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To BB, thank you for believing …


HAMILTON PALACE COLLIERY BOTHWELLHAUGH, SCOTLAND – OCTOBER 1909

‘Can you not try again to change your da’s mind, Liam?’

Mary sucked her lips between her teeth, as much to stop her shivering, the night damp soaking cold through her skirt, as worry over the misery beast sitting beside her. She could scarcely make out Liam’s expression in the growing dusk, but his scowl came clear enough when he glared back at her.

‘Da won’t listen. Da never listens. He wants me underground, same as every other beggar in the Pailis, scraping a few shillings in the dark. Same as him.’ Liam kicked out at a hunk of rock, sending it into the deepening shadows at the bottom of the coal bing. ‘Da just don’t want me to raise meself up, to be better than him. He’s afraid I’ll do things he never even thought to do. Well, I will too, first chance I get. No-one’s keeping me underground.’

Mary shrugged helplessly. Nothing left to say. The argument of months between Liam and his da could go to the highest court in the land, but there was no getting around it or changing Joe Merrilees’ mind. Fourteen tomorrow, Liam would be starting down the pit – as expected. He was only sitting there beside her now because he was unable to tell his pals, them all happy to be out of school and most of them down the pit too.

How would Liam bear it? The boy who laughed out loud at the wind messing in his hair and found animals and faces in clouds, same as her. The same boy who’d call her outdoors in the bitterest winter cold rather than be cooped up inside. How could that boy bear to go down into the dark? How could she bear to watch him go?

She searched for words to show herself equal to his misery. Prove herself determined as him. ‘Maw ain’t sending me to work on the dirty pithead or keeping me home waiting on marriage and babies neither.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Yeah.’ Mary flushed at the note of admiration in Liam’s tone. The three years between them evaporated in that shared moment, emboldening her to vow. ‘I’m gonna be a teacher, one day, in a school. Or a nurse in a snowy white uniform. That’s what I’m gonna do.’

Liam nodded back at her keenly then, like he really believed she could do whatever she wanted, instead of what Maw said. In that moment, she almost believed it herself.

‘Swear on it,’ said Liam. ‘Let’s make an oath. Right here, right now.’ He jiggled about, trying to wrestle something out of his waistcoat pocket. A flash of metal glinted as he grabbed up her hand.

‘Jesus, Liam, what are you doing?’

‘It’s a blood oath. Hold still now, will you?’

A sudden sting on her palm stole the gasp out of her mouth. When the burn began in earnest, she bit back tears, as much for the spatter on her skirt and Maw’s tirade coming as the pain piercing her flesh.

‘Aw, it ain’t that bad.’ Liam brushed away the solitary tear sliding down her cheek.

Against reason, his gentleness made her want to bawl harder. He might have scoffed at her sooking. Only he didn’t. Instead he tugged a crumpled handkerchief from his vest and dabbed the drips off her fingers. ‘You’re okay now. My turn.’

When he took up her hand again, he pressed the slippery wetness of his own palm against hers. ‘Now, repeat after me, but put your own name in. ’Stead of mine.

‘I, Liam Merrilees, swear I will raise meself up to be better than me da and maw. Live the life I want. Go where I want. Do what I want. Not be beholding to anyone else’s orders or example. Be me own man.’

Mary giggled at the last.

‘Aw, you say girl then. Just say it, will you? Me hand aches from holding it up so long.’

Mary repeated the words, trying not to burst out laughing or give away she’d happily hold her hand up all night just to feel the warmth of Liam’s palm against hers. Even if blood dripped fair down her armpit.

‘Come on. Your maw’ll be hurling the poker if you’re not indoors by full dark.’

He dragged on her hand, tugging her to her feet, and hurried her along the path below the bing, skidding on the shale, heading towards the darkening outline of chimneys on the tenement rows, smelling the burn of coal smoke drifting on the wind. They kept on, across the railway tracks, feet crunching on the cinders, until they almost ran headlong into a pair of lovers stopped for one last smooch behind the shelter of an empty coal wagon.

Liam flung out his hand to slow Mary and they fell into tiptoeing past. Except she couldn’t stifle a giggle, followed fast by Liam’s low growl.

‘What’s that snarl for, Liam Merrilees? Don’t you think they’re sweet?’

‘Nah. Not sweet. It’ll be on tonight if Dermot’s da catches him with that Prod again. Should’a heard it raging through the wall last time. It ain’t right telling a lad what to do at seventeen.’

Mary shivered at the bitterness in Liam’s tone, even knowing he was privy to all the fights at number six. Wouldn’t Maw bar the door if any daughter of hers thought to look to the Orange? In the closeness of the rows, the Tims and the Prods kept to their own, except Dermot McMahon.

‘Don’t you want to get married to the girl you love one day, Liam?’ She changed the subject, holding her breath, almost scared of his answer.

‘Not down the pits. Dermot McMahon’ll be stuck here his whole life, married or not, answering after his da. Not me.’

‘And where are you gonna be then, Liam?’

He grinned back at her, hooking his thumbs under his arms as if through make-believe braces. ‘In me fine big house with fifteen bedrooms.’

‘Go on. And am I going to live in your fancy house too?’

‘Half of Scotland can live in my manor house. I’ll have more bedrooms than the Duke of Hamilton’s palace and one hundred horses in me stables.’

Too dark to see his face properly, Mary couldn’t tell if he was serious. She was running already when she shouted over her shoulder. ‘Last one back’s a slimy eel out the Clyde.’

Liam didn’t follow; she only heard his shout.

‘I will have that house, one day, Mary. I promise you.’


	

FOUR YEARS LATER …


THE BOOK OF RULES

HAMILTON PALACE COLLIERY, BOTHWELLHAUGH, SCOTLAND – JULY 1913

Who decided who got to go where and when? Or what a person could or couldn’t do? Who wrote that rule book? Not her mother, that’s for sure. Mary shut the door on Maw shouting after her and bolted, two at a time, down the lopsided steps at the back of Store Place, risking her neck and biting on her lips. Maw would chew her ear when she got home, but it could not be helped. This might be her last chance to see Liam alone. To tell him she’d miss him – make sure he was gonna miss her.

You’ve just got to tell him. Make him tell you.

She ran through the soaking wet grass on the drying green, holding up her skirts and cursing the hoot of the coal train forcing her to stop at the edge of the tracks to check it was not about to plough over her.

Seeing the wagons were only shunting, she ran on, boots crunching on the cinders between the rails, scanning beyond to the field at the bottom of the coal bing. The mountain of colliery waste reached so high it threatened to block out the sun, but somehow the familiar sight reassured her. Familiar as Liam living next door every day of her life since them babes – the bing had always been there. Growing higher by the year, yet unchanged in essence. Now everything was about to change, Da and Liam going away without her.

‘What flea bit you on the arse with that sour face?’

Mary swung around, aiming a clout at Liam’s head. Wasn’t he expecting it too, after a crack like that?

‘You’d think you’d find it in that lump of coal you call a heart to be kind to me when you’re about to leave me for months. Don’t you know I’m sad?’ She said the last, kicking at bits of shale tumbled onto the path below the bing, sneaking a sideways glance at Liam, but the dafty wasn’t even looking her way. Only a nudge to her shoulder brightened her mood – Neddy, the pit pony, nosing over the fence. Along with the other ponies in the field brought up from the pits that afternoon for their annual holiday above ground and the start of Fair Fortnight. She patted the animal’s neck, lamenting his pale eyes, how his sight had dried up out in the daylight. In a day or two he’d be fine, whereas she couldn’t shake the feeling she was the one about to go down into the dark.

‘Course you’re sad. Ain’t all my lovely lassies going to miss me?’ Liam tugged a handful of grass from beside the fence post and gave it to Neddy, along with the hug he surely meant for her. ‘You’ll have no-one but your sisters to boss when I’m gone and I’m going to have a lovely, long holiday and thank the jiminy for saving me from that viper tongue of yours awhile.’

Mary refused to answer, torn between boiling at his cheery banter, like he couldn’t wait to be on the ship and away from her, and blushing at being called one of his lovely lassies. Ignoring the fact he’d lumped her in with more than just herself and any wonder over who any others might be.

‘See what I got from the men?’ Liam grabbed up her hand and pressed in a rosy gold medallion, the size of a sovereign. The centre signet gleamed with its fresh cut etching LGM. She turned it over and read the wording engraved on the other side.

Presented to Liam Merrilees by his fellow workmen Bothwellhaugh July 1913

‘The men must think well of you, Liam. It’s a beautiful thing, truly.’

‘Not a thing, Mary. It’s me ticket out. Out of the pits and away from here. No more of this crap on me.’ He beat his fists on his dusty waistcoat, scowling at the flitters of coal dust. ‘When I get out to Australia first thing I’m gonna buy is a proper suit and a bowler hat – be one of the toffs in no time.’ He threw back his head and whooped, pointing to the medallion in her hand. ‘Real gold it is too, by Jesus. What do you think of that?’

Mary couldn’t help but grin back, relieved at the imp of old sparking in his emerald eyes. But her smile paled when a sudden blast from the pit whistle reminded her that Joe Merrilees would have something to say if his son refused its call in Australia. Plenty of families had left the village already before nominating those emigrating behind them, including Joe’s brother George and his family. It was George who’d convinced the Merrilees and the O’Donnells to follow him to the new State-owned coal town of Wonthaggi. But it was the promise of Australia, not the coal mine, bringing the hope back into Liam’s eyes.

Mary was glad for him. The light had somehow gone out of Liam since the day he’d gone down the pit. The gentle boy she’d always known had become surly. No more talk of his dreams – not until talk of Australia.

Looking into his two slits of reddened eyes laughing back at her, she bit back her own fears. Didn’t she want the exact same thing? To go out to Australia and get the kind of job she wanted. Where she wanted. Not be stuck home answering to Maw? Liam didn’t hear her crying misery being only a girl with no say and left behind. No, he did not.

She would have told him as much when she thrust the medallion back at him, only when he took it, he refused to let go of her hand.

‘Don’t be a Miss Snakey Britches. Ain’t we still friends? Blood friends?’

She itched to snatch back her hand, until he ran his fingertips so gentle over the calloused skin, tracing the fine scar of a promise made four years ago. A promise they’d be better than their lot, and here he was on the eve of leaving for that life. Their shared oath coming real at last, when all she could see was him going away without her.

The miserable thought strangled the breath in her throat.

‘Are you okay, lass? Are you ill? Do you want to sit down?’ Liam laid his rough palm on her cheek.

How could she tell him, her knees had gone weaker than a newborn foal’s while his fingers played with the wisps of hair by her ear? His breath blowing warm on her face. Yes, she wanted to sit down. Lie down, if the truth be told. Right there in the field in his arms if he kept touching her like that. Shock at such shameless thoughts squeezed the breath from her chest, while her face came over hotter. Please, Lord, don’t let him forget me. Please make him feel the same when I get out to Australia.

If only he would say it.

Instead she had to ask.

‘Ain’t you sad for me not to be going with you, a wee bit?’

Instead of the answer she was hoping for, Liam dropped his hand and sank his face into the neck of the pony beside him, began gulping into its scruff.

Jings! Was he sobbing?

No!

From those hoots, she more suspected he was laughing his fool head off. She began to run, her feet stumbling on the coal waste. Well, let him. She’d be laughing louder come next week thinking of him chucking his breakfast, lunch and tea over the side of the ship, hopefully all the way to that Australia.

‘Aw, come back, lass. I’m sorry. Truly I am.’

‘You will be Liam Merrilees,’ she shouted over her shoulder. ‘I won’t miss you a day. See if I do.’ And she kept on running across the railway tracks. She didn’t stop until her boots pounded on the stairs of number ten.

Why did the dafty act as if it was only himself going out to Australia, instead of her and both their families too? As if he’d forgotten her already and their friendship of years meant nothing. Their blood friendship. As if she wouldn’t be right there alongside him.

‘Mary! Is that you blethering out there?’

At Maw’s call from the landing, Mary sucked down her sniffles and took one last look over the roof of the washhouses and up near the bing to the distant figure jumping about to amuse old Neddy, without even a look her way or an, ‘I’ll miss you’. Only her mother’s shuffling footsteps made her move her backside and get inside before Maw came looking for her.


THE PROMISE

JULY 1913

Mary hugged the sound of Da cursing in the dark, knowing it the last she’d hear it for months. Smelling the steady burn of the paraffin lamp, she squinted to his dim outline stoking the coals in the range to brew his tea. She shivered, hoping the fire would chase away the cloy of damp bedding shrouding her and her sisters. Unseasonal chill or not, she’d one last chance to talk to Da. To change his mind so as he’d take her with him on the steamship, not leave her waiting home with Maw. While that dafty Liam went ahead without her.

God, what if Liam truly did forget her? What if out in … ?

The same evil fears nagging through her night dreams persisted. Only one answer that she could see. But how was she to ask when the question had been raised already to no good answer? She couldn’t even remember the multitude of reasons she’d been practising half the night to convince Da to take her with him, knowing it impossible – his plans all in place, him leaving tomorrow – but wishing it anyway.

She gnawed the skin off the side of her thumbnail, glancing across the room to the dark shape of her mother lying still on the inset bed in the opposite hole in the wall, and breathed a silent prayer at the swollen bulge of Maw’s belly. Please, please, Lord, let this wean stay.

She hunched in the bed in one last grab for courage, then in one leap dove her feet into her boots, all without disturbing Kate and Hannah, asleep on the paper-stuffed mattress behind her.

‘Did I wake you?’ Da croaked, stifling the wracking bray Mary knew would hit once he reached the Through Road – away from the eagle ears of Maw.

‘Can you not stay home today, Da?’ she whispered, watching for any hint of her mother waking. Then she raised the heavy iron kettle off the stove and poured Da a scalding brew made of last night’s leaves. She handed him the unchipped cup.

‘Don’t be daft.’ Da made a playful swipe at her. ‘I’ve a meeting with the immigration agent in Motherwell and to pick up the last of me wages. Do you want to eat tomorrow and for the rest of the month?’

‘You need to be well, Da, or they won’t let you on the ship. You need someone along to take care of you. I could make sure you eat right and keep your clothes clean, empty the privy pot even.’ She added the last, trying to keep the begging note out of her voice.

‘Hah! Now I know you’re pulling a man’s leg.’ Da’s eyes twinkled under the lamplight. He sculled half his tea and handed her the dregs.

Her hands welcomed the comforting warmth while a teensy hope rose in her breast as another of last night’s arguments jumped back into her head. ‘If you let me go ahead with you, Da, I could start working. Help you save the pounds to get a house set up for the others. No-one will want me for any job worthwhile if all I’m good for is scrubbing the burn off pots and going for messages.’

