend about their experiences during 

the war in Australia and how it affected their lives,’ she 

explained. ‘We’re supposed to create a video or a website 

about their experiences, including letters, photographs and 

relics – anything that brings the story to life.’

A shadow flitted over Nanna’s face. She rubbed her 

left arm from shoulder to elbow as though it ached. ‘That 

sounds terrifying,’ she confessed. ‘You kids are so clever 

with what you can do with technology these days.’

‘Mum thought I should interview you,’ continued 

Chloe, ‘but I guess the war didn’t really affect Australia. It 

was all fought in Europe, with Hitler and the Blitz and the 

concentration camps. I mean, I know you went to school 

here in Sydney during the war, but it’s not like your dad 

was a soldier or anything.’

Nanna shut her eyes and pressed her fingers into the 

bridge of her nose. She was silent for a few moments.

‘The war years . . .’ mused her grandmother. ‘Such 

a long time ago . . . So many things that we’ve tried to 

forget . . .’

Chloe looked at her grandmother with concern. ‘Are 

you all right, Nanna? You don’t have to help me – I could 

always ask Brianna’s grandfather. His father fought in 

Tobruk.’

Nanna smiled – a smile that was loving and warm and 

somehow wise. ‘No, my darling, I’d like to help you with 
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your assignment. Perhaps it is time to talk about it all.’

Nanna stood up from her armchair, dropping her 

knitting needles on the sideboard. She was teaching Chloe 

how to knit a soft, pale-blue, mohair scarf. ‘But before 

I tell you about the war, I think we need a cup of tea and 

a slice of my famous Belgian lemon cake.’

Nanna bustled into the tiny galley kitchen to put the 

kettle on. ‘While the kettle’s boiling, come and help me 

look for an old box of letters and photos I have hidden 

away in my bedroom somewhere. I haven’t looked at them 

for years.’

Chloe followed her grandmother into her bedroom, 

with its handmade quilt on the bed, a cedar dressing table 

and a tall bookcase crowded with books and framed family 

photos. There were photos of Chloe’s own mother, Margie, 

as a child, with Margie’s big sister Daisy and brother 

Charlie. There were photos of weddings and graduations, 

birthday parties and newborn babies. There was a photo of 

her dressed as a mermaid on her sixth birthday, surrounded 

by all her mermaid friends. 

As she looked at the mermaid party she was sharply 

reminded of the last week of school. For no apparent reason, 

her best friend, Brianna, had stopped talking to her, and 

so had everyone else. Chloe had no idea why, and no one 

would tell her. In English, her usual seat beside Brianna 

was taken by Stella, so she’d sat up the back by herself. At 

lunchtime, the girls were not sitting in their favourite place 

under the apple tree. They had moved lunch spots without 

telling her. When she’d said hi to Brianna in the locker 

room, Brianna had completely ignored her, and Chloe had 

scuttled away, alone and friendless, to spend lunchtime in 
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the library. Chloe felt a fat tear roll down her cheek. Angrily 

she brushed it away before Nanna could see it. 

Nanna was searching the drawers in her wardrobe. 

‘Where did I put it? Oh, I think it’s right on the top shelf. 

There it is – the blue-and-white tin at the back there. Can 

you reach it for me, please, Chloe?’

Chloe dragged over a chair to stand on, reached up and 

lifted down a round biscuit tin, covered with tiny blue 

roses. 

‘Is this it?’ asked Chloe, offering it to her grandmother. 

‘It’s not very big.’

Nanna turned away. ‘Mmmm,’ she replied. ‘You take 

the box into the lounge room and I’ll make the tea.’

Chloe carried the tin back into the lounge room and 

placed it on the coffee table. She gazed at it, curious about 

its contents. Nanna returned in a few minutes with a pot of 

tea, teacups and two slices of crumbly lemon cake.

Together, they looked at the tin on the table between 

them. 

‘Shall we open it?’ asked Chloe.

Nanna took a deep breath, then reverently opened the 

lid. Inside was a fat bundle of yellowed letters tied together 

with red satin ribbon. There was a slim collection of black-

and-white photos. Nanna untied the letters and stroked 

them with her finger. She lay the photos down on the 

coffee table, her hands trembling. 

There were photos of old-fashioned cars, girls in floral 

dresses, beach picnics and a gracious-looking white house 

on stilts surrounded by tropical gardens. 

‘Was that your house in Darwin?’ asked Chloe.

Nanna nodded. ‘At Myilly Point.’
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There was a photo of a young man in uniform squint-

ing into the camera, his slouch hat at a jaunty angle. 

There was a photo of a young Aboriginal woman, looking 

self- conscious and shy, with a tousle-headed toddler on 

her knee. There was a photo of two pretty teenage girls 

at the beach, their hair salty and windblown, laughing 

into the camera with their arms around each other’s 

necks. 

‘Who are they, Nanna?’ asked Chloe.

‘That’s my brother, Edward, who went away to fight in 

Singapore,’ explained Nanna. ‘And that was Daisy and her 

son, Charlie – not your aunt and uncle, of course, but the 

original Daisy and Charlie, who lived with us in Darwin.’

Nanna swallowed as she continued to brush the long-ago 

faces with her fingertips.

‘And that was me, with my best friend, Maude,’ 

confided Nanna, with a smile. ‘That photo was taken in 

1942 by a handsome young man called Jack.’

‘Oh,’ said Chloe. ‘That was exactly seventy years ago.’

‘My goodness – could it be seventy years?’ replied 

Nanna. ‘Where on earth has the time gone? I still feel like 

a teenager inside.’

Nanna poured out two cups of tea and handed Chloe a 

slice of lemon cake on a matching plate. ‘This lemon cake 

is absolutely delicious, if I do say so myself, and is guaran-

teed to make anyone feel a whole lot better. Do you know 

that most of the troubles of the world can be solved with a 

cup of tea, a good chat and lemon cake?’ 

Chloe bit into the cake. It was delicious. The centre 

was runny with bittersweet lemon curd, while the base was 

sweet shortcake.
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‘Let me tell you a story,’ Nanna began invitingly. 

‘A story about friendship and sisters, about grief and love 

and danger, and about growing up . . .’
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1

The House at 

Myilly Point

K

Darwin, October 1941

Poppy was sprawled along a branch of the old mango 

tree, her back against the gnarled grey trunk, reading 

a book. From the house she was completely invisible, 

cloaked by the thick, green leaves. Flopped at the base 

of the tree among the tangled roots lay her dog, Honey, 

tongue panting in the heat. 

A piercing scream broke the muggy stillness. It stopped 

and then started again, louder than before. 

Poppy looked up then dropped from the tree, lithe as a 

possum, to the muddy ground below. 

‘Poppy! Poppy! Where are you?’ called her mother’s 

voice. ‘Come quickly.’
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Poppy flew across the garden, along the verandah and 

into the drawing room, her curly black hair flying and her 

dress rumpled.

A middle-aged woman, her face red and perspiring, 

stood on the sofa, clutching a girl to her chest. The woman 

continued to scream at the top of her voice, her hair seem-

ingly electrified with fear. The girl was frozen in horror, her 

mouth agape – but this might have been due to lack of 

oxygen because she was being squeezed so tightly. 

Poppy glanced over at her mother, intrigued by the 

commotion. 

Cecilia Trehearne was making low, soothing noises, 

trying to coax her guests down from their perch. ‘There, 

there, Mrs Tibbets – it’s nothing to be frightened of.’

She gestured at Poppy. ‘It’s Basil. He’s under the sofa.’

Poppy repressed a grin and dropped to her knees, 

groping under the furniture. She slowly withdrew her 

arm, entwined with a thick, golden-green snake about 

two metres long, marked with striking black-and-white 

diamonds. She draped the heavy body around her neck, 

holding the snake’s head in her palm, gently stroking his 

scaly skin. Mrs Tibbets screamed louder.

‘You really shouldn’t scream,’ Poppy told Mrs Tibbets. 

‘Basil is lovely but he has a nasty bite if he gets upset.’

The woman stopped hurriedly, staring transfixed at the 

huge snake.

‘Why don’t you put Basil back outside, Poppy?’ 

suggested Cecilia softly. ‘And bring in some tea for 

Mrs Tibbets and Maude. Daisy should have it nearly 

ready. And I think you must have been just on your way 

to get changed?’
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Poppy smiled – the humour of the scene in the sitting 

room just a few moments ago was too much to resist. She 

was grateful to her mother, giving her a chance to escape 

just so she could have a hearty chuckle on the way to the 

kitchen. 

When Poppy returned a few minutes later, her face 

suitably composed and bearing the heavy tea tray, Mrs 

Tibbets was sitting on the sofa, huffing slightly, with 

Maude close beside her. Poppy set the tea tray down in 

front of her mother.

‘Thank you, darling,’ her mother said, lifting the 

china teapot and pouring out a cup. ‘Mrs Tibbets, this is 

my daughter Poppy. I think she’s about the same age as 

your daughter Maude, so perhaps they’ll enjoy spending 

some time together while you are in Darwin. Poppy, the 

Tibbets have just moved in next door. I did remind you 

they were coming for tea.’

Mrs Tibbets glanced over Poppy, noting the hastily 

brushed curls, the fresh blue dress and streak of mud on 

the back of her calf.

Poppy plopped down onto a footstool, smiling at Maude. 

Maude smiled back rather shyly. 

‘What was that thing?’ demanded Mrs Tibbets, fanning 

herself with her gloves. 

‘That’s Basil, my pet diamond python,’ explained 

Poppy. ‘He’s lovely. He lives in the rafters of the verandah 

and eats all the mice and rats and tree frogs, although I 

don’t really like him eating the frogs. He usually only comes 

out at night, but perhaps something disturbed him.’

‘Is he really your pet?’ asked Maude, peeking up from 

under her eyelashes. 
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‘Yes, he comes when I drum on the verandah post – 

well, sometimes. He’s really very affectionate, although he 

doesn’t like strangers.’

Mrs Tibbets shuddered at the memory.

‘Poppy has quite an unusual menagerie of pets,’ Cecilia 

explained, passing a teacup to Mrs Tibbets, then one to 

Maude. ‘She can show you some of them after tea if you 

like, Maude. So, how are you enjoying Darwin so far, Mrs 

Tibbets?’

‘It’s unbearably hot – and the humidity! Not to 

mention the mosquitoes and sandflies!’ Mrs Tibbets huffed 

again, delicately mopping her brow. ‘I worry about Maude 

because she has such a delicate constitution. The tropical 

climate is not suited to her at all, but her father wouldn’t 

listen to me. He insisted we all come up to Darwin with 

him. I just hope it’s not the death of one of us.’

Cecilia nodded politely, passing over a plate of egg sand-

wiches. Poppy squirmed.

‘Sandwich? The eggs are from our own chickens,’ 

offered Cecilia. ‘It’s the start of the wet season, but you 

do get used to it. And you came up from Sydney? My 

eldest daughter, Phoebe, is training to be a nurse down in 

Sydney. She says spirits are generally high down there, 

despite the war.’ 

Poppy jiggled her knee, nearly upsetting the half-full 

teacup.

‘Thank you. The sea journey was dreadful, simply 

dreadful . . .’ Mrs Tibbets replied, helping herself to a 

dainty finger sandwich. ‘And we do miss our friends in 

Sydney. I am also frightfully concerned about Maude’s 

education – she has no hope of a decent schooling up 
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here. How is it possible there is not even one high school 

in Darwin? But her father insisted it wouldn’t hurt her for 

a few months.’

Cecilia poured some more tea. ‘I’m sure Maude will 

learn lots up here. Perhaps she could join Poppy for some 

of her lessons?’

Mrs Tibbets studied Poppy carefully. Poppy had the 

feeling that Mrs Tibbets found her wanting compared to 

Maude’s sophisticated friends in Sydney. 

‘I’m surprised you haven’t sent your daughter down 

south to boarding school,’ said Mrs Tibbets. 

Cecilia glanced fondly at Poppy. ‘Edward and Phoebe 

went to boarding school in Adelaide,’ she explained. 

‘Bryony went for a while but she absolutely hated it. We 

decided the younger children should attend school here, 

and we’ve employed a governess to teach them for the last 

year or so. 

‘Now, Poppy, why don’t you take Maude and show her 

your room and some of the animals?’

Poppy leapt to her feet with relief.

‘Come on, Maude,’ invited Poppy with a generous 

smile. ‘I have two orphan baby possums that I’m rearing 

at the moment, and my dog, Honey, and the most beauti-

ful little wallaby called Christabel. She lives in a sugar sack 

on the kitchen door . . . And there are the chooks and a cat 

and two pet turtles named Tabitha and Tobias . . .’

Maude stood up, smoothing out her flared skirt. She was 

dressed in the height of fashion – a white cotton dress with 

short puffed sleeves, fitted bodice, a simple ruffle at the 

neckline, short socks and patent-leather Mary Jane shoes.

‘Is that all right, Mother?’ she asked.
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Mrs Tibbets wrinkled her brow doubtfully. ‘Perhaps 

you’d better stay here, Maude. You know you’re allergic to 

cats. And that snake looked positively evil –’

‘Basil is perfectly harmless, and I’m sure the girls would 

enjoy some fresh air,’ Cecilia assured her. ‘Poppy will look 

after her.’

Maude escaped after Poppy, before her mother could 

say more. 

Poppy led the way out onto the deep verandah, which 

wrapped completely around the large white timber house. 

The house was set up high to catch the sea breezes, and 

she paused to look out over the view. It never ceased to 

make her catch her breath in awe at its beauty.

The Trehearne house sat on Myilly Point, just north 

of Darwin township, with views north-west over the tur-

quoise Arafura Sea and east to the white sand and breakers 

of palm-fringed Mindil Beach. The garden was filled with 

bougainvillea and frangipanis, banana and paw-paw trees, 

and lush tropical plants, which grew so quickly that it was 

a losing battle to keep them tamed. 

Poppy set off around the corner, leading the way towards 

the back of the house, chattering to Maude. Maude caught 

a glimpse of various spacious rooms through the windows 

– the sitting room, dining room and bedrooms – all stirred 

by the lazy whir of ceiling fans.

‘That’s my room – I share it with my sister Bryony. 

She’s sixteen,’ whispered Poppy. Maude peeked through 

the window. One half of the room was spotlessly tidy; the 

other half was cluttered with overflowing baskets and 

tottering towers of books. A girl sat at the dressing table, 

carefully applying crimson lipstick. Her black hair was 
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meticulously curled, and she wore a fashionable navy dress 

with padded shoulders and a nipped-in waist. 

‘She looks like a film star,’ Maude sighed, flicking her 

fringe out of her eyes. 

‘She tries!’ replied Poppy, rolling her eyes. ‘She’s sweet 

on a young officer named George, who’s started hanging 

around the house like a bad smell. She’s turned completely 

dopey. He’s always asking her to dances and picnics and 

the cinema, but Mum and Dad are quite strict.’

Poppy slid her fingers under the partially opened 

window and opened it a crack. 

‘You’ll catch it if Dad sees you wearing bright-red 

lipstick like that!’ Poppy called through the opening.

Bryony did not deign to answer, preferring to throw 

Poppy’s pillow at the window instead. 

Poppy continued along the verandah with Maude. 

‘My brother, Edward, ran away to be a soldier – he’s 

only nineteen, and Mum and Dad didn’t want him to join 

up. Dad was furious when he received the letter, but by 

then it was too late.’

A small white-and-caramel dog bounded up and began 

licking Poppy vigorously, tail wagging. Maude held out 

her hand to be sniffed.

‘This is Honey.’ Poppy stroked the dog’s head. ‘Isn’t 

she beautiful? Watch – she can do tricks.’ Poppy clicked 

her fingers and Honey jumped up on her hind legs. Poppy 

made a circular motion with her hand and Honey twirled 

around, pirouetting daintily.