‘You’ll be out to work soon enough. Maw can teach you plenty at home.’

Mary only just bit back the retort that Maw thought scrubbing and emptying shite about the sum of women’s work, before another plea she’d long been thinking shot out of her mouth instead.

‘Kate could stay home with Maw. Kate hates school. I’m useless at home. Ain’t Maw always saying it?’

Da glanced across the dimness at her mother and, for a moment, Mary grew hopeful, even knowing her sister too young. Her that desperate.

‘Maw needs you here; the wean due any day.’

‘But Da, I’ve been stuck home a whole year with Maw.’ Even as Mary said it, guilt scalded her insides knowing that Maw had nearly died of the bleeding after the last babe born sleeping. Of course, her own misery was nothing in comparison and she’d not do anything to risk Maw or the new babe coming safe into the world. She just didn’t want to be the one home alone with Maw when it did.

Da hugged her to him then in a rare show, but one of savage desperation. The rough serge of his jacket soaking up the tears on her cheeks. ‘I know it’s been hard on you giving up that scholarship, lass, but I couldn’t get on the damn boat without knowing you here.’

All the air puffed out of her then. How could she argue when going to Australia had been the only O’Donnell talk of months? The babe on the way unexpected, yes, but being a lass she’d never have been allowed go ahead anyway. It didn’t stop her from wanting it. Or wishing …

‘Mind you’re up in time to cook the porridge. Let Maw sleep. The woman tossed like the damn devil chasing her most of the night. This wean must be another boy for sure.’

Da stared down at Mary seriously then, tugging up her chin so as she’d meet his eyes. ‘I know Maw barks harsh, but she loves all you girls. Having another wean so soon is taking all her energy. She’ll need you to do the heavy work and watch after your sisters.’

Mary wanted to pull away then, her last chance to change Da’s mind drowning under the weight of his trust and the vision of five more months stuck home, Da and Liam gone, all her friends out to work already, except those taking scholarships, some not rightfully theirs. She only hoped Maw knew things were going to be different in Australia.

Still Da kept hold of her chin. ‘I’m depending on you to bring Maw and your sisters, and this new wean, safe to Australia on the ship. Do I have your word now?’

‘No, Da. Please don’t ask that of me.’ A shake started up in her knees even knowing that this time Maw was gonna lie-in, before a desperate prayer found her lips. Please, Lord, can’t you make this wean come a tad early? Just a wincy bit before Da leaves? A couple of weeks won’t hurt the babe at all. But then Maw would be well again and the wean safe here. Da could go easier.

She didn’t add and herself along with him in case the Lord God Almighty thought she was trying to bargain with him. And everyone knew the Almighty did not make deals, else wouldn’t she be going with Da already?

Unable to resist the pleading in her father’s eyes, she nodded, but every bone in her body blanched in protest. ‘But Da, what if … ?’

‘Hush and back to bed now.’ Da’s tone rang final. He reached for his boots and stamped his feet into the beaten leather with a wry smile. ‘Damn boots shrunk again. Still wet they are too!’ His sigh the giveaway he was glad to be going somewhere in the world where the sun shone warm, no mind to the burden he’d weighted on her – his eyes too full of blue skies and seasides.

But Da’s ‘No,’ meant no, any day of the week, including one that was going to change everything for all of them.

Mary watched him go out the door and tread down the steps. A bright glimmer flared below where Joe Merrilees puffed on his pipe at the bottom of the stoop.

Da put his head down and shoved his hands into his pockets. ‘Morning, Joe.’ Without turning around, he called back up the stairs, ‘Get in and shut the door, girl. Have you no brains under that hair at all?’

No, thought Mary. No brains. Just dreams. And wishes. And no way of making any of them come true. Not for five long months.

Before she could close out the chill dawn breeze, Da began to hawk up the spit. The echo keeping on with him all along the rows of tenements.


ONE PLUS ONE …

AUGUST 1913

Smoke was rising off the bing near the pithead when Mary reached the Bothwellhaugh Through Road. The grey of the colliery and the tenement rows on one side and the green of the farms and fields leading down to the River Clyde on the other. She gazed beyond the rooftops of the houses to where the Hamilton Palace Colliery loomed over the entire village. The twin wheels of the winding gear on the tower began to turn, either taking men down or bringing them up from the pit, and she bit her lip at the thought of the day beginning like any other in most houses.

Smoke drifting on the wind. Any other day Maw would be ranting along with the rest of the wives, the soot certain to be all through the wash hanging on the drying greens. Any other day in the Pailis. Except this one … Her poor wee brother so ill and not yet two weeks old. Oh, God! Please, please watch over Thady.

Worrying didn’t help the guilt, gnawing the skin off her thumb, waiting on Mr Garvey, the postman, instead of where she should be, at home, helping Maw tend the sick babe. ‘Come on, Mr Garvey, hurry up, won’t you?’

Maw’d skelp her when she found her not back. But, living with the motherless McGarritys now and with the babe so ill, was it her fault she’d to take her sisters and them all to the McGarrity aunt in Bothwell for minding? Hadn’t she run them the whole two miles there and all the way back? 

Mary jumped at a sudden squeal from between the rows and a wee girl raced around the corner of Raith Place chased by the two youngest Watson brats shaking a frog in her face. ‘Kiss him, Tim. Kiss him, Tim. Turn him into a prince.’ The wee girl ran off screaming for her maw, while the brats fell about laughing.

In a village overwhelmingly Orange, what could any of them expect? And it went both ways.

Look at what had happened with Lily.

It had been fine and good for the two wee friends to run on the green or skip rope in the square but the day she’d tried to bring Lily into the house, Maw’d blocked the door.

‘Off you go, both you and your mate. Outside if you want to run with a Prod.’

Lily had fled down the steps crying and wouldn’t even look at or speak to Mary again. No matter how many ‘sorries’ or Mary pleading.

Mary shook away the prickling memory and searched the road for the postman for the umpteenth time. When it stood empty of all but a huddle of housewives getting their news along with their bread from the baker’s cart – she could wait no longer.

She hurried past Brandon Place and along past the Co-operative store, dodging puddles in the unmetalled road. It were a shame James McGarrity didn’t live in one of those better houses with their four rooms and indoor bath instead of in Clyde Place.

Crowded into the McGarrity’s made their old single room in Store Place seem roomy as a queen’s castle, but then they’d had no choice. They all knew the rules – no mine worker, no house. The day Da left, another family had waited at the bottom of the steps.

‘Think yourselves lucky James McGarrity in need of a maid and minder for his children. And that his house has two rooms and a scullery,’ Maw chastised when Kate complained those McGarritys had nits.

It could be worse, Mary consoled herself. Liam’s maw, Julia Merrilees, along with her twins, Jane and Samuel, and new wean coming, had been forced to leave the village altogether and stay in Glasgow with her maw and da.

A hoot from the shunting yard in the colliery jumped her out of her musing and she breathed the sulphury air blown across from the engine waiting to take the night-shift coal north to Glasgow. The pit whistle, and the timing of the trains, regulated all their days in the Pailis, better than any timepiece.

Ah, but it were a palace in name only. The residents might’ve nicknamed the village of Bothwellhaugh the Pailis after the Duke of Hamilton’s fine house, but it were more a joke on all that their houses were not. The Duke the only one living in any palace.

Mary glanced back along the houses lining the Through Road. ‘C’mon, Mr Garvey.’ If it were anyone’s fault she were late, it were Liam’s. If the postman didn’t pull a letter from his satchel today, they’d have weeks to wait until the ship reached port and Liam could even post a letter home. Liam wouldn’t dare to make her wait that long, not when he and Joe had promised Maw news of them, Da unable to read or write, not even to sign his own name.

News of Da might cheer her mother some at least.

That’s if Maw were up again. She’d left them both asleep. As well as Maw could sleep with one ear on the newborn’s cough and him so fretful, but finally given in to exhaustion.

Giving up on Mr Garvey, Mary turned off the Through Road and ran along Store Place in a tizzy, stopping only at the bottom of the steps of number ten and seeing a stranger’s shape cross the window of their old room. The same one room where she’d seen her sisters arrive and two of her brothers depart, but could not call theirs anymore.

‘Hah!’

The postman’s arthritic gait came into view at the far end of the row.

Mary picked up her skirts and ran all the way back along to meet him. He nodded as she neared and tugged an envelope from his bag.

‘Oh, thank you, Mr Garvey. Thank you kindly,’ she added, grinning like a mad thing on seeing Liam’s familiar hand, totally ignoring that the letter was addressed to Maw too.

She hurried across to the Clyde Place row opposite and, with one quick glance along the stoops, bare of any sign of her mother, ducked into the shadows below, tearing at the envelope.

She scanned the writing, drinking in news of the men’s long train ride to London and steamships coming and going on the Tilbury Dock, including the Makarini, the ship the agent had booked them to board on the sixth. Her stomach pitched ill spying the ink blotted date on the top corner, the three of them six days at sea by now.

She read on of emigrants in the hostel near the docks boasting of wages to be had in Australia. Filling Liam’s head with big ideas, she feared, as if jobs could be found at every door, like lumps of gold on the street.

I might even get a job in an office. Da’ll come round when he sees the wages. Nothing’s going to change my mind; I’m not going back underground. When I get out to Australia I can go anywhere and do anything I want.

Mary doubted Liam had told his da his plans. Joe Merrilees suffered no fools or foolish ideas. He’d expect Liam down the pit alongside him, no mistake about it. A nervy knot clumped in her belly thinking of her own high hopes and dreams. Until now she’d had no real expectation Maw would give her blessing to any such consideration as teacher training or nursing, but her heart jolted at the miracle of five full weeks aboard the ship to convince her.

Mary read the rest of the letter, frowning that Liam was so agitated with his grand plans he didn’t even ask after her at all. Still, she could imagine a gold watch appearing in his pocket, him trading his old bunnet for a bowler.

Stop it. She should be indoors, not letting her imagination roil. Her throat tightened. Maw was beside herself with fears over the new wean and rightly so with diphtheria and the pneumonia rife across Bothwellhaugh and the nearby villages. The Lanarkshire churches busier with funerals than the Mass.

She clutched the letter to her breast and offered up a quick prayer that Liam would find his good job and her brother be well again soon. The squeak of the door opening at the top of the stairs broke her thoughts and she pounded up the steps in time to meet Maw on the landing.

Her mother pulled her inside, closing the door on the draughts. ‘Where on God’s good earth have you been, girl, when your poor, wee brother’s dying?’

The sight of Maw wild-eyed, wisps of hair straggling out her bun, scared Mary silly. Worse, the wet, sucking cough coming from a set of drawers beside the range across the room. Thady’s crackling bark stopped midway in his chest and rattled. A râle they’d heard before, when Seamus, the first brother, left for heaven.

Mary hurried to fetch up the poor wee thing, but Maw pushed a florin into her hand.

‘Run like your skirt’s on fire. Fetch the priest and try for the doctor. See if he’ll come while I fix a poultice.’

Mary’s chest prickled at the word, her mind casting back four years to when Seamus’s cough barked much like her own at the time. She could remember little before or after their shared illness, both with their temperatures raging and her sisters ill too – only not so desperate.

Maw had boiled a bread poultice and laid it over her chest before tending to the younger ones. She could still feel the beginning of the burn and remember her screams start. Maw shushing her, ‘Don’t be such a sooking baby. It ain’t that hot.’ She’d tried to tear off the muslin flannel but screamed all the louder when it stuck to her skin. Only then had Maw recognised she was not just blubbing, but by the time her mother came away from dosing the younger ones, Mary’s skin burned red with the overheated poultice.

Some nights, when she undressed, she’d catch Maw’s eyes wash with pain and turn away from the puckered, ugly skin. Mary was not proud, but it were a small satisfaction to know that Maw still suffered too. Her scars were at last beginning to fade and really she should be grateful she was still here. Unlike her poor wee brother.

Oh, God, would Maw blame her now if the same thing happened to Thady? Please, Lord, don’t take Thady. All we need is one wee boy to bring back Maw’s smile. Please!

Thady’s cough spluttered into choking gasps while Maw grabbed the wean out of the drawer and banged him harder on the back than she ever slapped any tough old piece of pie dough.

A sob caught in Mary’s throat, unsure if she was more scared of the poor babe coughing his life away or his mother’s efforts to save him.

‘Oh, God, Maw, what can we do?’

‘Go. Fetch the priest. Hurry, girl.’

Despite the urgency in Maw’s words, the terror in her eyes had calmed to acceptance. It could mean only one thing.

Mary gave the crucifix hanging over Maw’s bed a ferocious look. Why did God want this wee fellow to be in such a rush to join him? In the rows, heaven had plenty of weans suckling from their mothers to choose from and all kinds of people knocking on his door every day of the week. Thady had no need to hurry into heaven, like as not he’d get there anyways.

The babe’s eyes flickered open and Mary crossed herself, wrenching on the door handle. As if the poor wee soul could help getting the pneumonia. Please God, let me get the priest for the rites in time. Please, please, God, Thady can’t die. I promised Da.

She skidded back down the stairway and across the unmetalled road beyond. Indecision tattooed as needles through her brain. Go for the doctor? No … fetch the priest? Da said …  Jesus, what to do? She’d promised Da, but Maw …

How could Maw suffer saying goodbye to another mite? Not a third time.

She couldn’t bring further grief to her mother by denying the babe the rites. At least if the priest came in time Maw might see the wean go a little easier. But Da would have her fetch the doctor for sure, over any priest.

I have to, Da. If you were here … could hear the poor mite’s râle. I’m sorry. I wish you never asked me. I don’t know what to do.

If anything happened to Thady, it would be all her fault. For taking too long waiting on a letter and wasting time on daydreams she’d no business putting ahead of her brother.

Four days ago, she’d patted his wee back and sung him a lullaby, running her fingers through his downy hair, burnished red much like her own and Maw’s. Her hands had come away damp with his perspiration and she’d laid him forward in her arms, horror prickling her stomach at the crimson stains burned into his cheeks. Guiltily, she’d put him to bed before Maw caught her spoiling him and rocking him to sleep.

A sob broke her lips, muted under the clangs of a locomotive shunting empty coal wagons back up the line towards the pits. How could life go right on when death was on its way? If only she could wish herself back to the eve of Da’s leaving, then she could take back her promise.


THE SUM OF LIFE

GLASGOW – LONDON TRAIN, JANUARY 1914

In just forty-one days they’d arrive in Australia, but already Scotland was gone to them. Nearly halfway to London, there was no going back. Not that Mary wanted to; it was more about who she was leaving behind.

From the instant the wheels of the London train began to cross the twenty-four arches of the Ribblehead viaduct, it seemed as if everything she’d ever known fell behind. As if each span were crumbling and blocking her way back. All the days of her life up to now just a memory. All trace of her past life gone. Her brothers gone.

It made her wish she could still be a child, like Kate and Hannah sitting alongside her in the carriage, scoffing bread and jam, without a seeming care in the world. She could only shake her head when Kate offered her a crust held out in a grubby paw. The pitiful wails of the newborn in the arms of the jolly-faced woman opposite enough to steal all her excitement and appetite, along with the sight of only four of their own where there should be five. They’d nothing to show of the brother who should be in Maw’s arms. Not even a photograph.

Not that she needed any pictures. She couldn’t get visions of Thady out of her mind. His wee sweet face. His wee perfect fingers. How she’d come back to the house without the priest when his housekeeper’s sniff proved lunch at the Duke of Hamilton’s with visiting clergy more important than a dying wean. And the Duke not even Catholic.

She’d met the doctor on the Main Street in Bothwell. He’d come along with her until they’d spied the black crepe bow hanging off the front door handle. He laid his hand on her shoulder, saying, ‘I’ll fetch the undertaker and come along later. Give my condolences to your mother.’

In the days and weeks following, her and her sisters’ tears had fallen in silence while Maw went on as usual. No words to say a third time. Mary feared, if one of them had opened their mouths, Maw might shatter to pieces. If not herself. But Maw had given no inch to her grief outwardly, nor had she allowed anyone else any show either. Even at the registration office, where it seemed God had been extra greedy that week with a line of grim-faced fathers waiting to put their marks to their children’s or maybe even their wives’ passing. Mary read the register upside down while the clerk wrote in the details, without hardly looking at Maw, careful to keep his neat copperplate writing all the same perfection along the lines, like all the other pages in the register before it.

‘Name and address?

‘Age and cause of death?

‘Signature and qualification of informant?

‘Present?’

Yes, Maw had been present though Mary wasn’t sure her mind was fully there.

‘Put your mark here, Missus,’ ordered the clerk, turning the register around and prodding at a line.

‘I can sign me own name very well, begging your pardon,’ Maw huffed.

The clerk shrugged in a hoity manner, but Mary breathed her relief hearing Maw’s caustic pride still intact. She knew in that moment, Nellie O’Donnell would survive this time too.

Is that all a life boils down to, Lord? Bits of paper? Cause there’d been no stone to commemorate Thady’s passing, him gone into the common ground. One more O’Donnell lost in that section of the cemetery where no-one would ever know he had a Da and a Maw, or three sisters, fifteen, nine and six. Without a stone, he could be buried right alongside his brothers and who would know? Thinking of the three of them playing up and together, running amok in the graveyard when no-one was watching, Mary couldn’t stifle a smile. Being Catholic she wasn’t supposed to think such things, especially when the second brother had been buried without even a name or in the consecrated ground. She glanced sideways at Maw, unsure if Nellie O’Donnell might be able to read her blasphemous thoughts and puckered her lips to hide her grin. Maw wouldn’t understand the smile, not about Thady being dead and all.

But her smile wasn’t really about Thady.

The buzz in her belly hadn’t quelled since she stepped onto the train at the Glasgow Central Station – smelling the rich leather of the seats, seeing the shiny brass of the parcel racks and fittings, the fine travelling clothes and bonnets of the ladies further along the platform stepping into the first-class carriages. For a girl never gone further than Glasgow, immigrating was not quite the tragedy Maw made out.

Mary disguised a sign of the cross at such a mean thought, adding the prayer she hoped their journey was heading them all towards happier times. A chance for Maw to heal. The chance for herself to do what she wanted. A chance to see Liam again. Find out what he’d been doing. How much he’d missed her too. She was wearing a new navy tweed coat that, even if she did say it herself, showed off a few curves he might not recognise.

‘What’s that smug smirk for, my girl?’

‘Nothing, Maw.’ The buzz dissolved.

‘Read me a story, Mary,’ Hannah clamoured.

Mary welcomed the distraction and took her younger sister onto her lap, smelling the unusual cleanness of her hair. Yes, a lot of things would be different in Australia.

She swallowed a sudden ball of guilt, stealing a sideways glance at her mother – Maw would be all right once Mrs Merrilees was near again and Da back by her side. I’ll be a better daughter too, Maw. A daughter you might think better of, if not kept home warring with you.


LOSING OF SELF

ABOARD S.S. HAWKES BAY – JANUARY 1914

I hate this ship. And I hate you for letting that woman do this to me. Mary kept her thoughts to herself but not the glower she directed at her mother while Maw squeezed the grip on her arm tighter than a jailer.

‘I can’t understand a word you’re wailing about, ninny. It’s only a bit of fluff off your head.’

‘But, Maw, she never dragged her comb through a single strand.’ Mary blinked back tears while the next jagged snip of Nurse Britts’ scissors cut away another hank of bright coppery curls, it joining the black, carroty red and yellow strands, growing like a hair carpet around the nurse and her latest victim’s feet. All of it going because a few bugs nested in the heads of one or two.

All the way down to Doctor Halliday’s rooms, Mary had tried to reason while Maw insisted it the captain’s orders everyone on board have their hair cut off, the louse spreading through the emigrants worse than the measles, striking down one in four families in the third class.

Everyone! I hope you’re going to confession, Maw, and tell the priest you lie to your children. Because she didn’t see her mother lining up for her turn, or any other adult, for that matter.

Whoever died of lice anyhow? She’d more likely die of shame. No bonnet would hide their disgrace.

‘Did you ever hear such carry on?’ Maw rolled her eyes to the nurse. ‘I think this one fancies herself pretty.’

‘I never did, Maw,’ Mary gasped.

‘Better a plain Jane than a fancy Nance any day, I always say. Fine looks ain’t what makes a person; doing what you’re told by your maw without talking on about it will get you into heaven a lot faster.’

Across the cabin, Mrs Merrilees winked at Mary. One hand patting the full swell of her belly, her lips hinting at the barest smile. Her other arm was wrapped around Jane sobbing into her shoulder. That brat, Samuel, nowhere to be seen.

The next second, Mary’s head wrenched backwards and the nurse gave a few savage snips to finish before shoving her aside.

Mary patted her head, the tufts sticking up and out, some cut so close to her scalp she might as well be bald in those patches. Sweet Jesus, it couldn’t look worse than it felt. Casting a burning black look at Maw, she ran out the cabin door and along the gangway to the lavatories where she peered into the shiny new mirror on the wall showing her uglier than the ugliest ugly duckling.

Were they expected to walk down the gangplank into Australia looking like all the rats on the ship had been chewing on their heads in their sleep? She was too shocked and angry even to cry.

Minutes later, shoes tapping down the corridor, she stood up tall.

‘Oh, Mary, lass.’ Mrs Merrilees coming through the doorway sent her tears streaming.

‘Fancy you and my Jane bawling over a length of hair. Come here.’ Mrs Merrilees reached both her arms around Mary’s waist from behind and squeezed her close. ‘Ssh, Goosey Lucy.’ Then she wet her fingers under the tap and damped down the longest tufts, twisting them into curls around her fingers, smiling at Mary in the mirror. ‘You know my Liam loved your hair when you were small. He thought you were a faerie with all those gold bronze curls. Did you know he cut a snippet off for luck one day and kept it? I don’t know that he’s still got it.’

Mrs Merrilees’ words didn’t help. Knowing that Liam loved her hair. He wouldn’t now.

Mrs Merrilees lifted her chin. ‘Hair grows back, Mary. In a few months, you won’t even notice the difference. You wouldn’t want any dirty beasts roaming around your lovely head now, would you?’

How could she tell Mrs Merrilees that she didn’t have months? Only three weeks until she arrived in Australia looking uglier than a mangy dog. Still, she was grateful for that angel’s kindness and envied Jane having the same all the time. Maw thought vanity a mortal sin, yet didn’t the woman do up her own hair every night with brown paper and pins?

Mary leaned back gently against the warm swell of Mrs Merrilees’ belly, a sob snagging in her throat.

‘There.’ Mrs Merrilees nodded to her reflection in the mirror. ‘One look at those eyes and anyone can see how beautiful you are. Now dry up those tears and come along. Your maw’ll be waiting. Else she’ll think we’ve decided to swim to Australia.’

‘Maw’s wrong, you know,’ Mary sniffed, straightening her shoulders. ‘I don’t fancy meself pretty. Only I wasn’t so offensive up until now.’ She snuck a last glance in the mirror and found it true. She had a straight nose and some might say nice, big brown eyes, blessed with long lashes, but she didn’t go about skiting like she thought she was one of them film stars. She’d no candle to hold to gorgeous creatures like Olive Thomas or Mary Pickford. She was just a lass; a lovely lass, Liam had called her before he left. The thought was enough to make her howl again. What would he think when he saw her?

Ugly.

Ugly and stupid for letting someone do such a thing to her. Liam would never let someone like Nurse Britts get a hold of him. He’d call her worse than a dunderhead for letting the woman, but she’d bet he’d not get around Nellie O’Donnell. No-one did.

Well, she glared into the mirror, she’d not let anyone force her into anything in the future. Not even her mother.


QUEENS OF ENGLAND

JANUARY 1914

At first, Mary thought the younger children were out of their bunks and enjoying a midnight romp around the cabin, until, dragging herself from sleep, she recognised the hushed laughter and nonsense coming from Maw and Mrs Merrilees. She would’ve rolled over and gone back to sleep, but to hear them whispering back and forwards, in a sort of game …

‘If I were Queen of England, I’d order indoor bathtubs with hot running water in every house in the land,’ said Maw.

‘Oh, nice one, Nellie. Now, my turn. If I were Queen of England, I’d dress every table with a shiny silver service laden with a feast you couldn’t eat in a sitting.’

‘Yes. So shiny, you wouldn’t be chewing the tarnish along with your stew.’

The pair broke into soft gales of laughter, only stopping to chorus, ‘Ssh, you’ll wake the children.’

A sob rose in Mary’s throat, so long had it been since she’d heard Maw giggle hysterical along with her friend. If she weren’t blazing mad with her still, she might’ve laughed along with them.

Mrs Merrilees’ laughter turned to a groan as she rolled over in the skinny bunk. ‘It will be better in Australia, Nellie, for our children. Isn’t that the reason we’re going? For the young ones? Liam deserves a better start. And your Mary too. It’s a shame she couldn’t take up that scholarship.’

‘Hush, Julia,’ Maw whispered, her voice coming over serious. ‘You know that girl’d live on daydreams and sugar plums, if she could. All she’ll end up with is a bellyache.’

‘You’re too hard on the lass, Nellie. She has a spark. It won’t be penned in our lot. Liam’s neither.’

‘Don’t go encouraging her foolish ideas, Julia. A nod to the girl wanting to go the shops, she thinks she can fly to the moon.’

Mrs Merrilees’ patient, soft laugh greeted Maw’s darkening tone.

Mary pressed a hand to a prickle growing in her chest, grateful to have Mrs Merrilees’ support at least. She’d still not forgiven her mother for refusing the nuns their scholarship and her the chance to stay on at school. Maw telling them she’d thank them not to go filling her girl’s head with grand expectations. She’d not forgiven herself either for not barking louder at the time. And fiercer.

It were a balm to know Mrs Merrilees thought she had spark. That she was destined for something better. Ah … ! Maw might say no to her daughter, but she’d not say no to Julia Merrilees so fast!

‘Oh, Nellie. You exaggerate. It will be different in Australia.’

‘So you say. And Seamus in my ear the same for months. I’ve heard the song before, Julia. Bellies still went hungry in Bothwellhaugh, same as they did in Ireland. Babes still died. Only difference – the lack of warring souls in the Falls Road wanting to crush each other’s skulls.’

Mary sighed at her mother’s oft-repeated chant. It was hard to know why Maw ever put a foot out of Ireland when any time Da came up with a scheme she vowed to return to Belfast, just see if she didn’t.

Really, though, Mary did know what had driven her parents to Scotland. No work to be had for a steel or linen worker. They’d brought her with them, less than a year old, across the Irish sea to Scotland with hope in their hearts and a whistle on Da’s lips. Sometimes Maw teased him, he must have swallowed his whistle on that boat and he should spit it up.

Da would only smile. ‘You can no keep out the coal dust, woman, and open your mouth to whistle too.’

‘I’ll not have Mary chase rainbows, Julia. It’s fine and good for a man. Liam’s not going to end up with a big belly, stuck behind a stove or a washtub all day. Mary doesn’t need educating; she’ll be some man’s wife and time for her dreams will be done. She’ll be better off if she has no such nonsense to start.’

Mary waited, eager for Mrs Merrilees’ reply, but the moments passed and when only her own sigh broke the silence, her heart weighed into the mattress. Was this what it was like for Liam to go underground and the light close off? Did he walk the pit road full of dread and darkness each start of shift?

Why did Maw make out that marriage and weans such a curse? I know she can’t be happy, Lord, getting over Thady and all. And that it were hard on her raising all her brothers and sisters after their mother died. But you’d think she’d find some happiness in having three daughters fit and fair. When I have me own weans, I’ll love ’em all like Mrs Merrilees. And me husband and taking care of them all. A picture formed in her mind of one, maybe two, wee cherubs playing on the floor. Liam smiling at her and them all. Of course, that wouldn’t be for a while yet. But wasn’t that what any girl wanted? One day.

‘I’m glad to have you with me, Julia,’ Maw whispered into the silence. ‘Your coming too is the one grace in this folly. I don’t know I could’ve borne it, if you’d stayed in the Pailis. Did I ever tell you about my sister, Deidre?’

‘No. You never did,’ Mrs Merrilees replied, interest keen from her tone.

Mary gasped, pressing her face into the pillow in case Maw guessed her awake. Her mother had never mentioned any Deidre person and her a sister too.

‘A bright, beautiful girl with the voice of an angel was our Deidre. ’Til she ran after dreams of being a famous opera singer. All the way to London. But they wouldn’t take a girl from the slums of Belfast – with no fancy training. Catholic to boot. You couldn’t get much lower in those heretics’ eyes. But Deidre found herself a comfort. A man. A Prod who made promises, at least until he got his way. Then he sent her off with a one-way ticket back to Belfast and a pound for her trouble. My sister was dead in my arms by New Year’s. Never heard her newborn’s cry. The mite, never supposed to be here, died within the day. Deidre paid the price of her dreams. I never want that for my girl.’