‘Oh, she’s gorgeous,’ cried Maude. ‘How did she learn 

to do that?’
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Poppy lowered her hand and Honey dropped, then sat 

up and begged. Poppy laughed, fished a dried biscuit from 

her pocket and fed it to Honey.

‘I trained her. She can dance on her hind legs, roll over, 

play dead, beg and fetch, although Daisy says she drives 

her crazy constantly begging for snacks in the kitchen. 

I’ve had her since she was a tiny puppy. She loves to come 

everywhere with me.’

‘Would she do it for me?’ asked Maude. 

‘Maybe – give it a try.’

Maude copied Poppy’s gestures but Honey ignored 

her. 

Poppy laughed. ‘She’ll take her time to get to know 

you. Come on.’

Poppy and Maude continued walking along the 

verandah towards the back of the house.

‘We have to be careful with our animals. Dad’s last dog, 

Poncho, was eaten by a crocodile.’

‘Nooo,’ exclaimed Maude. ‘You’re teasing me!’

‘True as anything,’ Poppy retorted. She spat on her 

palm and crossed her heart. ‘The butcher’s horse was badly 

mauled drinking at the creek just a couple of weeks ago. It 

had to be shot. Sometimes they get people, too. Dad used 

to bring his shotgun down to the beach when we went 

swimming, just in case. 

‘They normally stay in the rivers and estuaries, but 

sometimes they swim out to sea for miles. Once, a huge croc 

tipped over Dad’s boat while he was fishing. Dad thought 

he was going to be croc dinner, but the stupid reptile ate 

Dad’s canvas tackle bag instead – Dad says he’s never 

swum so fast in his life.’
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Maude looked sceptical but didn’t argue.

‘The bag probably stank to high heaven of rotten fish!’ 

suggested Poppy, pinching her nose comically.

Poppy clattered down the verandah steps towards the 

garden, Honey at her heels. At the very back of the house, 

at ground level, was a smaller stone outhouse, includ-

ing kitchen, storerooms and laundry. The building was 

attached to the main house by a covered walkway. 

‘There’s Basil,’ said Poppy, pointing up into the rafters 

at a large golden-green coil. ‘And here’s Christabel.’

A bulging hessian sack hung from the kitchen doorknob. 

Poppy scooped inside and brought out an armful of soft, 

grey fur, curled in a ball. 

Maude tentatively stroked the fur. Christabel’s ears 

flickered back and forth, but she kept her eyes firmly 

shut.

‘Would you like to feed her?’

‘Yes, please.’ Maude’s eyes shone. 

Poppy pushed her way into the kitchen, where a young 

Aboriginal woman was peeling potatoes at the kitchen sink. 

A dark-skinned child played at her feet, springing a peel of 

potato skin up and down. He stared solemnly at Maude 

through thick-lashed chocolate eyes.

‘Thanks for the sandwiches, Daisy – they were 

 delicious.’

Daisy smiled back, her teeth startlingly white against 

her dark skin. ‘A pleasure, Miss Poppy. I know how hungry 

you get.’

‘Daisy, this is Maude, our new neighbour,’ Poppy said, 

fetching a baby bottle of milk from the refrigerator. ‘And 

this is Daisy’s son, Charlie.’
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Poppy bent down and tickled the child on his tummy. 

Charlie squealed with delight and raised his arms. ‘Charlie 

up,’ he demanded. Poppy obliged, swooping him off his 

feet.

Daisy grinned. ‘Hello, Miss Maude. That naughty 

Miss Poppy is always bringing animals into my clean 

kitchen. Sometimes I think I should feed them all to that 

hungry snake.’

Maude sat at the table cuddling the wallaby, who 

greedily guzzled and headbutted the bottle. 

‘You wouldn’t be so cruel, would you, Daisy-dear?’ 

Poppy teased. ‘You love them as much as I do.’ 

Daisy plopped the peeled potatoes into a saucepan of 

water on the range. Drops of water hissed and sizzled as 

they splattered on the hot stovetop. 

‘Get along with you, Miss Poppy,’ Daisy mock-scolded. 

‘That’s enough of your tomfoolery. I have to make dinner, 

and I have enough to do without more children and animals 

under my feet.’

After feeding Christabel, the animal menagerie tour 

continued from the two turtles swimming lazily around 

the fish tank on the kitchen sideboard and the possums 

in a dark storeroom fruit box to Coco the elegant cat, 

the chooks in the fowl yard, Lola the cow and Angel the 

draught horse, grazing in a small paddock. 

Poppy gave Maude a leg-up onto Angel’s back. Angel 

continued to graze, unperturbed.

‘Have you ever tasted a mango?’ Poppy asked 

suddenly.

‘No, what’s a mango?’
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‘Follow me,’ ordered Poppy, running through the long 

grass. ‘You are in for one of the best treats of your life.’

Overhanging the stable was the huge old tree. Poppy 

scaled the thick trunk effortlessly, showing Maude which 

footholds to use. She wriggled out along a branch and 

picked two oval, orange-green, speckled fruits. Poppy used 

her teeth and fingers to tear the skin.

‘They’re messy,’ Poppy warned Maude, handing one 

over. ‘The best way to eat them is hanging upside down 

like a fruit bat.’

Poppy demonstrated, hooking her feet under a bough 

and swinging upside down from the knees. She sucked on 

the sweet mango flesh, its juice dripping down onto the 

ground below. Maude tentatively followed her example.

‘Wow – that’s so good,’ Maude enthused, her mouth 

and fingers sticky with juice. ‘That’s the best fruit I’ve 

ever tasted in my life  – and it grows in your back garden!’

‘How long are you going to be in Darwin?’ asked 

Poppy. 

‘My father works for the government,’ explained 

Maude. ‘A public servant. He was transferred to Darwin a 

few months ago – something to do with the war. Mother 

and I followed him up here and arrived last week, although 

Mother would much rather have stayed behind in Sydney. 

She thinks Darwin is far too dangerous.’

‘Dangerous? What could possibly be dangerous about 

Darwin?’

Maude grinned and ticked the list off on her fingers. 

‘Crocodiles, snakes, venomous spiders, mosquitoes, 

malaria, dengue fever, villainous criminals and soldiers – 

not necessarily in that order.’
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Poppy snorted in derision. ‘Rubbish. Darwin is 

paradise.’ She swung down from the tree. ‘Would you like 

to see something quite amazing?’

‘What?’

‘A two-headed calf.’

Maude once more looked bemused, but obediently 

followed in Poppy’s wake. This time Poppy led Maude to 

the western side of the house.

‘This is my father’s study,’ explained Poppy, creaking 

open the French door. ‘He’s a doctor and works at the 

hospital in the afternoons, but he sees patients here in 

the mornings.’

The room was clinically white with a huge timber desk 

in the centre, facing the view. Bookshelves, crowded with 

journals and large jars, covered two walls. The third wall 

was occupied by an observation couch, medical charts and 

storage cupboards.

‘Dad collects medical curios,’ continued Poppy, gestur-

ing to a human skeleton standing guard in the corner of the 

room. ‘That’s Hippocrates.’ 

Poppy shook hands with Hippocrates, making Maude 

giggle. 

Two shelves of the bookcase were devoted to slimy, 

white specimens preserved in formaldehyde and a col-

lection of skulls. Maude peered into each jar, her face 

a mixture of curiosity and revulsion. The collection 

included various floating organs, a soggy brain, a variety 

of animal foetuses, a dissected possum and a wrinkled 

human hand.

‘Look, this one’s a diseased liver,’ explained Poppy. 
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‘Dad saves it to show the miners and stockmen what will 

happen to them if they drink all their earnings in rum.’

‘Eeeewww,’ replied Maude. ‘Do they stop drinking 

rum?’

‘No – well, maybe for a day or two.’

In the very centre, in pride of place, was a glass tank 

containing the preserved remains of two calf heads, joined 

together at the neck. 