‘Oh, Nellie, how awful sad. But you can’t lump Mary in the same. She’s a good lass.’

‘Don’t I know that? I’m her mother. Deidre was a good girl too. I plan for my girl to stay that way.’

Maw’s bitterness hung in the dark, while waves lapped on the side of the ship.

A tremor ran through Mary, her name having stolen the joy from their talk. She wanted to stay angry with Maw, only it was hard to fight someone claiming to want the best for you. It gladdened her to know that Maw thought she was a good girl, but cancelled out her mother thinking all goodness might seep from her if she went following after any dreams or joy.

How could Maw suggest she’d do any such thing as her sister? Maw didn’t know her at all.


BIRTHING A BEAST

FEBRUARY 1914

A whole week passed with no chance for Mary to speak to Mrs Merrilees out of Maw’s hearing. Until one afternoon, she leaned over the ship railing, planning her words, grateful for a few minutes respite from the endless deck sports and jaunts around the decks with Jane and her sisters. Sweet as Jane was, at eleven, she was not yet old enough to be Mary’s bosom pal. But Jane’s maw had always been an ally.

Tonight, straight after supper, I’m gonna find Mrs Merrilees and ask her to help convince Maw. If anyone could persuade her mother to let her stay on at school – one more year to get her certificate – Mrs Merrilees could.

She started when to the east a slash of lightning lit up the late afternoon sky, followed by another and another. Each bright flash surged more brilliantly than the last, as if a storm were chasing up behind them. She searched the sky for the moon and found only a wafer-like crescent barely visible on its back. Suddenly, the still, grey water around the bow seethed and a school of flying fish streaked above the surface, flying straight as silver arrows and not tipping the water for some thirty to forty feet. Beautiful as they were, a sudden chill prickled her spine as if some unseen evil was running its fingers up her back. A bizarre sensation mingled with the fine layer of perspiration ever present since they’d sailed into the Indian Ocean.

Pity the poor beggars below battling not only the heat but measles.

The captain had ordered the steerage passengers to cramp up even more to squeeze in a quarantine bay. Doctor Halliday walked with a hunched back now, the walk of a man desperate for sleep. Another baby had died in the early hours, but when they’d held the service Mary had stayed below deck, pleading she couldn’t watch another bundle drop into the ocean. Even though each was sewn into canvas sacks and weighted with irons to sink from view straight away, it was the picture of the little bodies floating down, down through the fishes and shipwrecks to join all the bones of history she couldn’t get out of her mind.

They followed her into her nightly dreams wearing Thady’s face and that she could not bear.

She turned at the crunch of a chain being dragged across the deck and voices coming nearer. Two sailors tipped their caps as they passed but when she turned back around, the pair of them broke out laughing. Mary dropped her heated gaze to the ocean swirling below and poked the flyaway tufts of hair up under her bonnet. Was that how Liam was gonna react too when he saw her?

If not for her hair, she could wish him there beside her, to calm her fears and excite her about their prospects in Australia like he had back in the village. Tell her it was all gonna work out like they planned. Except she’d not had a single letter from the brat since he got on the ship, no doubt too busy with his good job and new place in the world.

Joe had written Julia, much to Maw’s excitement, that his brother George had one of the new Government cottages. Ever since, Maw talked as if the O’Donnells would be moving into a cottage the same, even if no such offer had been made to Da yet – him only there a matter of months. But there was no telling Maw.

They’d read the page of the letter so many times, Mary knew each word by heart.

… couldn’t have timed our arrival better. The Manager at the Powlett River Fields took us straight on. Wages are good. Over thirteen shillings a shift.

You won’t find this town on any map. Wonthaggi is brand new and different as night from the Pailis. Every house and building has the electric lights and water plumbed inside.

Tell Nellie, Seamus and I are staying with George and Rosslyn. They have one of the new cottages. We’ll be cramping them for room, but they say they can always squeeze up more for family.

Joe’s letters never mentioned Liam at all. Was he all right?

Mary’s heart twisted as she watched beyond the waves to a small tramp steamer heading northward and going home. Had Liam stood gazing out on this same sea? Did he miss her at all?

‘Mary, come quick. It’s Maw.’

The distress in Jane’s shout from along the promenade sent Mary running.

Her boots clattered on the ’tween deck stairs in time with the younger girl’s, Jane voicing her worry every step that her mother’s pains were coming too fast. Mary comforted the distraught lass, it quite usual for a baby number five to arrive ahead of time. Mrs Merrilees had lost only her firstborn, a boy named for his father. But then, Mrs Merrilees wasn’t so young anymore.

Beyond the cabin door, the woman’s scream was not to be held back.

Mary could’ve screamed herself but for Maw’s hand gripping her arm fierce. Her head shaking in warning.

‘Sweet Jesus, help her,’ Mary whispered, fearing the way Mrs Merrilees’ nightgown scrunched and twisted – a furious beast was fighting to burst out through the poor woman’s belly.

Between pains Mrs Merrilees moaned, they were like none she’d felt with any of her others. She gasped when the crush came again, jamming against her ribs and squeezing the breath from her lungs.

Mary stood back helplessly while Maw held the woman’s hand tight and wiped her brow, soothing her with soft spoken words. Worry lines stretched taut across Maw’s lips, now being sucked between her teeth.

‘Breathe steady. It won’t be much longer.’ Maw’s voice seemed to break through the pain and Mrs Merrilees gripped her hand frantically.

‘Make it stop, Nellie. It’s killing me.’

‘Hush now. Course, it ain’t killing you. You’ve done this before and survived just fine.’

‘No,’ sobbed Mrs Merrilees. ‘It’s different this time.’

In between spasms, the poor woman lay panting, but her eyes widened as each fresh pain rose. The last ended in a scream that left her sobbing. ‘God, help me. Something tore inside of me, Nellie, I swear.’

‘Steady now. It’s coming. Now push – quiet-like,’ soothed Maw. She turned to Mary and gripped her arm between bloodied fingers. ‘Fetch the doctor. Hurry, girl.’

Mary stalled, frozen at the panic swirling in her mother’s eyes. Jesus, Mary and Joseph! Maw was never one for panic. Please, please, Lord, don’t take this one. She couldn’t bear to think of Joe Merrilees not getting to hold his wee babe at the end of their journey too.

She flung open the cabin door and ran past the younger children huddled in a companionway and found the doctor, not far away, bent over a wee girl’s cot in the quarantine space. Mary stopped while he laid his fingers on the child’s forehead and closed the staring eyes while the girl’s mother sat shaking soundlessly beside him, not crying or anything.

Mary felt the devil for interrupting but Mrs Merrilees’ need of him was more urgent than that of the tiny girl, or even her mother.

The pair ran back along the corridor. The doctor entered first to a lusty cry. He opened his bag and doctored the baby’s cord. Immediately he finished, Maw swaddled a bluish mass of arms and legs in a blanket pulled from the bed and thrust the wee thing into Mary’s arms.

‘Take him. And keep the others out. I’ll come for him as soon as I can.’

Mary could not tear her eyes away from the red soaked sheets and dark stain spreading up the nightgown tucked under Mrs Merrilees’ arms. So much blood, its coppery smell filling her nose. To her shock, a small, geyser-like gush spouted between Mrs Merrilees’ legs. The doctor moved in to stem the flow with a pillow and his hands.

‘Go, girl. Take him. Now.’ Maw gave her a quick shove, before turning back to the bed.

Mary held the baby tight to her breast, too tight and he began to squawk in earnest. Beyond the cries, she would never recall later how she managed to lead Kate and Hannah and the Merrilees’ twins up to the promenade. She had no memory of how long they sat hunched in a corner, out of the wind blowing up and sweeping across the steel deck, while the rain sheeted down. Three times it crossed alongside the ship, the bands of water passing so close she could hear them hiss before they flattened down the white caps on the waves, yet not a drop crossed the bow.

Until at last, Maw came and took the baby bellowing in Mary’s arms and handed him to a stranger waiting behind her.

‘Why?’ Mary asked, near dropping with fear at the blanched face of her mother.

Maw lowered her voice so as the children couldn’t hear. ‘His wife bore a babe some days ago. She has enough milk for two.’

‘Why can’t Mrs Merrilees feed him?’

Maw put her finger to her lips and made a sign of the cross. ‘Come along, children. It’s sleep we all need. Sleep brings forgetting.’

‘What’s sleep got to do with it?’ Mary argued, stepping through the cabin doorway she’d left so abruptly earlier.

Maw ignored the incandescent light. Instead the children undressed in the shadows from the corridor lighting. Maw ushered the young ones into their beds while Mary made out the empty berth opposite, stripped of its mattress and sheeting. Later she cried, her nightgown sleeve bunched inside her mouth. Unable to believe that angel, Mrs Merrilees, was gone.

All through the darkened hours, she listened to Maw, opposite, keening softly on every breath, yet never releasing a single sob.

Mary didn’t know which upset her more.


THE MARK

WONTHAGGI, AUSTRALIA – LATE FEBRUARY 1914

Where were the fabulous fields and plump livestock waiting for lads and farmers promised by the emigration agent in Motherwell offering assisted passages to sunny Australia? All Mary could see extending beyond the train windows was blade after blade of grass bleached colourless as sand in a desert. The poor animals in the endless paddocks were without a leaf of shade or drip of water. She couldn’t guess how any of them survived.

It couldn’t be hotter outside than in the compartment of the carriage. When the gentleman who’d insisted on sitting next to her, all the way from the Flinders Street Station, departed at Nyora, buttoning his collar back onto his shirt to hide the grimy stripe on his neck, the twins and Kate and Hannah all giggled and scrunched their faces, squishing their nostrils rudely between their fingers.

Maw said not a word, just nursed the wean lying listless and heat-drowsy in her arms, staring through the slats of the wooden carriage shutters without seeing, without hearing. Only the vague sheen of moisture on her brow hinted she was even feeling the heat. Something of a relief to Mary – Maw hadn’t shown much of anything since the night of Mrs Merrilees’ passing. The never-ending fortnight since had lagged without comfort of sleep – denied by the shattering screams of the newborn.

Mary slumped back against the hard leather of the seat and moved to lean against the corridor window, leaving a cooling gap between herself and Maw. A pain squeezed in her chest for the loss of Mrs Merrilees and the empty seat between them. So much so, that through the blur of water in her eyes she could imagine Julia Merrilees sitting beside her. Slim hands holding her new babe. Her beautiful, wheat-coloured hair twisted into a neat bun under her bonnet.

The same hair as her eldest son, Mary gulped, risking a sideways glance at her mother. At least when she saw Liam she could be of comfort to someone. Maw would not let her come near. Not to talk or touch. Nor any one of them.

What could be in Maw’s mind? Surely she minded. She must.

How could it be God’s will, as the minister said at the service aboard ship, for Mrs Merrilees to leave a brand new babe so in need of her? If it were God’s decision, why not wait until the child was grown or off the breast? It made no sense. Even less to say that Mrs Merrilees’ death was God’s intention. Was he the very devil then?

Mary crossed herself at such a blasphemous thought, glancing up to the train roof as if Satan himself might appear and strike her down dead.

But she was not in her right mind. How could she be?

Mrs Merrilees was not only Maw’s dearest friend, but her own lifelong ally. Now that blessed woman was gone. The one person who didn’t think she should be penned marking time until marriage and weans.

Oh, God, and what of Liam? The image of his grief near brought her to sobs – he and his maw always so close.

But at least Liam had her. What of Maw? How could Maw bear it?

Mary shut her eyes on the sting behind her lids. Maw had come all this way, pinning all her hopes on Mrs Merrilees’ company, only to lose her bosom friend forever. What if Maw wanted to go back to Scotland now?

Or … Mary gasped at a new fear. What if Joe Merrilees wanted to gather his children and go home now that his wife was sleeping in the sea halfway between here and there? What if Maw’s superstitious fears were right and Mrs Merrilees’ soul would never rest in peace, dying so far from the land of her birth?

Sod it, girl, why are you torturing your brain with such stupid thoughts?

She knew very well why. To block another and the time coming when she’d have to face Da and witness the pain in his eyes when he saw no son in his wife’s arms.

How had Da stepped into the day on hearing such news again? Da was no great believer in religion, even though he was a born and baptised Catholic. An Irish Catholic, but he’d not stepped inside a church since the day wee Seamus died. Not once in five years, not even to bless his dead children. He’d told Mary often to pray and offer him up, like her mother, since he needed all the help he could get.

‘Do you not feel the need to pray, Seamus?’ Maw hissed, when three years later, she followed the undertaker bearing Mary’s second, unnamed brother out the door.

‘No. I’d not be praying, woman. I’d be giving his Lordship a piece of me mind, only I ain’t got nowt of it to spare with him taking away me sons.’

Mary knew her mother hurried in case Da changed his mind and crossed tongues with the priest, who’d be sure to damn him to hell. Both knew Da would be there, lashing back, insisting the priest arrive first.

Beside Mary, baby Hugh gave a weak cry, his mouth gumming in search of a nipple he’d never find.

‘Oh God, what if Da thinks … ’

At the gasps and twitters around her, she opened her eyes to Maw and the children all staring back at her like she’d gone completely mad.

‘Who’ll think what, girl?’ said Maw, working her neck from side to side to ease out the crinkles. But she turned back to the window slats without any real interest on an answer.

Of course Da wouldn’t think baby Hugh was his Thady, but the shock of seeing the newborn would be hard on all of them waiting at the station. No consolation would Da have from his friend, Joe Merrilees, who was getting a wean but no wife.

Mary picked harder at the torn skin around her fingernail, tearing at the fine slivers. ‘Forgive me, Da. I’m sorry for breaking my promise.’

‘Mary, what are you blethering about now?’ Maw demanded. ‘Why are you muttering to Mr Nobody?’

Mary couldn’t answer for the sobs rippling up her throat. She could only gulp them down into a hard knot of guilt in her gut. ‘I … I … made a promise to Da.’

Maw grimaced, shaking herself, as if she couldn’t understand a word Mary was saying.

‘Thady, Maw. I promised Da I’d bring him and you all safe to Australia.’

Maw sighed then, a deep, deep sigh, and stared back at her hard. ‘Sweet Mother of God, why do you take on responsibilities not yours for the taking? Even your heathen father knows you can’t hold back the will of the Almighty. Tell me you’ve not been fretting all this time. I don’t know why you don’t think beyond the simple, girl. Are you simple?’