Maude reeled back, swallowing nervously. ‘Is it real?’ 

‘Yes, of course. Isn’t it fascinating?’ asked Poppy, 

stroking the side of the tank, as though she was stroking 

the animal’s face. ‘The calf was born out on one of the 

stations. It had no chance of surviving, but they put 

the head in the icebox and saved it for Dad. He keeps it 

here to remind him of the peculiarities of Mother Nature.’ 

The girls poked around the exhibits, marvelling at the 

massive skull of a crocodile, big enough to encase a child 

in its jaws.

‘Feel his teeth,’ Poppy suggested, running her fingers 

over the powerful jaw. ‘Dad snared this croc on his fishing 

line. It completely swallowed a prize barramundi he had 

just caught. I was only eight and was fishing with Dad 

down near the creek. The croc thought I looked more deli-

cious than the barramundi and started paddling towards 

me, licking his chops and dragging Dad’s fishing line 

behind him. He yelled at me to run. Next thing I knew, 

I was being chased up the mudflat by this enormous, pre-

historic beast, who was gaining on me fast. It took Dad six 

shots to bring it down. Boy, was Dad in trouble when he 

brought it home and had to confess to Mum that the croc 

nearly snapped me up.’ 
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A bell jangled from the front sitting room. 

‘Come on,’ urged Poppy, ‘I think Mum wants us 

back.’

The girls returned to the sitting room, where the two 

mothers were still chatting.

‘Perhaps you’d like to join us at the weekly Red Cross 

meetings, Mrs Tibbets?’ suggested Cecilia. ‘Mrs Abbott, 

the Administrator’s wife, is our patron. We do lots of work 

for the war effort: rolling bandages, knitting socks and rugs, 

and making care parcels for the soldiers. It would be a nice 

way for you to meet some of the other ladies of Darwin.’

‘Thank you, that’s very kind, Mrs Trehearne.’ Mrs 

Tibbets nodded, smiling, and then caught sight of her 

daughter. ‘Oh goodness gracious me, Maude Cordelia 

Tibbets – what on earth have you been doing?’

Poppy glanced at Maude and realised that she did not 

look the same as she had when they left the room half an 

hour before. Her white dress was rumpled and streaked 

with horsehair and dirt. Her mouth and hands were sticky 

with mango juice and grime, and there was a twig tangled 

in her hair.

Maude tried to straighten her skirt with her palm, but 

that only succeeded in further staining the once-white 

fabric.

‘Oh, Mama, we have had the most lovely time,’ explained 

Maude, her cheeks pink with excitement. ‘Poppy showed 

me her orphan possums, and her dog Honey, and I fed the 

baby wallaby with a bottle, and I rode on Angel the horse, 

and we climbed a tree and ate a mango, and Poppy showed 

me a two-headed calf, and the skull of a crocodile that 

nearly ate her! I think I’m going to love living in Darwin.’

The Forgotten Pearl PAGES.indd   20The Forgotten Pearl PAGES.indd   20 2/12/14   11:13 AM2/12/14   11:13 AM

© Belinda Murrell 2012



21

Mrs Tibbets’s eyes widened. Poppy swallowed. Cecilia 

glanced up, alarmed. 

Mrs Tibbets took a deep breath. ‘Why, darling, I’m so 

thrilled that you’ve made a friend.’ Mrs Tibbets smiled 

at Maude and then at Poppy. ‘Perhaps tomorrow Poppy 

can come to our house. But now we’ve stayed too long and 

must get home to unpack the silver.’
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2

A Surprise Visitor

K

The bell rang for dinner. Poppy pulled a brush through 

her tangled hair and straightened her ribbon. Doctor 

Trehearne liked the family to dress for dinner. 

When she hurried into the dining room, her parents 

were already seated, her father at the head, her 

mother, elegantly dressed in a green silk sheath, at his 

right-hand side. 

‘Here she is, my darling girl,’ greeted Doctor Mark 

Trehearne. ‘How was your day? Did you enjoy meeting 

the new neighbours?’

Poppy stooped to kiss his cheek, inhaling the lingering 

smell of disinfectant and tobacco. Mark was dressed in a 

dark-brown suit, starched white shirt and tie. 

‘Yes, I met Maude and she seems like a lovely girl,’ 

agreed Poppy, ‘although you should have heard her 

mother scream when she sat on the sofa and found Basil 

curled up under the cushion.’
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Mark chuckled at the thought. 

Bryony sashayed into the room, her dark hair pulled 

back into a pompadour roll, her lips conspicuously bare of 

make-up. She slipped into the seat at her father’s left.

‘And here’s my beautiful Bryony. She looks just as 

gorgeous as her mother did when I first laid eyes on her in 

England twenty-three years ago. I thought she was a dark-

haired angel welcoming me to heaven.’

‘An angel with a hypodermic syringe and a bedpan!’ 

joked Cecilia.

‘Well, I still maintain that if it wasn’t for your uncanny 

nursing skills, I wouldn’t be here today, and neither would 

either of you!’

Cecilia smiled at her two daughters and began to serve 

the baked potatoes. Mark carved into the butt of roast beef 

in front of him, releasing a mouth-watering aroma.

‘I bet Mama didn’t have so many freckles, though,’ 

added Poppy, raising her eyebrows innocently at her 

sister.

Bryony screwed up her nose, which was really only 

lightly sprinkled with freckles. 

‘No, she didn’t have freckles, but that’s because she 

grew up in misty Cornwall instead of the tropics,’ agreed 

Mark, serving Poppy some meat. ‘I think Bryony’s freckles 

are charming.’

While her parents were distracted with serving dinner, 

Bryony took the opportunity to poke her tongue out at 

her sister. 

Cecilia, who seemed to have eyes in the back of her 

head, frowned warningly at both girls as she poured out 

the gravy.
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A noise sounded from the hallway. Honey barked in 

warning, then woofed a joyous chorus.

‘I wonder who would be dropping in at this hour?’ asked 

Mark. ‘I hope it isn’t a patient in the middle of dinner.’

Cecilia flung her hand to her throat and half-rose 

 expectantly.

‘It’s probably just dearest George,’ suggested Poppy, 

darting a mischievous glance at Bryony. ‘Perhaps he’s 

come to sing arias under Bryony’s window.’

Bryony ignored Poppy but straightened her back and 

tucked a wayward curl behind her ear. 

The dining room door flung open and a tall, handsome 

young man in army uniform strolled in, a broad grin lighting 

his face. He held his hat in his hands.

‘Edward,’ shrieked Poppy, sending her chair flying 

backwards.

‘Edward,’ cried Cecilia, rushing forward to fling her 

arms around him.

‘What are you doing here?’ asked Bryony, crowding 

around him. ‘Why are you in Darwin?’

‘Can you stay?’ begged his mother. ‘Have you had 

dinner?’

‘It’s sooo good to see you,’ shrieked Poppy.

Edward embraced his mother and sisters, and shook 

hands with his father. ‘I’m on leave for a few days,’ he 

explained. ‘We finished our army training down in Sydney, 

and we’re heading overseas – to Europe, I guess. Our ship’s 

refuelling in Darwin, so I received permission to come and 

see my family and beg their forgiveness.’ He shot an apolo-

getic look at his father. ‘I didn’t want to leave the country 

without asking for your blessing.’
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His father sat down heavily. Cecilia squeezed his arm.

‘Poppy, run and get a plate and some cutlery for your 

brother,’ suggested Cecilia. ‘Bryony, can you please tell 

Daisy that Edward will be staying?’

In a few moments, the family was all seated around the 

table, enjoying their meal of roast beef, gravy and baked 

vegetables. Cecilia kept touching Edward’s arm, as though 

she expected him to disappear like a forgotten dream. 

Edward kept them entertained with stories from army 

training, everything he had seen and done since he left 

them six months ago, and the characters he had met. 

‘It’s funny how quickly you get used to things,’ Edward 

said. ‘I can’t believe how hot it is up here in Darwin after 

living down south for so long. I must be getting soft.’