Mary wiped her eyes on the cuffs of her sleeve and sniffed. No, she was not simple. Only, she did take the world for a serious place. Now reality tumbled clear in her mind that she ought not to have been worrying, but she’d still have to look Da in the eye and ask him to forgive her. It were only the news Maw had given him. She’d still broken her promise, not bringing Thady.

The piercing cry of the train whistle heralded their arrival in Wonthaggi.

While Mary gathered up their possessions strewn about the carriage, Maw wiped the faces of the children and plastered down Hannah’s cowlick with spit. At the same time, she tried to stop the brat from bolting out the carriage door, until she gave up and roared, ‘You’ll not meet your father looking like a raggle-taggle gypsy. Behave, you beggar, or your father’ll be strapping your backside instead of kissing you hello.’

Maw’s yelling, after a fortnight’s respite, had more effect on Hannah than any pinching Mary could do.

‘I’ll take Hughie for you, Maw.’

Her mother’s answering nod said she knew Mary understood the job she had ahead of her, the brief flit of pain crossing Maw’s eyes fast masked by a stoic resolve. An enviable armour to Mary’s mind but one she was in two minds to covet. She offered Maw a smile of reassurance, interrupted by a couple making their way along the corridor outside the compartment and Hannah bolting out the door after them.

While the train chugged into the station, the lot of them walked along the outer passageway towards the exit. Children gathered around the nearest window, gazing out to find their fathers, waving at every hat and bunnet. Even the Merrilees twins, Jane and Samuel, seemed momentarily to have forgotten that their maw was not there with them.

Mary envied the short years separating them and the gulf created by those years. Maybe if she and her sisters had been closer in age they might’ve been better friends. Her stomach skipped while she searched the platform for Liam. Part of her eager to see him, the other terrified of witnessing his agony in losing his maw. A pain tightened in her chest. Would it be enough to have back one of ‘his lovely lassies’?

Then, there they were. Da hugging Maw and the younger children climbing into his arms.

He glanced over their heads to Mary and smiled. The same loving smile she remembered so well and – even unspoken – knew no apology needed from her. Despite the sorrow marked in Da’s eyes, his pain still keen on the loss of Thady.

Oh, God! With a jolt, she realised Maw’s eyes wore that exact same veil, only she’d not recognised it as such, it having been there so long.

She glanced at Joe Merrilees, huddled with his twins, and her knees near gave way with the grief of seeing the same mark engraved fresh in his eyes. Distraction came in the shape of a tall figure standing off to the side. The peak of his bunnet pulled down to shade his eyes, a fag in his hand and the swirl of smoke curling up his wrist.

‘Liam,’ she couldn’t stop herself from calling out, but the deaf dafty never even raised his head.

‘Give the wean here, Mary.’ Her mother cut through the snub.

Mary handed over Hughie and Maw carried him across and laid him in his father’s arms.

Maw patted Joe’s cheek, shaking her head.

Joe nodded in reply, then turned on his heel without speaking and walked away with his children.

Mary made to follow, but Liam glanced back, tipping his hat, and, with a determined shake of his head, trailed after his family.

Sweet Jesus! Her breath caught in her throat. She’d known Liam would be bereft, losing his maw, but … she’d at least hoped to talk to him. Give him her sympathy.

Selfish baggage. He needs time, is all. And space to grieve. You’re here now. He’ll see you soon enough.

Besides, Da could tell her how things went with Liam. Or if anything else had changed since they’d parted. But now was not the time to ask – Maw clinging to Da, the name Thady crossing her father’s lips.

Turning away, Mary almost choked when the train engine belched a thick, black pall of smoke. The pungent smell of burning coal cut the breath from the air, but, in the blue of the sky, beyond the station-house, the sun was still shining. Everything would be all right now that they’d arrived. At least in time. At least between her and Liam.
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Mary waited with Maw and her sisters on the broad, unmetalled street across from the Wonthaggi Railway Station, while Da paid a fellow with a cart to carry their cases and bags along to the house.

A minute later, the man bouncing back to them across the street mightn’t have been her father at all. His face tanned in spite of his hours underground. Beyond any perceived sadness in his eyes, there was something different. A gleam. Da caught them up, a grin on his face, rubbing his hands together. ‘Okay, home we go. I’ll show you a bit of the town on the way. You won’t believe it, girls, Wonthaggi’s got not one but two picture theatres. And all sorts of shops and tearooms, coffee houses and draperies. As many as in Motherwell, Nellie.’

‘Don’t go filling their heads with fancy ideas, Seamus. The roads here turn to mud just the same.’

‘Aye, but not as often.’ Da laughed. ‘We’re in drought. Have been for three years. But we’ve got running water inside the house and an indoor bath. And the electric light in every room. And it’s warm, even in winter. You won’t get chilblains on your nose here, Mary. In the summer, girls, you can even have picnics on the beach.’

Kate and Hannah squealed at such an idea.

Mary smiled, Da’s enthusiasm catching.

Walking along McBride Avenue, he pointed out a huddle of wooden churches ahead on the hill, including the brand new Roman Catholic Church of St Joseph. Maw nodded her grudging approval.

Beyond the curve in the road the land was largely vacant but Da boasted how more gaps were being filled by the week now that freehold land purchases were possible.

‘We’re lucky to have lodgings with George and Rosslyn. Some men can’t even bring their families, there’s so little housing.’

Mary missed Maw’s mutter in reply, her attention taken by a fancy display of dressmaker’s patterns in the window of Grinblat’s Drapery, most particularly one. The soft folds of the narrow, cambric skirt nipped at the waist with a satin sash. Well, a girl could dream! Away from the drear and damp, it seemed laughter and dreams, and even pretty things were possible.

‘We’re leaving you,’ Kate shouted from where the family waited further along the street.

Mary hurried to catch them up.

Mary would never forget how her mother’s step lightened when they came into Hagelthorn Street or the relief in Maw’s eyes arriving at the row of free-standing Government cottages, all with picket fences and little front porches protecting the entries, some with lace curtains dressing the windows. She squeezed Hannah’s hand in relief until the brat yanked out of her grip, but Mary didn’t care, seeing Maw almost find a smile somewhere in that pretty picture.

That is until Da pointed out George and Rosslyn Merrilees’ new fawn weatherboard cottage at the front of one block, then led them, not around to the back door and inside the five-room house, after Joe and his children, but beyond, through the weedy scrub, to stand in front of an A-frame tent, sheltered under a canvas roof and fly.

‘Seamus Patrick O’Donnell,’ Maw began quiet-like. ‘Don’t dare be telling me this is me house. You did not bring me across the world, dragging me children, leaving a perfectly good room with a range, and washhouse below, to live – in a tent!’

‘It’s got wood walls and a wood floor, ain’t it, woman? And it ain’t gonna be for long. Besides, you can go in the cottage all day long if you’ve a mind.’

‘Have you gone damn deaf, Seamus O’Donnell? I will not live in a tent.’

Mary flinched, while Da winked to reassure the younger children, shuffling in the dust and inching towards the tent. Then the sight of Maw, so short in stature, drawing herself up and crossing her arms belligerently across her ample breasts sent the pair bolting between the flaps.

Mary could’ve bolted after them, except she was no longer a child.

‘Nellie, we’ll have a fine house in short time. I promise you. They’re that crammed in the cottage with George and Rosslyn and their two weans and Joe and his four, Rosslyn’s given over the good front room. But in the worst of winter, you can sit in by the Merrilees’ fire. I expect you’ll be needing to spend a lot of time indoors helping Rosslyn with the wean, but it won’t be for long.’ Da beamed around at them all then like he had a pronouncement of special importance to add. ‘Our house won’t be one of them State-owned cottages either. We’re going to buy our own land. The O’Donnells are going to build our own bloody house.’

Mary almost expected her mother’s blustering snort to blow down the cursed tent.

‘And where would the likes of us be getting the money to buy a house, Seamus O’Donnell? Has this hellish sun fried your brain?’ Without waiting on an answer, Maw gathered up her skirts and stormed down the block to the wooden privy house on the boundary fence, abuzz under a cloud of black flying beasties. Maw’s sobs loud enough to set every dog in the road to barking.

Da turned on his heel. ‘Tell her ladyship, I’ve gone to the Workmen’s Club for a pint. I’ll be back by tea-time, if she doesn’t drown in her tears first.’

Mary had never seen her placid father’s eyes so afire, or heard him speak of Maw in such a tone. It chilled her to think maybe absence didn’t make some hearts grow fonder, or plans made apart bound to mesh. No. Da was offended and Maw disappointed, was all. They’d be right as rubies once they got together for a proper talk.

Besides, she had other things on her mind, like Liam nipping along the side of the house still dressed in his Sunday suit. Without so much as good day.

Why? Didn’t he want to talk to her, tell her all about his new job? The new job that kept him so busy, he couldn’t write to her in all these months.

Her every instinct was to run after him, make him stop and talk to her, but she could go nowhere – her sisters’ grizzling and Maw’s sobs echoing up the block. Maw needed the cry. Thank the Lord at last. Even if it were a bloody tent setting her off.

Da would expect her to stay put – mind her sisters and Maw. Why was she always too young or too old to do what she wanted? Why did her age never work in her favour?

Why was Liam avoiding her?

Well, you won’t for long, Liam Merrilees. Next time, I see you, I’ll make you stand still and I’ll tell you how I feel, and how much I’ve missed you. How I miss your maw too. And then you can tell me all the things bleeding in your own heart.

Together, they could cry and she would hug away his hurt. She pushed away any whispers of doubt.

Inside the tent her sisters began to sook. ‘What’s to be our tea then, Mary?’

‘Oh, you’re both plumper than colliery cats as it is. Won’t hurt neither of you to go hungry for once. Come on, I’ll read you a fairy story instead.’ Six whole months she’d waited to see Liam. Six months of wondering and worrying how he was getting on. And after all that time, he never even came home for his tea.

Mary sat at the scrubbed wood table in the crowded, noisy living room, pushing her food around her plate, eyeing Joe Merrilees doing the same.

The man chewed on his lips more than his food, not talking to anyone either. Even when his children tried to tell him about the ship and the albatross following them in the sky over Africa, he merely nodded and bid them eat before Aunt Rosslyn’s dinner cooled.

How different this night would be if only his darling, Julia, sat opposite, sharing news of her journey and suckling a newborn. Mary blinked hard and stared around at the half timber-panelled living room walls, topped with red dado and white plaster above and pretty matching panelled doors. So different from the drab dirty white paintwork of the Pailis. What a pity Mrs Merrilees never got to see it.

‘Where is that Liam tonight?’ Maw asked no-one in particular. ‘I’d’ve thought he’d be here to meet his new wee brother properly.’

The same question had been teasing on Mary’s tongue all evening too, but she knew herself wise to have held it when Joe flashed Maw a dark look before returning his glare to his plate.

Da, George and Rosslyn all launched into talking at once, asking questions about the steamship and the journey, and when none could hear for the yabbering, all fell silent again.

Only later, under the clatter of washing up in the cast-iron sink in the kitchen did Rosslyn answer Maw’s persistent question. ‘Where is Liam then? He should be here for his father. Not gadding about, his mother dead. God rest her dear, sweet soul.’

‘The lad’s in mourning, right enough,’ said Rosslyn. ‘Been mourning since the day he got here. Joseph won’t tell you, but my nephew insisted on being left behind in the city, determined to seek a position to keep him out of the mine. But they’re not taking any but domestics and farmers down there, even now. The poor laddie turned up five weeks later, dropping from fatigue, the bottom of his feet skun like a baby rabbit before stewing. After walking almost the whole eighty-five miles.’ Rosslyn shook her head, glancing distractedly at the living room door as if expecting Joe to appear. ‘The laddie only had to ask, I’d’ve wired him the ticket money.’

‘Wash a dish, girl.’

Mary jumped at a sudden rough poke in the ribs from Maw. But she couldn’t stop a tear dripping into the washing-up water, guessing now the reason that Liam hadn’t written. The dafty too proud to tell her the truth. Yet, even two days ago at the docks, hadn’t men sneered at them coming off the ship? Telling the male immigrants to go back where they came from, that there weren’t no jobs and any going were for Australians.

Oh, Liam. All you ever wanted was to be out of the pit.

‘Praise the Lord, they still took him on at the mine,’ Maw said, nodding.

‘Yes,’ sniffed Rosslyn, ‘and he’s been misery ever since. I don’t know how he’ll bear the loss of his maw. The pair of them always so close.’ Her concern was cut short by the frantic screams of the newborn.

Both women bustled out to the living room, leaving Mary to wipe her eyes on the tea towel. An idea forming in her mind and she determined to stay awake – at least until Liam got home.

Later, in the dark of the tent, she lay on her pallet bed, comforted by Da’s snores. She could almost believe herself back in their one room in the Pailis, except that the air smelled different with no coal-burning range or hint of damp growing in the walls. The dry night air hung warm, even so late. Outside, a cricket chirruped and a cackle from one of them strange laughing birds muffled somewhere in the distance.

Hannah squirmed beside her, kicking out her chubby legs in dreams Mary couldn’t coddle – not tonight. She shoved her sister’s leg aside with her own and rolled over.

A sudden scuff of feet outside the wall of the tent stilled her thoughts. She listened, at first afraid it was one of them kangaroos out there about to jump on top of the tent and crush them all. Then she recognised the tread of human feet, like someone was coming along from the privy house down the back yard. Was it Liam?

A moment later, the screen door squeaked open on the porch and booted feet stamped down the steps.

Joe’s whisper spat harsh in the dark. ‘I told you to stay home tonight.’

Another voice hissed back, unintelligible, but the tone Liam’s.

‘You’ll apologise to the O’Donnells in the morning.’

‘What for?’

‘For being bloody rude for a start. Tonight was hard on all of us.’

Mary strained her ears waiting on Liam’s answer. When none came, she peered into the blackness for a sign she was not the only one in the tent awake and listening. Da’s snores continued. The footsteps outside came closer.

‘Don’t you walk away from me, lad,’ Joe ordered.

‘I’m a man, Da. Let go of me. I’m doing a man’s work from morning to bloody night. I can do what I want in me own time.’

Mary jumped at a sudden jolt on the wall next to her. Were they fighting out there? Not Joe and Liam. Joe Merrilees never raised a hand to his children in his life. Never needed to. Mary knelt up on the thin mattress, hands clamped over her mouth. Across the tent her father’s snores ceased.

‘Now look what you done,’ hissed Joe. ‘Get to bed before you wake the whole damn street. I’ll talk to you in the morning.’

‘I just bet you will,’ Liam muttered.