‘You look well,’ decided Cecilia. ‘Though I doubt you 

eat as well at army camp as you did here.’

‘Nothing beats my mum’s cooking,’ Edward boasted. 

‘That is one of the many things I’ve missed; that and 

Poppy’s never-ending mischief!’

Mark had been very quiet during much of the meal, 

listening to Edward’s chatter.

‘There’s nothing soft about army life, my boy,’ Mark 

began grimly. ‘I know you think it’s all fun and travel and 

adventure, but I wish you’d never signed up. There are so 

many things you could have done to help the war effort 

without using your body to stop bullets.’

Mark stopped himself with an effort, biting his lip. 

Edward flushed and pushed his chair back. ‘But Dad, 

you did,’ he blurted. ‘You ran away from the farm when 

you were younger than me and signed up for the Great 

War in 1916. You were seventeen years old. You served 
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your country on the Western Front and defeated the Hun. 

You were a hero.’

Mark choked, shaking his head. ‘I was an ignorant, 

idiotic farm boy,’ he contradicted forcefully. ‘I broke my 

mother’s heart by running away. On the Western Front I 

watched so many of my mates get slaughtered, one after 

another, or die of disease or infection. 

‘More than sixty thousand Australian men were killed 

in that war. If it wasn’t for your mother’s magical nursing 

skills, I wouldn’t have survived.’ Mark took a deep breath, 

making his voice steady again. ‘On the battlefield I saw 

many men die who could have been saved with proper 

hospitals and medicines. That’s what made me decide to 

study medicine and become a doctor. I wanted to devote 

my talents to saving lives, not taking them.’

Edward scowled, his eyes down and shoulders hunched. 

Mark rose to his feet and strode up and down the room, 

hands dug deep in his pockets. He sighed deeply, then 

stood behind Edward’s chair with his hands on his son’s 

shoulders.

‘Edward, I know you are a man now, and must make 

your own decisions.’ Mark spoke softly. ‘I wish you 

weren’t going, but of course you have my blessing. Of 

course I forgive you. You’re my son, and I’ll always be 

proud of you.’

Edward scuffed his feet and nodded with embarrass-

ment. Cecilia brushed her hand across her eyes and patted 

Edward’s hand. 

‘Come on, girls,’ Cecilia said, ‘why don’t you help me 

whip up a quick pudding to celebrate Edward’s home-

coming. I have a little sugar saved, we can use the last of 
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the cream, and Poppy can scoot up the tree and find us 

some mangoes.’

The special dessert made everyone ignore the earlier 

tension. While they laughed and joked, and made much 

of Edward, Poppy felt there was something forced about 

the atmosphere. No one could forget he was soon sailing 

off to war. 

K

Edward had four days’ leave before his ship departed, and 

he was determined to fill the days with fun and frivolity. 

He organised picnics and outings to nearby waterfalls and 

swimming holes. He planned bicycle races and cricket 

matches and dancing on the sand under the moonlight. He 

invited Bryony and George, and a few of the other young 

people of Darwin, including a pretty girl called Iris, whose 

parents ran the post office. Poppy caught Edward gazing 

at Iris with what she suspected was adoration, although 

nothing was said. What was it with her siblings going 

dopey with love? 

Cecilia stretched her resources to provide lavish picnic 

baskets and suppers. On the morning of the fifth day, 

Edward packed his kit bag, hugged them all and said his 

goodbyes.

‘Look after yourself, Poppykins,’ Edward urged her. 

‘Promise you’ll write? I want to know all the details of life 

at home, no matter how boring! And look after Mum for 

me – I don’t want her to worry.’

Poppy hugged him tightly, her throat thick with 

emotion. Edward picked up his kit bag, moved his hat to a 
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jauntier angle and whistled cheerfully as he swaggered up 

the gangway.

I wonder where he’s going? thought Poppy. I wonder when 

I will see Edward again?

K

Poppy was sitting on the verandah, feeding Christabel, 

when she spied a huge wicker basket of linen tottering up 

the garden path on a pair of thin legs. Poppy put the young 

wallaby down, leapt to her feet and ran towards it. 

‘Ohayou gozaimasu, Murata-san,’ Poppy greeted the 

basket carrier. 

The figure carefully lowered the basket to the ground, 

revealing herself as a small Japanese woman, her hair almost 

white and her face creased into hundreds of wrinkles. She 

smiled and bowed. From behind her skirts peeked a small 

girl, with long, glossy black hair pulled neatly into two 

plaits. 

‘Ohayou gozaimasu,’ replied the woman. ‘Ogenki 

desuka?’

‘Watashi wa genki desu, Murata-san,’ replied Poppy, 

returning a half-bow. ‘Arigato.’

‘Very good, Miss Poppy,’ said Mrs Murata. ‘Your 

Japanese is coming along very well.’

‘Arigato,’ Poppy thanked her. 

Poppy dropped down on her haunches and solemnly 

said, ‘Ohayou gozaimasu,’ to the little girl. ‘And what’s your 

name?’ The child was too shy to respond.

‘This is my granddaughter, Shinju – it means “Pearl” 

in English,’ explained Mrs Murata. ‘She is my son’s 

daughter.’
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‘Pearl – that’s a very beautiful name,’ replied Poppy. 

‘A perfect name for a beautiful girl.’

Mrs Murata smiled lovingly at the girl, stroking the 

fringe out of her eyes. 

‘The pearl is a magic jewel of good luck to the Japanese,’ 

explained Mrs Murata. ‘It was the pearls and the pearl 

shell that brought us to your country. My family have 

been pearl divers for generations – first in Japan, now in 

Darwin. My father came to Australia in 1880, and I was 

born in Broome. Pearls have been good to us.’

Mrs Murata bent down to pick up her load of washing.

‘Can I help you?’ asked Poppy, 

‘Arigato, Miss Poppy,’ replied Mrs Murata. ‘It’s heavy.’ 

Poppy took one handle, and together the two carried 

the basket of washing towards the house, with young 

Shinju following. 

‘How are your family, Mrs Murata?’ asked Poppy. ‘Is 

your son feeling better?’

‘Yes.’ Mrs Murata’s face beamed. ‘Your father is a 

clever doctor.’

Several weeks before, Poppy had been with her father 

when he had been called to the Murata’s house to treat 

Mrs Murata’s son. The pearl diver had contracted a severe 

chest infection while out at sea and had been critically ill 

by the time the pearl lugger had returned to port. Poppy’s 

father had treated Mr Murata and saved his life.

Mrs Murata delivered the linen basket to Daisy in the 

kitchen and bowed goodbye to Poppy. 

‘Sayonara, Miss Poppy.’

Poppy returned the salutation and then raided the bread 

box, taking a heel of stale bread and stuffing it in her pocket. 
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‘Here’s your picnic lunch, Miss Poppy,’ said Daisy. 

‘I made enough to keep even you from being hungry – 

beef and tomato sandwiches, lemon cake and paw-paw.’

Poppy gave Daisy a quick hug. ‘Thanks, Daisy. You’re 

wonderful.’

Poppy picked up a laden picnic basket from the table 

and ran next door to collect Maude. From the kitchen 

doorway, she was watched by the little girl Shinju.

K

‘Have you got your bathers on?’ Poppy asked Maude. 

‘Daisy has packed us a picnic to have down at Kahlin Bay. 

I can’t wait to go swimming – it’s so hot.’

‘There aren’t any crocodiles at Kahlin Bay, are there?’ 

asked Maude, jumping down the steps with her towel over 

her shoulder.

‘No, you silly,’ replied Poppy, ‘but there are lots of 

fish. I’ve brought some stale bread so we can feed them. 

The mullet and catfish take the bread straight from your 

fingers.’

The girls ran along the rutted track, between the palm 

trees, down to the bay.

The track suddenly opened out, revealing a stunning 

vista over the turquoise sea south-west towards Darwin 

port. 

‘Wow,’ said Maude, ‘it’s gorgeous.’