All fell silent then, except for the cackle in the trees growing louder all of a sudden and a crunch of feet moving towards the house. The screen door slammed shut again and the next minute baby Hugh’s thin wail penetrated down the yard.

Another set of feet crunched on dried leaves heading back the other way. Mary crawled forwards on her hands and knees and prised open a gap in the tent flaps with her fingers. Up in the house, the electric light shone out the kitchen window, Joe visible on the far side of the glass. She glanced over her shoulder, into the darkness, but Da’s snores hummed again and Maw sighed in her sleep. One by one she undid the flap ties and picked up her shoes. She climbed out of the tent and into the night, it lighter outside with the benefit of a full moon and the light reflecting out the cottage window.

Pushing her feet into her shoes, she waited for her eyes to adjust. A match scratched and flared beyond the scrub and shortly tobacco smoke tickled her nostrils.

She followed the red glow pacing backwards and forwards, as if the smoker raged silently. ‘Liam.’

The glow halted. ‘Go back to bed, lass. It’s too late now to talk.’

All of a sudden conscious of wearing nothing but her nightgown, she clamped her arms across her breasts and stood rocking from her toes to her heels with a nervousness she’d not felt around him before. Made worse when she remembered her hair – sticking out and ragamuffin. She could only hope it was too dark for him to see the mess of it.

Her stomach pitched ill at his frustrated sigh, but she was grateful for the distraction all the same. ‘What’s wrong with you, Liam? I’ve not seen you in six months and here you are telling me it’s too late to talk.’

‘I’m sorry, lass. It ain’t nothing to do with you. Things are different here, but then I guess you knew they would be.’ He gave a bitter laugh.

She didn’t know how to answer; she’d never heard him sound so distant. Not to her. ‘I’m sorry about your maw, Liam. You must be hurting dreadful. We all are.’

‘Don’t talk about me maw while I’m angry with Da. I can’t speak her name in a cross mood.’

‘Why are you angry with your da?’

‘I told you, things are different here.’

‘Ain’t that what you wanted when you left Scotland? Things to be different?’ She cringed at her clumsiness, but could not take back the words.

Liam’s mouth creased into an ugly grimace. ‘Yeah, but not me mother dead and me da a stubborn bastard who won’t change his mind on anything. He’s been riding me since the day I got here. He never lets up a minute.’

Despite the warmth of the evening, Mary shivered. The air around her darkened as a band of cloud crossed the moon. A flap of wings close overhead made her duck for cover.

‘You should get inside, lass, before your da comes looking for you.’

‘Oh,’ she whispered, glancing back to the pale shape of the tent under the moonlight. ‘I don’t know what to say to you, Liam. I’m sorry for your loss. I don’t know how any of us will be going on without your dear maw.’ She reached out and patted his bare arm, the hairs coarser than she remembered.

His hand closed over hers, holding it still.

She wanted to fling her arms about him then, hold him, comfort him, but the tension evident in his corded muscles held her back. She dared not upset him further. Instead her mind travelled to another night, the two of them sitting out in the dark. Four years ago it’d been a lark – a game to her, goo-goo eyed on the sweetest lad in the village, him pouring his heart out to her, his despair at starting down the pit. Her desperate for him to believe her worthy of their shared pledge. That she wanted a better life too. Only she’d stopped believing after Maw told her, ‘No scholarship for you, my girl.’ No pleas had made the difference.

She shook away the sudden thought that she and Liam had never been as pally since. The memory burned how when she’d got up the courage to tell Liam about the scholarship, disgust had raged on his face. Now, for the first time, she wondered, had it not been aimed at her mother.

‘You know I’m down the pit again, don’t you?’ he said, taking back his hand.

She nodded. ‘But it’s only temporary. You just got to be patient awhile longer, Liam.’

‘Is it, Mary? Temporary?’ he scowled.

‘Can you not go on the brace, ’stead of wheeling?’ The idea burning on her brain all evening shot out of her mouth instead. ‘Da says there’s jobs to be had on the surface, if you want.’

Liam’s answering pause stretched overlong and at first she didn’t think an answer coming. It seemed obvious to her. All ages worked the brace. It weren’t a crime.

‘Yeah, I could go on the brace.’ The contempt in his voice silenced any argument, even without seeing it on his face. ‘Excepting a man’s expected to go down the pit. Ask Da. I’d be even less in his eyes. Any lower and I’ll be sitting under the bloody tea table instead of at it. Besides, the extra shillings’ll get me out of this place faster.’

She reached out to touch his arm again, but he tugged out his tobacco pouch and gave the makings all his concentration.

‘I’m sorry your plans in Melbourne didn’t work out for you, Liam. You just got to give it time, is all. No-one’s getting any jobs down there. At least you got one here. And you don’t have to go underground, if you don’t want to.’ She drew back at the angry jerk of his head.

‘You think I should give up me plans too. Work me shift grateful like Da says.’

It stung her to hear him acting crankier than a pit pony sent back underground the very first time she’d had a chance to talk to him in months. But even those animals knew, as much as they might kick and bite and raise hell with their handlers, yearning for the sunlight and fresh air, no choice did they have in the matter. No more than Liam or any of their like.

The night sky brightened with clouds scudding away from the face of the moon. Liam’s hand reached up and ran through the raggy curls beginning to bounce back on her head.

‘You might be a faerie with that hair, lass. Though less a child than I remember … ’ His hand dropped away. ‘You best get in, it’s past your bedtime.’

Mary shrugged away from him, but the squeak of the screen door opening interrupted. She waited until it banged shut before saying, ‘Good night then. I’m going to bed.’

‘Night, lass. And,’ his hand touched her arm, ‘I am glad you’re here.’

She ducked back along the path and inside the tent flaps without giving him the pleasure of hearing her voice crack. She only hoped he might think better of her, when her hair grew back.
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Wanted – A Maid – Apply to the Misses Beatrice and Celia Trafford Trafford Boarding House, Graham Street Wonthaggi.

The early weeks in Wonthaggi passed quickly. While her sisters settled into the school at St Joseph’s, Mary trudged the town looking for work. Until one morning, she stood gazing at an advertisement she’d torn from the Sentinel and up at the Trafford Boarding House’s front door, giving off a whiff of fresh paint. She raised her hand to the knocker, rapped twice and swallowed back down her breakfast threatening to escape – same as she was longing to do. And not just because Maw had shouted her out the door that morning.

‘And don’t come home without one.’

Did Maw think she’d not been trying?

Of course there’d been no discussion on any such thing as teacher training or nursing aboard the ship. And she’d not dared risk Maw’s further wrath or grief by broaching the subject since.

Rereading the advertisement in her hand, already she could imagine Liam’s derision. Though perhaps if she got a job, the dafty might see her as an equal again, instead of lumping her in a child with her sisters, as if they’d never been friends. Blood friends.

Not that she, or anyone, had much choice in the way of jobs in a town teeming with newcomers and immigrants – Scots, Irish and Welsh – all looking for work and she always the one to miss out. She guessed, at nearly sixteen, folks expected her to have the experience and must wonder what was wrong with her that she did not. She folded the scrap of newspaper into smaller and smaller squares, pressing each crease with a prayer that the Misses Trafford would approve of her.

Lord knows she needed to do something to get away from Maw. Beyond sweeping the little canvas house and shaking out the bedding each day, there was not much else in housework for either of them to do. Maw was up to inventing things to keep herself busy, if only to stop from murdering Da. When she wasn’t crying, she was cursing, ‘I’ll never forgive you, Seamus O’Donnell, for bringing me to live in a tent.’

Some days Mary wondered if Da regretted the day he’d nominated Nellie O’Donnell for a cheap passage to join him on the far side of the world. But last night she’d grown hopeful Maw might find some joy yet, Da whispering that George Merrilees was threatening to take his family north to the pits in Newcastle before winter, after more talk of the Wonthaggi mine closing.

Da needn’t have whispered.

Joe raged all through tea about the ‘betrayal’. After his brother nominating the Merrilees family and the O’Donnells too, bringing them out with all his bloody boasts about Wonthaggi, and now, the minute they arrived, he talked of leaving.

Joe might be furious, but, to Mary’s mind, it could be a prayer answered. The O’Donnells might move into the cottage and have some semblance of peace return. She pushed away the thought – it wouldn’t upset her to be nearer to Liam either.

She gulped at footsteps approaching on the far side of the boarding house door and quickly crossed herself. Please, please Lord, bless me with this job.

The door opened and a fine lady in a navy gore skirt and white lawn blouse tilted her head to one side, eyeing Mary up and down as if she was checking some prize piece of horseflesh.

Mary squirmed under the woman’s gaze and fluffed out her worn skirts to hide her scuffed up shoes. She kept her bonnet pulled down low on her head, unwilling to show that her hair was still not long enough to put up.

‘Come in, girl. Are you calling about the position?’

‘Yes, Ma’am. If you please.’

‘Miss,’ said the woman, ushering her inside. ‘It may be gone already. We haven’t decided yet.’ She turned then and thrust her head around the banister, calling up the stairs, ‘Sister, come and meet one last applicant. A sweet little Irish girl, I think. Or are you Scottish, dear?’

Mary hesitated, unsure how to explain the hotchpotch of her accent, but she’d no need when the floorboards vibrated at a heavy tread on the stairs.

Shortly, the second Miss Trafford appeared, a rather mannish woman who stood ramrod straight alongside her sister. Both women wore their blouses buttoned up to their throats in the fashion of some years past.

Mary pulled her shoulders back and stood upright to match them, so self-conscious she scarcely heard the introductions, only that the taller one wished to be addressed as Miss Beatrice and her sister, Miss Celia.

Not a hair on either sister’s head strayed out of place and a quick glance around the elegant room showed the fireplace grate shone bright with blacking and the chiffonier gleamed a high polish. Of course the paint and fitted carpets were new, not a single building in the whole town was more than five years old.

‘And why should we give you the position, young woman? What is your name, if you have one?

Mary moistened her lips and fixed her eyes to meet the all-penetrating gaze of Miss Beatrice with what she hoped would be seen as an honest and hardworking face. She blinked with fright instead, because the words she wanted were jammed in her throat along with her breakfast porridge and the fear she might just get the job and have to look into that all-seeing gaze every day of the week.

‘Mary, miss. If you please. Mary O’Donnell.’

‘Well,’ laughed the younger sister, Miss Celia. ‘She’s got the manners for the position. Pull up your sleeves for me, dear, and show us your elbows. Have you got the elbows for it?’

Mary didn’t know if she should run, but she needed the job so she started to unbutton her cuffs.

‘Goodness, girl, have you never been teased?’ Miss Celia clapped her hands over her tinkling laugh. ‘I swear she’s delightful, sister. And so pretty. I think we should give her a try.’

‘What about references?’ interjected Miss Beatrice. ‘Has she brought any references?’

As one, the sisters peered down their noses, waiting for Mary to produce the all-important references, but she could only shake her head and tug out the grubby folds of her school report from her pocket. ‘My maw can give you a reference as to my cooking and … looking after children. Mrs Merrilees … I mean Mr Merrilees could tell you how well I can read.’

Miss Celia smothered a giggle behind her handkerchief. ‘I don’t think you’ll need to do much reading as our housemaid, Mary, but,’ she turned to her sister, ‘if she can read as she says, she could take a list and run for the messages to the Co-operative store sometimes.’

Miss Beatrice raised her eyebrows, suggesting she’d not trust Mary with any such task. ‘Perhaps, sister.’ She turned her glare on Mary. ‘Now, tell me, are you a good, hard worker, girl? Will you do your work and mind your own business?’

When Mary blushed uncertainly, she added, ‘We have a lot of guests come through this house. None of them want the maid sniffing through their drawers. You make the beds and sweep the floors. You shut the drawers without looking inside, if you take my meaning?’

Mary nodded. She hadn’t a gillhooley clue what the woman was talking about, but she’d stand on her head if the Misses Trafford gave her the job.

Together, the sisters glided out to the hallway.

Mary could hear them whispering. Apart from the odd words, God and manners and reading, she couldn’t know if they were arguing or agreeing over her. She inched forwards, then almost knocked over a vase trying to jump backwards when, without warning, the sisters swished back into the parlour.

‘You can start tomorrow morning, Miss O’Donnell. Six-thirty sharp. We serve breakfast to the boarders at seven. You’ll have a monthly half-Saturday off and the Sabbath free, of course.’ Miss Celia ran her gaze over Mary, wrinkling her nose somewhat distastefully. ‘Could you wear your Sunday best for work please, Mary? We’re trying to establish a better class of guest here and strive to present the right impression.’

Mary nodded, praying silently. Lord, forgive me the lie I’m telling. This is me Sunday best. And Lord, please drop a bolt of good cloth on me head on the way home.


WORKING GIRL

MAY 1914

Life and weeks moved on for Mary to the strict routine of the Trafford sisters. The mine whistle blew one long and three short blasts each weekday morning at six. She’d lie in her bed as the sun beat on the tent canvas, listening to the cackles of the stumpy birds laughing in the nearby trees, then rush to the washhouse in an effort to beat Maw and the line-up of Merrilees banging on the door for her to hurry up. She’d leave the house grateful to be going and more often than not have to run the ten minutes to Graham Street.

As long as she was at the stove cooking the porridge and toasting the bread in time for the breakfast hour and remembered to put her strong elbows and sharp eyes to work dealing with the dust, there were smiles from Miss Celia and a, ‘Well done, Mary.’ Miss Beatrice, however, remained the po-faced tartar from her interview. One there was no pleasing. The woman criticised the butter was lashing the bread too thickly, the tea too generously poured, the caddy emptied too quick. It was always something.

Just thinking of the woman’s ire sent Mary shuffling forwards on her knees to better reach the back bars of the fire grate she’d been blacking for a full hour, going by the chimes on the clock in the hallway.

Well, at least she had a job. With wages. In a fine, clean house. And she wasn’t looking down her nose at it, like some. Her cheeks smarted recalling Liam’s scoffing put-down, her not two minutes inside the cottage door with her news.

‘Carting other dirty buggers’ slops, Mary. Cleaning after the toffs. Have you no damn pride at all?’

What did Liam Merrilees know anyway? Trafford’s was a start, not her stopping place. Besides, she liked the busyness and learning, and time spent away from Maw in a house where clean was not only demanded but possible.

No miner trekked his boots into the Trafford house, mainly because miners’ boots weren’t welcome to cross the mat. The sisters held a firm policy allowing only businessmen and gentlewomen; the lowliest lodgers permitted were farmers of a better ilk (whatever that meant), and strictly no unmarried females. Running water upstairs and a plumbed-in bath, a smooth wooden seat on the out-door privy with not a splinter or spider in sight.

Everything and everyone at Trafford’s was beyond reproach and guaranteed pristine.

Except …

‘What are you doing down there, girl? Do you call that fireplace polished?’

Mary scrutinised every inch of the bars on the grate, all of them shining like polished coal, but from the tone rising in Miss Beatrice’s voice, clearly the woman did not agree.

A swish of black skirts at her cheek forced Mary to look up at Miss Beatrice looming over her, wearing her characteristic scowl and wagging a finger in accusation. Mary dropped her eyes to where the roses on the newly fitted carpet began to swim out of focus. She couldn’t think what step she’d forgotten this time. She’d been about to set the fire-screen back in place to finish. Now she reached out a hand to it to steady herself, only claw-like fingers gripped around her shoulder and shoved her almost bodily into the grate.

‘Are you blind, girl? Look at the patch you missed. Didn’t your mother teach you to rub the bars over with a bit of lemon first?’

‘No, Miss Beatrice.’

The hand shrugged off her but not without a pinch of malice. Mary breathed deeply to stop the tears flooding into her eyes, more from anger at the insult to Maw than the bruise rising on her back. She could see no missed spot.

‘You’d better do it again, quickly now, girl.’

Mary nodded, blinking back tears. She reopened the tin of grate polish, but there was no quick about it. She redid the entire front rungs just to be sure she wasn’t going blind or mad and missing a bit.

Later, standing under the wash-line, she searched the window spaces for the telltale silhouette of the tyrant. Finding no such terror she closed her eyes and turned her face up towards the sun. Behind her eyelids a kaleidoscope of coloured patterns blazed and the thought came clear in her mind – she’d been born into the wrong hemisphere. The autumn rays caressing her skin were as warm as a beau’s sweet kiss.

Not that she’d had any beaus or kisses to tell. Or ever come close, when the one boy she’d consider out more often than home. Served him right if she smiled back at that shop boy in the Co-operative store making goo-goo eyes at her last week. Howie, was it, or Harold?

Two short blasts of the mine whistle interrupted her thoughts. Squawks from the henhouse reminded her that she ought to be collecting the eggs, but a sudden shout from the washhouse sent her feet racing instead. What did the blasted woman want now?


THE PASSBOOK

MAY 1914

Mary marched off home on the dot of six without a word of goodbye. The sting in her shoulder hiked her indignation, but there was no point crying. No sympathy would she get at home, only told to get on.

She pounded down Graham Street, taking none of her usual time to watch the changing shape of the new shops and businesses opening by the day, her eyes blind to the rich red and soft cream dwellings of the town, located far enough from the pits to not take on the settle of coal dust. So different from the Pailis where the grey of the sky met the grey staining of the buildings, but where she knew everyone and could stop and talk to umpteen people coming and going, up and down the road.

Once inside the cottage on Hagelthorn Street, the dreary details of her day mattered not a jot – not to them in that mad house. She pushed open the door from the scullery into the kitchen to shouts from Da. Her shoes echoed on the bare floorboards, the new timbers already greying under the coal dust off the men’s boots.

‘Will you look here at what I’m showing you, Nellie?’ Da waved a large sheet of printed paper under Maw’s nose while she ignored him, baby Hughie grizzling on her knee and her keeping on scraping the carrots. Kate and Hannah huddled over their homework at one end of the scrubbed wood table while the twins argued at the other. Rosslyn threatened to skelp the lot of them while she set down the cutlery and tried to lay the cloth. Her own two toddlers sat busy on the floor in front of the stove, pulling each other’s hair and wailing like they didn’t expect it might hurt. The ruckus told Mary no-one was listening to anyone.

‘Won’t you at least look at the estate plan, woman?’ Da pleaded. ‘You can choose your very own block with no-one to tell you which house you have to live in.’

‘Mary, tell your father, if we can’t have one of them Government cottages, I don’t want anything.’ Maw waved a carrot in her direction. ‘And don’t disappear into your book after tea tonight. I want your help writing a letter.’

Mary sighed, but nodded. She could guess who she’d be writing to – Mr Broome, the mine manager. Another letter begging his kind consideration of her mother’s newest application for one of the Government cottages.

Maw made no secret that she hoped the land purchase never came about and, for once, Mary couldn’t help but wonder if Maw was right. To the best of her knowledge, Da had never built anything beyond a box bed for the babes and that was only adding some rickety rocking feet to a fruit crate to settle them. More often than not his efforts had jolted them awake rather than soothed them to sleep.

But Da was showing an uncharacteristic stubbornness on the subject of building a house. He pressed her, with each edition of the Sentinel, to peel her eyes for the advertisements offering freehold blocks in North Wonthaggi on ten pounds deposit. Their savings started again from scratch and hidden in a battered tobacco tin had a way to go to make a tenner. But Da swore he was going up to the field after shift end on Saturday to talk to the vendor about the easy terms in his advertisement, especially the free of interest clause.

As the grumblings between her parents grew more heated, Mary wished herself out to the quiet of the tent but gave up the idea knowing such treason would lather Maw’s tongue. Instead she turned and found herself face-to-face in the living-room doorway with Liam. The cheeky beggar headed in the direction of the washhouse – the fresh shirt and trousers folded over his arm saying he was on his way out.

Both shuffled to the right, then to the left in the tangle of an awkward dance. To her surprise, when neither could pass, a soft chuckle escaped Liam’s lips. He masked it by clearing his throat. ‘Move over, will ya?’

‘Yes, Your Lordship. Of course, Your Lordship. Begging your pardon.’

‘I should think so.’

Again they stepped the same way. Only this time Liam reached out and grasped her by the elbows, as if to manoeuvre her to swap places with him. He did not immediately do so, but relaxed his fingers on her sleeves, squinting into her eyes. His mouth opening, then closing again as if he were in two minds to speak.

The silence went on an age. Oh, Lord, please, please let him speak to me – normal. Ask me what’s for tea even.

The softening in his usual frown gave her a moment of hope.

Then the slap of something fallen out of the pocket of his trousers stole his attention.

By reflex, her hand shot down to fetch it. Was it her fault the passbook came face up and open, the row of five-bob deposits glaring her bold in face?

Surprise at the total registered not just in her stunned gasp but when Liam’s hand clamped hers harsh in warning.

‘I’ll take that, lass.’ The force of his grip tightened around her fingers and she caught the plea of old in his glare. ‘Don’t you tell.’ The familiarity of his closeness brought a wash of pain before his warm emerald irises darkened, cold as the winter Clyde.

He let go, taking the passbook with him – the scowl back riding his face. He pressed hard up against her in his rush to move past, leaving her drop-jawed and wavery-kneed. All possibility of talk dried on her lips. How could her mutinous body betray her when she didn’t care a jot for the beast?

The next second, the back screen door banged open and Joe and Liam met in the scullery doorway. There was no dancing this time.

‘Where do you think you’re going?’ Joe demanded.

‘Out.’

‘Not drinking again. Or without your tea. You’ll not insult your aunt or Mrs O’Donnell another night. Or have them put your meal in the meat safe. You eat with the rest of us or don’t bother eating in this house at all.’

Prickles ran up Mary’s neck at the dare ripening in Joe’s eyes. Oh, please, just let him go out.

Neither father nor son yielded to let the other pass. Liam began to bounce on the balls of his feet as if itching to take Joe up. Their stance a mirror of the pair she’d so often seen laughing and facing up like old bull–young bull around the Merrilees’ one room in the Pailis. She, Mrs Merrilees, Da and even Maw, laughing along at their antics. Now – sparks flinting in both men’s eyes – anyone would think they hated one another. Joe was too harsh. To give Liam his due, his tea was always eaten by the morning – unless he was putting it out to the neighbourhood cats.

At the sight of his fists starting to bunch at his sides, she took a step forwards.

Joe’s eyes squinted tighter – daring …

‘Quiet down, you beggars!’

Maw’s sudden roar sent Joe reeling, as if she might’ve been talking to him instead of the children.

Only Mary witnessed the pain fleck Joe’s eyes when his son pushed past him and out the doorway.

‘Take Hughie for your mother awhile, lass,’ whispered Rosslyn, conspiratorial as a mind reader. ‘That’s the most help you can be.’

Mary nodded, taking the babe and jigging him on her hip. The child reached out his fist to yank hard on her hair, but it didn’t hurt more than the coldness in Liam’s eyes when he’d fetched up the passbook, knowing he didn’t trust her anymore. The why of it. Or if he ever would again?


A FRIEND IN NEED

LATE JUNE 1914

With the loss of Liam’s friendship, and the months passing, memories of the Pailis and all Mary’s plans and dreams seemed a distant world away. Goings on in Sarajevo, where a young Bosnian, hardly more than a boy, fired the shots that ended the life of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his duchess scarcely registered. Mary’s days at the boarding house demanding all her concentration, just trying to get things right.

She worked all the harder for Miss Beatrice, even though she wanted to save her best for Miss Celia. Nothing she did was ever done well enough, but she’d learned fast to keep out of the older woman’s reach.

She dressed more presentably too since the Misses Trafford thought fit to provide her with a uniform – to be worn strictly at work, of course – and she thanked God, the angels and faeries, it a sign her job was safe – for now. Even if she did have to get to work earlier and leave later while she changed, and had itched and scratched through three whole weeks until the stiffness washed out of the calico. At least Miss Beatrice had stopped screwing up her nose at her appearance like she was smelling something a street dog rolled in.

Yet was Mary the one walking around with her underarms stinking and blouses steaming, even fresh on?

No! Nor was she the one making rude comments and sniffing every time a person got a word wrong.

‘Say “my” not “me” book, Mary. It’s a lavatory, not a privy, girl. Say “is not”, not “ain’t”; “house” not “hoose”.’ And so on and so forth.

Until Mary wondered if there was any blinking thing she could say right. Why would she want to talk toffy like she had three gumdrops stuck in her cheek anyway? Miss Beatrice could yap genteel all day long and the bitchy thing would still think her own pooh didn’t pong. Being the one to empty the chamber pots, Mary could vouchsafe it did.

Jabbing pins into her bun one morning while Maw shouted her late for work, she sighed for Mrs Merrilees’ sweet kisses soothing her upsets, along with her cheering hugs. Even for Liam’s rough shoves, pushing her out the door to play, or play up. All of them gone from her days now – all as good as forever. And where she laid her head at night made not one jot of difference.

In the fortnight gone, George Merrilees had honoured his threat and taken his family north. Maw settled into the cottage, vowing they’d lever her out the door with a crowbar, and if Seamus O’Donnell conjured any fool ideas such as building a house, he knew what he could do with the crowbar – right over the top of his mule head.

Once upon a time Mary had thought moving into the cottage might bring a chance to set things right between her and Liam. But the two might’ve been strangers for the distance between them, even living under the same roof. Any tears for a bond snapped over oceans she cried alone. She wasn’t the only one to feel it; her tongue burned to give the sour brew a good helping after him going out the door last night, ignoring his sister Jane’s ‘good night’. Her own glare echoed the younger girl’s frustrated grimace. She wouldn’t be surprised if Jane too had been thinking back to the boy who’d trudged three miles through the snow drifts to Motherwell one Christmas Eve to fetch the softest feathery shawl for his maw’s present. The finest gift any had seen in Store Place.

And that reminded her of a certain other boy and what day it was. She peered into the mirror and gave her teeth a quick rub over with her fingers, checking they’d scrubbed up clean. Just in case …

The Wednesday gone, after weeks of Miss Celia wheedling on her behalf, Miss Beatrice had at last condescended to let her run to the Co-operative store and put in the weekly grocery order. Much the same as the co-operative back in the Pailis, the store was only a single shopfront, except the Wonthaggi Co-operative was owned by the Miners’ Union, same as the hospital, the Workmen’s Club and the bakery. And woe to your backside if Da caught you making your purchases any place else, especially when one day soon he’d be getting a dividend along with the rest of the Co-operative members. Mary cared more about the chance to see a certain young lad assisting, who’d bustled Mrs Talbot out the door last week, without the woman’s packages, in his haste to be the one to serve Mary next. He’d slipped her a shard of peanut brittle when no-one was nosing past.

If she wasn’t mistaken, Harold Briggs was a bit sweet on her. And here it was, Wednesday again.

She couldn’t believe her ill-luck then stepping into the boarding-house scullery to Miss Beatrice bleating, ‘No, Celia. The girl is not going. Last week the flour weight was short and the raisins small enough to be currants.’

Mary held her breath while she flicked on the electricity to the new-fangled toaster and kept holding it while sweet Miss Celia argued her back into going to the Co-operative on the condition everything was delivered perfect to the ounce.

Later that morning, Miss Celia sent her out the back door with a list and stern warning to be back before the dinner hour.

Mary fairly skipped her way to Watt Street, before stopping on the threshold of the Co-operative to smooth her hair and calm her breathing. She pushed open the door to the clang of the overhead bell.

‘Good day, Miss O’Donnell. What will it be today?’ Harold Briggs bounced up to her, arms folded over his puffed-up chest like he was trying to impress her or something.

If she were honest, she’d have to admit Harold’s chest wasn’t the only puffed up bit about him, but she’d never be so rude as to say he might be putting his hand in the sweetie jar for more than just her delight. And she wasn’t about to go comparing his mousy brown hair stretched thin over his ample forehead with any others she knew. Instead she handed over the list. ‘Miss Beatrice told me to say Mr Goodwell should make up her order. She’s wanting someone with seniority to ensure everything’s exactly to measure.’ She tried not to watch Harold’s chest deflate, damning her thoughtlessness in repeating word-for-word Miss Beatrice’s earlier rant. It was only her fear that the woman would refuse to let her go for the messages again if she found the order in any way wrong. And Miss Beatrice would certainly try.

It was too bad of her though, when Harold was fairly tripping over his tongue to talk to her. She turned her brightest smile on him then, trying to win back his favour. ‘You know what a tartar that woman can be.’

To her relief, her words brought the grin back to the boy’s pimply face and he held up his hand, bidding her wait, while he ducked around the back of flour bins to where Mr Goodwell was measuring a pound into a paper bag and had a quick word with him before handing over the list.

‘Tell Miss Trafford her order’ll be in the afternoon delivery,’ Mr Goodwell called over to Mary. ‘And look out for extra raisins too.’

Harold winked and nodded to the sweetie jars. He shuffled back behind the counter while Mary turned her eyes to the shelves of paraffin and phenyl bottles and over to the tins of biscuits and tea, anywhere not to look at him or make him nervous. He was hard-pressed to hide a wink with seven or more assistants milling around in their crisp, white coats and aprons, but soon he trotted back and brushed close past her, slipping something inside her pocket.