‘It’s gorgeous now at high tide, but at low tide the 

water drops about twenty feet so you can walk out on 

the mud-flats for miles. It’s good then for mud-crabbing 

and gather ing oysters, but you have to be careful because 
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the tide rushes in again super-fast, which can be really 

dangerous if you’re not watching.’

Maude shaded her eyes and looked to the north. 

‘Race you in!’ challenged Poppy. 

Dropping the picnic basket and towel on the sand, 

Poppy dragged her dress over her head, kicked off her 

shoes and sprinted to the water. Maude was only seconds 

behind, squealing in delight. 

The water was cool and silky against their skin, washing 

away the clinging fug of the tropical heat. 

Maude was an excellent swimmer and struck out for 

the deeper water. Poppy gave chase, grabbing Maude 

by the ankle. Maude tried to kick free but Poppy was too 

strong. The two girls paused momentarily, treading water 

and laughing.

‘Where did you learn to swim like that?’ asked Poppy, 

releasing Maude’s ankle. ‘I thought you were a city 

slicker!’

Maude floated on her back, lapped by the gentle swell, 

closing her eyes to the sun.

‘In Sydney, we live right near the beach at Manly. We 

swim all the time – but there we don’t need to worry about 

man-eating crocodiles or poisonous jellyfish!’ 

Poppy grabbed Maude’s ankle again, dragging her 

under. Maude spluttered to the surface.

‘The crocs mostly stick to the rivers, and it’s a bit early 

for box jellyfish, but did I tell you about the sharks?’ cried 

Poppy, glancing around with a worried frown. Maude’s 

head jerked around, searching for fins. 

Poppy splashed her. ‘Only kidding!’ 
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Poppy glanced back towards the shore, where some-

thing unexpected caught her eye: a dark shape breaking 

the water, then disappearing. Poppy frowned. The dark 

shadow broke the surface again, then subsided, sinking 

without a trace. 

Without pausing to explain, Poppy raced towards the 

beach, showering Maude with a powerful kick. Maude 

waited a moment, then chased after her friend.

Close to shore, Poppy dived under water momentarily, 

then her sleek, dark head reappeared. She dived again and 

again. Poppy resurfaced with a gasp, flipped on her back 

and swam to shore, hugging something to her chest with 

one arm. She kicked urgently, powering to the beach. 

By the time Maude reached the sand, Poppy had 

dragged a small, limp body from the water. 

‘Hello, can you hear me?’ Poppy begged, squeezing the 

child’s hand. ‘Are you all right?’

Poppy took a few seconds, checking for breath and 

a pulse. 

It was a child – a girl about five years old – and she 

wasn’t breathing. Poppy ran her fingers through the girl’s 

mouth, searching for any obstructions, such as seaweed or 

mud. Poppy thought back to the resuscitation instructions 

her parents had taught her. First, she lifted the girl by the 

waist to drain the seawater from her throat. 

Then she lay the girl face-down on the sand, head 

resting on her forearm. Poppy straddled the limp body, 

placing both of her own hands in the middle of the girl’s 

back, then concentrated on rocking herself back and forth, 

pushing all her weight down on the patient and then releas-

ing rhythmically. 
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Poppy could feel the panic welling up inside her. The 

girl might die! What if I can’t save her? What if I’m pushing 

too hard or not hard enough? Why isn’t Mum here? 

Poppy took a deep breath and willed herself to be 

calm. 

Focus, Poppy told herself sternly. Okay, breathe in. 

Breathe out. Breathe in. Breathe out. 

‘What are you doing, Poppy?’ demanded Maude, 

 panicking.

‘She’s not breathing, Maude,’ replied Poppy, conti nu-

ing to rock back and forth on her palms. ‘I’m pushing 

the air out of her lungs with my weight, then releasing the 

lungs so they can drag in air. My father taught me how to 

do it – the Schaefer method.’

‘Is it working?’ asked Maude.

‘I don’t know,’ admitted Poppy. ‘Mum says it can take 

hours – sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t.’

‘Is there something I can do?’

‘Get help,’ gasped Poppy, continuing her rhythmic 

pumping. ‘Get my mum.’

Maude picked up her towel and sprinted up the beach. 

‘Shinju!’ screamed a voice from the path. ‘Shinju!’

Mrs Murata ran down the beach, her face creased in 

fear. Poppy paused to check the girl’s chest – nothing. 

Maude stopped and turned back towards them all, reluc-

tant to leave.

Mrs Murata collapsed in the sand beside the inert body. 

Poppy kept rocking, forcing air into Shinju’s lungs. 

‘Poppy pulled her from the water –’ Maude began to 

explain. 

‘Doctor Trehearne,’ Mrs Murata gasped, clutching at 
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her shirt, tears rolling down her face. ‘We need Doctor 

Trehearne.’

‘I’m on my way,’ Maude assured her. She took off again, 

her feet kicking up puffs of soft sand as she raced towards 

the path to Myilly Point. 

Poppy continued rocking back and forth for a few 

more minutes when suddenly Shinju began to choke and 

splutter, coughing up seawater. She took a huge gulp of air, 

then started to wail. 

By the time Maude returned with Cecilia, Mrs Murata 

was cuddling a wet, bedraggled Shinju to her chest, altern-

ately kissing and murmuring to her in Japanese. Poppy 

was sitting beside them, shivering with shock despite the 

oppressive heat. 

‘Well done, Poppy,’ murmured Cecilia, stroking a 

strand of Poppy’s wet hair off her face. 

Poppy smiled wanly, relief and horror flooding through 

her in equal measure. I saved her. Shinju’s alive, but it was 

so close. I thought she was going to die. 

Cecilia checked Shinju over carefully, checking her 

pupils, pulse rate and breathing, then helped Mrs Murata 

carry Shinju back to the house. Maude carried the still-full 

picnic basket, while Poppy trailed behind, her legs wobbly 

beneath her. 
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3

The Dragon Pearl

K

Back at the house, Shinju was given a warm bath and 

dressed in one of Poppy’s old cotton nightgowns, 

which was far too big for her. Poppy thought she looked 

like an exquisite porcelain doll, with her pale complexion 

and lustrous black hair. Shinju was then propped up on the 

sofa and fed bread and milk.

The others gathered around to drink restorative tea and 

eat Daisy’s famous lemon cake.

‘Thank you, Miss Poppy,’ said Mrs Murata solemnly. 

‘You saved Shinju’s life. You’re very brave.’

She took Poppy’s hand and pressed it warmly.

Poppy shook her head. 

‘I didn’t see her go,’ confessed Mrs Murata. ‘I sorted the 

linen with Daisy and collected the dirty washing, and all 

the time I thought Shinju was playing with little Charlie. 

When I turned around, she was gone. Daisy and I called 

out everywhere, then Daisy remembered you and Miss 
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Maude had gone down to the bay for a swim, and perhaps 

she had followed you. 

‘When I ran onto the beach and saw her lying there . . . 

I thought . . . I thought . . . I have seen too many people 

taken by the sea.’ Mrs Murata bowed her head, tears 

spilling down her cheeks. 

Cecilia took her hand and squeezed it. ‘Everything’s all 

right,’ she murmured. ‘Shinju is safe. It was a miracle that 

Poppy saw her when she did.’

Poppy sat silently with her thoughts. What if I hadn’t 

seen her? What if I’d turned around just a minute later? 

Shinju could be dead . . .

‘I didn’t notice her,’ Maude admitted. ‘Poppy and I 

were quite far out, then Poppy just started racing for the 

shore. I thought she’d seen a shark. Then I turned around 

and saw a splash and a small black head sinking under 

the water. It wasn’t until I saw Mrs Murata calling that 

I realised it was Shinju.’

Everyone turned and smiled at the little girl, looking so 

old-fashioned in her oversized nightgown. 

Shinju smiled at Poppy. ‘Arigato,’ she said, her voice 

croaky and hoarse.

‘Dou itashi mashite,’ replied Poppy, taking a sip of tea, 

its warmth spreading through her, making her feel strong 

again. ‘It was my pleasure.’

K

The next morning, Poppy was feeding the hens in the 

chookyard when she heard Daisy calling her name. She 

wandered back to the house and found Mrs Murata waiting 

in the shade of the verandah.
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‘Ohayou gozaimasu, Murata-san,’ called Poppy, climbing 

the steps to the verandah.

‘Ohayou gozaimasu,’ replied Mrs Murata with a bow. 

‘Miss Poppy, I have come to formally thank you for saving 

my granddaughter yesterday.’

Poppy flushed with embarrassment. ‘Oh no, 

Mrs Murata, it was nothing, really. It was just lucky that 

I saw her.’

‘Miss Poppy, it means a great deal; our Shinju is very 

precious to us. She is the third generation of our family to 

be born in this country.’

Mrs Murata sat down in a wicker chair on the verandah. 

Poppy sat down in the chair opposite. 

‘I have brought you something as a token of our thanks 

– from my son Oshiro and my daughter-in-law Masuko.’

From her pocket, Mrs Murata pulled out a delicate red 

silk bag embroidered with pale-pink flowers. She offered 

the bag reverently to Poppy with both hands.

‘No – I couldn’t . . . I mean . . . you mustn’t . . . you 

don’t need to give me anything – I was just happy I could 

help,’ spluttered Poppy.

‘My family would be honoured if you would accept this 

gift, Miss Poppy,’ insisted Mrs Murata, still holding out 

the bag. ‘It would hurt Shinju if you did not accept our 

thanks.’

Poppy swallowed. What would Mum want me to do? 

Poppy smiled at Mrs Murata and took the tiny bag. She 

loosened the ribbon and opened the mouth.

A teardrop pearl rolled from the bag onto her palm, 

trailing a fine gold chain. 

‘Oooohh,’ sighed Poppy. ‘It’s beautiful, but I can’t.’
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‘My son Oshiro found the pearl just before Shinju was 

born,’ explained Mrs Murata. ‘It is a teardrop – an angel’s 

tear.’

Mrs Murata closed her own hand over Poppy’s, encasing 

the pearl.

‘Pearls are the jewel of good fortune,’ explained Mrs 

Murata. ‘It is the jewel of wisdom, wealth and healing – 

but most of all, pearls have the power to keep children safe. 

The pearl helped you keep Shinju safe, so now it is yours, 

to keep you safe.’

Poppy didn’t know what to say. 

Mrs Murata patted her hand. ‘Pearls are the essence 

of the Moon Goddess, which have fallen to earth as tears 

and lie forgotten under the sea.’ Mrs Murata had adopted 

a sing-song storyteller’s tone. ‘These forgotten tears, with 

their supernatural powers, are the most prized possession 

of the sea gods and water spirits.’

Poppy stroked the perfect smoothness of the jewel. 

Mrs Murata stared out over the garden to the distant 

Arafura Sea and continued her story. ‘Ryo-jin, the noble 

and wise dragon-king of the sea people, lived in a beauti-

ful palace of crystal and coral, built deep under the ocean. 

There he lived with his dragon-queen and his daughters, 

the Naga maidens, who were half-human and half-serpent. 

His greatest treasure was the Pearl Which Grants All 

Desires, which he wore around his neck when he flew. 

This treasure was guarded by the Naga maidens. 

‘One day the Naga maidens, frightened by a great fire-

dragon, lost the pearl, and though Ryo-jin searched far and 

wide for the treasure, he could not find it. For many years, 

the great pearl lay forgotten under the sea, until one day it 
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was found by a young man called Hoori. He soon married 

his heart’s desire – the Pearl Princess Toyotama-hime, the 

daughter of the Ryo-jin, and they lived happily for many 

years. 

‘Hoori was very happy because his wife, the Pearl 

Princess, was expecting their first child. Toyotama-hime 

sent Hoori from the house and ordered him not to watch 

while she gave birth. Of course Hoori, being a man, was 

overcome by curiosity and could not help peeking through 

a crack in the wall. To his great horror, he saw that at the 

moment of birth his wife transformed into a great dragon. 

Hoori was terrified and ran away, while the Pearl Princess, 

devastated by her husband’s betrayal, fled back to her 

father’s coral palace under the ocean. Sick with remorse, 

Hoori was doomed to dive to the bottom of the ocean floor 

forever more, facing sharks and serpents and dragons, 

searching for the pearl tears shed by his beloved.’

Mrs Murata stopped, still staring dreamily out to sea as 

though she expected to see a great dragon swooping over 

the waves, breathing fire. 

‘That’s a beautiful story, Mrs Murata,’ said Cecilia, 

who had appeared unnoticed in the doorway. ‘And it is a 

precious gift you have given Poppy. Thank you and your 

family so much – Poppy will always treasure her pearl and 

remember what it means.’

Poppy opened her hand and gazed at the luminous 

pearl. It gleamed pale-golden in the sunlight. 

‘Would you like Mrs Murata to help you put it on, 

Poppy?’ Cecilia asked. 

Poppy nodded and Mrs Murata draped the chain 

around her neck, fastening the delicate catch. The pearl 
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nestled, cool and pale and magical, against her skin – a 

mystical jewel of protection. 

‘Arigato, Murata-san,’ murmured Poppy, twisting the 

pearl in her fingers. ‘It is beautiful.’

‘Shinju would love you to come visit us one day and 

have tea,’ offered Mrs Murata. ‘Perhaps your friend Maude 

would like to come as well?’

‘I would love to,’ replied Poppy. ‘I’m sure Maude would 

enjoy it, too.’

‘Arigato.’

K

The streets of Darwin were crowded in the cool morning 

air. Bicycles jostled for space beside horsedrawn carts, 

pedestrians and the occasional car on unsealed roads. Since 

the war had begun, petrol was rationed, so many people 

had garaged their cars and turned to other transportation. 

As a doctor, Poppy’s father had greater access to fuel so he 

could still use the family car to do his rounds. 

The crowds of people swarming the pavement were 

a striking mixture of colours, cultures and races. Chinese 

shopkeepers arranged their shining piles of fruit and vege-

tables. Japanese pearl divers and Malay crewmen mingled 

with Greek fishermen and Aboriginal stockmen. 

On the appointed day, Cecilia dropped Poppy and 

Maude outside the ramshackle house where the Murata 

family lived, four generations under one roof. 

It was a typical Darwin house, built of timber. Two 

small rooms were surrounded by a wide verandah where 

most of the family slept on mattresses, which they rolled 

away during the day. 
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Mrs Murata met them at the front door. Instead of 

her usual Western clothes, she was dressed in an elabo-

rate kimono of pale-green silk with long, trailing sleeves. 

The kimono was intricately detailed with embroidered 

flowers. A wide obi sash was gathered at the back into a 

stiff knot and she wore white split-toed socks on her feet. 

Her white hair was piled on top of her head. The traditional 

dress made her look far more graceful and exotic than her 

usual work clothes.

‘Ohayou gozaimasu, Miss Poppy and Miss Maude,’ 

greeted Mrs Murata with a deep bow to each of them. 

‘Ohayou gozaimasu, Murata-san,’ replied Poppy. ‘You 

look so elegant, Mrs Murata. I love your kimono.’

She smiled, acknowledging the compliment. ‘European 

dress is much more practical for everyday wear and easier 

to wash, but we do like to wear traditional kimonos for 

special occasions.’

She indicated a neat row of shoes by the door.

‘We always take our shoes off when we come inside the 

house,’ explained Mrs Murata. ‘You may wear some of 

those house slippers. Come in when you’re ready. I’ll go 

and fetch the tea.’

While the girls took off their shoes and put slippers on, 

Maude whispered to Poppy. 

‘I didn’t know you spoke Japanese. What does it mean? 

How did you learn?’ 

‘Ohayou gozaimasu, means “good morning”, and 

Murata-san is just a term of respect like “Mrs Murata”,’ 

Poppy translated. ‘I don’t speak a lot of Japanese, but I’ve 

learnt a few phrases from all the Japanese people I’ve met 

over the years. I can speak some Mandarin as well. 
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‘Lots of people speak different languages up here. 

Dad says Darwin is really more a part of Asia than 

 Australia. There are far more Aboriginals, Chinese, 

Malays and Japanese people up here than white Austra-

lians, like us.’

The girls struggled to find slippers big enough for their 

feet, which gave them the giggles. The Japanese women 

obviously had tiny feet. 

Inside, the house was simple and uncluttered, with 

little sign that so many people lived there. There were 

straw tatami mats on the floor, and Mrs Murata ushered 

the girls towards a number of cushions scattered around 

the low table in the centre of the room. On the walls were 

parchments, decorated with paintings of fish, flowers and 

Japanese characters in thick black calligraphy.

Shinju was also dressed in a tiny pink kimono, long 

sleeves nearly to the ground, which made her look even 

more like a porcelain doll. She bowed elaborately and 

greeted the girls in Japanese. Shinju looked completely dif-

ferent from the small, limp child that Poppy had rescued 

from the sea.

Poppy returned a simple bow. Maude copied Poppy in 

both her bow and clumsy Japanese greetings to Mrs Murata 

and Shinju. Shinju’s mother entered the room, carrying a 

black lacquer tray. She shuffled gracefully in her long, silk 

kimono, taking tiny steps.

Poppy felt underdressed in her summer skirt and blouse. 

She fingered her teardrop pearl, thinking that at least the 

jewel was elegant. 

‘Masuko, this is Poppy and her friend Maude,’ said Mrs 

Murata.
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Masuko took Poppy’s hand, her eyes filled with tears. 

‘Thank you, Miss Poppy. I can never thank you enough 

for saving my little Shinju.’

Poppy blushed and stammered. ‘No. No. It was my 

pleasure.’

Mrs Murata showed them where to sit. The Japanese 

women knelt on the floor, their feet tucked under their 

bottoms. Shinju’s mother began to lay out the tea imple-

ments and food with precision, carefully folding back her 

long, wide sleeves to keep them out of the way. Black 

lacquer dishes held tiny cakes and sweetmeats. Bamboo 

vases contained delicate sprays of yellow and orange 

speckled orchids.

‘The men are away diving for pearl shell,’ explained 

Mrs Murata. ‘My husband and three sons are usually out 

on the pearl luggers for a couple of weeks at a time.’

‘You must miss them,’ replied Poppy. ‘And you must 

worry about them, too.’

‘Yes – many divers die from paralysis, when they come 

up too quickly,’ agreed Mrs Murata. ‘You know, in Japan, 

it is the women who are pearl divers, but we’re not allowed 

to dive for pearls in this country. So Masuko and I wash 

clothes instead.’ 

With great ritual, Masuko carefully wiped each porce-

lain bowl with a white linen cloth, holding up each precious 

article to be admired and examined. She opened the blue-

and-white tea caddy, measuring out powdered green 

tea and then whisking it vigorously with hot water. 

The porcelain bowls of tea were ceremoniously passed 

to each person around the table. Only when everyone had 

been served did Mrs Murata take a tiny sip.
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‘My mother brought this tea set with her from Japan as 

part of her dowry when she married my father. It belonged 

to her grandmother, so it is very old and valuable,’ 

explained Mrs Murata. ‘In Japan, taking tea is a very 

important ritual.’

Poppy and Maude sipped their tea. It tasted far stronger 

than the tea they usually drank with milk and sugar. 

‘Everything must be done in exactly the right order and 

with absolute grace,’ said Mrs Murata. ‘Shinju-chan must 

learn the ceremony from her mother, Masuko, just as I 

learnt it from my mother.’

Masuko smiled, covering her mouth with her hand. 

‘Would you like some cake, girls?’ offered Masuko. 

‘Shinju-chan helped me bake them this morning, espe-

cially for you.’

‘Arigato,’ Poppy and Maude said in chorus. 

The cakes were tiny and very sweet. The girls weren’t 

sure if they liked them, but politely ate a couple. 

Mrs Murata pointed out the paintings on the wall and 

explained their significance. Poppy’s legs were aching 

and going to sleep in their uncomfortable kneeling position, 

so she had to wriggle into a different posture. Maude shifted 

too, rubbing her calf muscle gingerly. 

‘Now, Shinju-chan, I think our guests would like to 

see you dance?’ Mrs Murata said. ‘Will you fetch me my 

shamisen?’

‘Yes, please, Shinju,’ urged Poppy. ‘That would be 

lovely.’

Shinju obediently left the room with the same tiny steps 

as her mother and returned with a long lute-like instru-

ment, a bamboo flute and two fans. 
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Mrs Murata tuned the shamisen, plucking the strings 

with a tortoiseshell pick. Masuko accompanied her on the 

bamboo flute. 

Shinju took up a position, kneeling on the tatami mat, 

the two fans spread open like wings on either side of her. 

‘This is the butterfly dance.’ Mrs Murata began to play, 

slowly plucking the strings of the instrument. The music 

was strange and discordant to the girls’ unaccustomed ears, 

but hauntingly beautiful. 

Shinju took dainty steps, fluttering the fans up and 

down, left to right, in a shimmering semblance of a butter-

fly’s flight. When she finally finished, gracefully swooning to 

the ground, both Poppy and Maude burst into applause. 

‘Bravo, Shinju,’ cried Poppy. ‘That was just beautiful.’

‘You looked exactly like a pink-and-gold butterfly,’ 

agreed Maude. 

Shinju beamed with pleasure and quickly covered her 

face with one of the fans.

‘Would you like to learn?’ asked Masuko. ‘Shinju can 

show you.’

‘Yes, please,’ agreed Maude, her eyes lighting up. 

‘That would be fun,’ added Poppy, ‘although I’m not 

much of a dancer.’

Mrs Murata shook her head gravely. ‘But they cannot 

learn the butterfly dance dressed like that!’ 

‘Oh.’ Maude looked downcast. ‘What a shame.’

Mrs Murata stood and went to a large oak chest in the 

corner of the room. She opened it and pulled out metres of 

crimson and cream fabric, neatly folded. 

Together Mrs Murata and Masuko dressed Poppy 

and Maude, draping the silky fabric around them and 
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 fastening it with the wide obi sashes. Poppy wore the 

crimson kimono and Maude the cream. Masuko gathered 

their hair up into buns with mother-of-pearl clips, finished 

with scarlet hibiscus flowers.

Shinju giggled at the sight of the girls transformed into 

Japanese maidens. Maude curtsied.

‘You are the Butterfly Princess, Miss Maude,’ decided 

Masuko, giving Maude two open fans for her wings before 

turning to Poppy. ‘And you, of course, are the Pearl 

Princess, daughter of the wise and noble dragon-king, 

Ryo-jin.’

Masuko smiled at Poppy, lifting her arms aloft so that 

the sleeves draped regally.

‘Now, poised and elegant,’ instructed Mrs Murata, 

plucking the shamisen. ‘No, tiny steps. You’ll trip if you 

take great, big man-steps like that, Miss Poppy. Yes, that’s 

better Miss Maude.’

The girls laughed, trying hard to copy Shinju and 

Masuko’s graceful movements. Poppy felt like she had 

been whisked to another country and another time.

Cecilia arrived later to collect the girls and found them 

giggling and dancing, fluttering their fans and swaying to 

the music. 

Poppy felt oddly disappointed as she shed her borrowed 

robes and became her everyday self again. It had felt 

special being a Japanese princess for an afternoon. Poppy 

and Maude hugged Shinju.

At the door, they both bowed to Mrs Murata and 

Masuko.

‘Arigato.’ 

‘Arigato.’
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‘Dou itashi mashite,’ replied Mrs Murata. ‘Sayonara.’

As they clattered down the stairs, Maude grinned at 

Poppy. ‘That was such fun. You know, I’ve never met a 

Japanese person before the Muratas. They were nothing 

like what I’d expected. They were lovely.’ 
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