She grinned when he nearly tripped over his feet in his rush to open the door for her and she made her way around the corner into a laneway, still grinning, to check her booty – no less than three liquorice allsorts. If she peeled each one apart layer by layer, she had nine sweeties, enough to keep her going all day if she sucked them slowly. And she had a boy fancying up to her. Yes, a pimply-faced gossoon of a boy. But a boy nevertheless.

Hmph! She didn’t see Liam Merrilees bringing her any sweeties or a treat, even in his right senses. What would she want with the old chunk of coal he’d likely bring her anyways? She wasn’t bothered if she never saw another bit of shale again or Liam Merrilees either.

Amongst all the banging coming from the new building works in the main street, Mary became aware of an odd clang echoing behind a rear fence on the lane of the new Powlett Hostel, accompanied by some loud and vigorous sobbing. She edged forwards to a gap in the corner of the yard where the night man called and stuck her head around the gateway. The banging started up again across the scrubby block where a girl not much older than herself was battering the side of a large metal teapot on the gulley trap, more like she wanted to pulverise rather than empty it.

Mary decided a hasty exit was in order and turned to go.

‘What do you think you’re doing there spying on people, missie?’ called the girl.

Mary pulled up short and spun around indignantly. ‘I weren’t spying. Only wondering why you were crying, but don’t worry, I’ll be minding me own business now.’

‘Come over here,’ said the girl, slamming the lid down on the teapot with such force as to make Mary flee again, before demanding. ‘Where’d you come from then?’

Mary gulped, stepping a few paces into the yard. ‘Down the street a bit – from Trafford’s Boarding House. I’d better be getting back there too; they’ll be waiting on me.’

‘No, you dopey Dora. Where’d you come from before down the street? With that accent?’

Mary breathed hard and debated running. Just because the one person she knew best in the world had taken to insulting her lately, it didn’t mean the rest could too. It were only the thought that she wasn’t over flush with friends, or girls her own age to talk to that made her swallow down her annoyance and say, ‘Bothwellhaugh’.

‘Never heard of Bothwhatever. Where is it?’ The girl showed no sign of tears now but stood up, hands spread on her hips like a schoolteacher demanding Mary’s homework.

Mary hesitated, thinking it was a strange country where anyone could bail you up wanting to know your business. As if she would ask a stranger a question so bold, but then it was a sort of novelty someone taking an interest in her for a change. ‘Scotland. You know, in the United Kingdom, on the planet Earth, somewhere in space. You recognise those places, don’t you?’

‘Didn’t no-one teach you not to cheek your elders? What’s your name, girl?’

The other lass couldn’t be more than a couple of years older than Mary herself, yet here she was acting like Miss Bossy Britches trying to lord it over her. Well she needn’t think she’d be getting away with it. ‘What’s yours?’

‘Touchy, ain’t you? I’m Winifred Peat. Winnie to my friends.’

Mary bit back the retort she’d be surprised if the girl got any friends with that attitude, but, in absence of any of her own, she kept it to herself. ‘I’m Mary O’Donnell. Are you gonna tell me why you were crying just now?’

‘Oh that.’ Winnie huffed. ‘I’m getting married.’

‘Congratulations to you.’ Mary’s face broke into a smile, pleased for any girl at such news. ‘And here you’re so overcome with the joy, it brings you to tears. When’s your happy day then?’

The girl glared back as if Mary dared utter the stupidest thing in the world. Then her face crumpled again and she gave the teapot another ferocious whack on the drain. ‘December, on the ninth. And don’t talk to me ’bout no happy day unless you’re going to marry a man seventeen years older than you, with hog’s breath and the temper of a bear with a bee up his behind.’

‘Why are you gonna marry him then?’ Mary shifted her feet in confusion.

Then Winnie shot her a damning look like the girl thought her a penny short of a pound.

‘God, girl, I’m nineteen. Besides, me father wants me out of the house. He’s practically inching me bed closer to the door by the day. And no boy’s even looked at me, exceptin’ for trying to put his tongue down me throat in the back of the picture theatre. I’m not pretty like you. Look at me lank hair and not a curl to bless meself. I’m not clever or worldly. I’m just, Winnie. Besides,’ her voiced dropped, ‘the man asked me. I got scared thinking no-one else might.’

Mary opened her mouth to argue.

But Winnie plonked her hands on her hips, shrugging. ‘It’s better than not being married and working here the rest of me days – carting slops and picking up after a dozen dirty men. I think waiting on one’s got to be easier any day, even if he’s a bigger pig than any on his farm.’

Mary glanced up at the clouds, scarcely knowing where to look. The conversation was getting complicated and she couldn’t for the life of her tell if the girl was happy about getting married or not. But then the distant shriek of the long midday whistle blowing down at the mine interrupted and she didn’t have any more time to hang about. She was beyond late to help dishing up the lunch plates. Miss Beatrice would be steaming by now. ‘Sorry, I’ve got to go.’

Just then the door at the rear of the hostel swung open and a beanpole of a man stepped out wearing only a grubby vest under his braces. ‘Have you gone to bloody China to fetch the tea, woman? I’ve got to get off the road before dark. Can’t you move your arse any faster?’ Then he stomped back inside grumbling an unrepeatable name.

The girl gestured rudely behind his back. ‘That’s him. Me future husband. Mr Frank Sloy. Ain’t he a fine specimen? Fat wonder I’m crying, but I guess he’s better than some others around here. Hey, I know. Do you want to come to me wedding? It’ll be at the new Catholic Church and there’ll be scones and tea at the Workmen’s after. Frank’s a member.’

Mary started to shake her head, trying to keep the shock from her face. No way did she want to be anywhere near a rude devil like Frank Sloy, especially not in a house of God. But then the girl began cringing in a way she hadn’t even when the fellow abused her. Mary hummed and haahed, but could think of no argument to offer. ‘Oh, all right,’ she said, backing towards the gap in the fence. ‘I’ll try and swap me day off or get away early from the boarding house, if I can.’

That seemed to satisfy Winnie, and Mary hurried away with a wave before anything worse could happen.

She ran all the way back to Trafford’s, knowing there’d be no pacifying Miss Beatrice for her lateness. But it wasn’t anything compared to her horror of going to Winnie Peat’s wedding after meeting her groom.

Poor Winnie. She did seem a bit of a one, but no-one deserved to marry a man the likes of Frank Sloy.


DECLARATION OF WAR

AUGUST 1914

All thoughts of Winnie and weddings disappeared when the kerfuffle in the newspaper, which Mary barely recalled reading about, over the assassination of the Archduke suddenly erupted in calls to teach the Serbian assassins a lesson and the world powers discussing who’d promised alliance to whom in the event of war.

Da insisted it all, ‘A lot of argy-bargy big wigs pushing and shoving to make a point.’ As far as he was concerned what went on in some pissy little European country was none of their business. Political talk in the O’Donnell house should be centred firmly on the Home Rule bill mooted for Ireland and nowt else. The debate of decades was heating up again with talk that several counties in Northern Ireland, including his beloved Antrim, would be retained under British rule when the rest of the country became the free state and was signed off to Home Rule.

The very idea of war seemed impossible, until one week later, the little nobody country called up its allies in support. Suddenly, war was the only subject of discussion, especially among the groups huddled outside the Co-operative store, the second Saturday in August.

The second time Mary met Winifred Peat, who was trying on the most frightful hat.

‘Oh, Winnie, isn’t it awful?’

‘I don’t think it’s all that bad.’ Winnie flung the offending bonnet onto the countertop, screwing up her nose, before picking up a navy boater from the next hook and plonking it on her head.

‘No. I didn’t mean your hat. I meant about the war,’ Mary nodded, hoping not to get off on the wrong foot with her new pal so soon.

‘Oh that.’ Winnie wrenched off the hat, glowering at herself in the looking glass and biting the red into her lips. ‘Why don’t they ever get in something a girl might want to wear? Something elegant.’

It was clear the way Winnie crammed on a neighbouring green, straw Panama, war was the least thing on her mind.

‘Why are you looking at me like I’ve got a cabbage growing out of me head?’ she sniffed. ‘Course, the war is dreadful. But it don’t change anything for me. My fiancé ain’t rushing me to the altar like some talking silly.’ She tossed aside another hat, leaving Mary unsure if the girl really did want Frank Sloy to rush her to the altar or was grateful he did not.

‘Is your fiance going to enlist then?’

‘Lordy, no. He’s thirty-six. Besides, he’s got his precious pigs and cows to tend, so the armed forces don’t want him. I mean, who would really?’ Winnie burst out laughing, leaving Mary unsure if she was joking.

Instead she hid her thoughts in the excuse. ‘I’d best get on and fetch the messages. Maw’ll roast me if I don’t get the potatoes home in time to bake.’ Her face reddened as much for the shame of having to lug a grubby sack of them all the way home, as the overeager grin on Harold Briggs’ face nodding past on her left.

She dropped her eyes and busied her hands unpicking the knot from the ribbon on Winnie’s cast-off bonnet.

Minutes later, goodbyes said and Winnie gone, she lucked out in one of the older assistants taking her order and getting herself out the door without Harold spotting her carting something so grubby as potatoes. Even though it meant no treat for her today.

She darted out to the shop porch, nearly bumping into the back of a fellow leaning up against the brickwork of a neighbouring shop and whispering in the ear of a young lassie. The simpering girl hanging on his every word, her tinkling laughter hinting each of them jewels to her ears.

Recognising the familiar stance and shoulders, Mary stopped stock still.

A glance further along the crowded street showed the little debating societies from earlier were still there. But it weren’t talk of war the blighter in front of her muttering while he moved aside a loose tendril of the girl’s hair from her ear. The oaf pushed his hat back on wheat-coloured curls, overdue for cutting, while the bold imp in front of him fluttered her lashes, smirking, as if he might be some screen star gracing her ears with his balderdash.

The girl had poppy eyes too. Ready to pop right out her head if she bats them much harder.

‘Miss … Miss O’Donnell. Wait. I’m glad I caught you. May I have a word?’

Mary closed her eyes, biting on her lips. Not now, Harold. Please. But she turned, shifting the sack to one hand behind her back. When Liam stepped up beside her, she began to pray the ground would open up and swallow her.

‘I think you forgot something, Miss O’Donnell.’ Harold beamed.

Mary shook her head, but the boy took up her free hand and pressed two pieces of rock candy into her palm.

Before she could thank him, he gushed, ‘Have you heard they’re planning a patriotic picnic, Miss O’Donnell? To raise money for the troops.’

Mary chewed on her lips, nodding. Of course, she’d read all about the picnic in the Sentinel. She was already planning on going, only with her mother and her sisters – more’s the pity.

‘Might I escort you? To the picnic, I mean.’ Harold nodded, his ruddy face glowing redder.

The heat of Liam’s arm moving up beside her nearly burned through her coat sleeve, but suddenly she was glad the dafty was right there. It wouldn’t hurt him to hear someone showing an interest in her at least.

‘Why, thank you, Harold.’ She nudged the offending arm aside. ‘I’d be delighted to go to the picnic with you. But I’d better meet you there. I’m not sure what time I can get away from the boarding house yet.’ She bit her lip at Harold’s crestfallen face, and crossed her fingers behind her back at her lie, but Maw would never let her out of the house with a boy. Not until she was seventeen and only then on Maw’s nod. As Liam Merrilees very well knew.

‘I’ve got to get these messages home to my mother now. Goodbye, Harold,’ she added quickly, when Liam cleared his throat. By that superior smirk, she could guess what he was about to say too.

And she ran. At least as far as the corner, smarting that Liam could upset her so easily still. She could wring her own neck, as much as his, for going stupid over the dafty when a perfectly nice boy had been standing right there, asking her out, no less. Damn you, Liam Merrilees.

The brat had only been waiting on her to say she’d not be going to any picnic with Harold Briggs or any other boy for that matter – if her mother had any say. Which of course Maw certainly would.

At least she’d not given him the pleasure of mocking her in front of Harold.

And she jolly-well would meet Harold at the picnic. Maw or no Maw. Liam or no Liam. It was time she started standing up for herself. And to Liam Merrilees too.


THE PICNIC

SEPTEMBER 1914

‘Mary, who’s that girl over there waving at you? Do you know her?’

Mary, walking arm-in-arm with Jane across the picnic area, held up a hand to shade her eyes and squinted at a figure wearing a shocking purple frock, jigging about next to the makeshift bandstand. Though she’d had no chance to cross paths with Winnie Peat again of late, she recognised her beckoning her over. She was about to wave in reply when Frank Sloy stepped up behind the girl, taking away her attention.

‘Oh, that’s my new friend, Winnie,’ said Mary, walking on and changing the subject. ‘How about you, Janie. Have you made some new pals at school?’

Jane nodded, shy as ever since her maw died. ‘Yes, and they’ll be here today. But … it’s not the same as home, is it? A lot of things have changed.’

‘No. It’s not the …’ Mary started to say before a familiar, tall figure larking about under the trees with a group of other fellows caught her eye. She frowned at a metallic glint when he raised his arm, suspecting the flash coming off a flask. ‘Yes, a lot of things have changed.’ She flushed at her distraction, knowing how very much Jane still missed her maw. ‘But we’ve got to go on, don’t we?’ She squeezed the younger girl’s arm. ‘And there’s lots of new and exciting things ahead for all of us in Australia,’ she babbled on, unsure who she was trying to convince more, considering the reason they were there at all.

Jane nodded back, her eyes lit in a rare smile on spotting her friends. ‘Oh, Mary, is it all right if I go over to Mildred and the girls? They’re just by the candy floss stand.’

Mary hugged the younger girl and gave her a shove. ‘Go on, darling. I’ll be fine. Better than fine,’ she muttered, ‘if a certain boy turns up.’

Her heart pitched watching Jane run across the grass of the railway reserve, short strawberry plaits and skinny legs flying. Dear Jane. So grown up for one so young. So much pain in her short life, having been wrenched away from her home and her pals. Her maw dying. Then having to help raise her wee brother.

It was heartening to see her take up with her mates.

Mary wandered on, stopping at some of the side shows and to watch the little ones on the merry-go-round. The manes and tails on the horses streamed in the breeze, the contraption’s tinny music competing with the brass band warming up in the rotunda. On a perfect day like this she couldn’t help but smile at the reds and yellows of the balloons and the parade of spring dresses in delightful peach, and soft blues and greens, throwing off the drab of winter, even if it was in aid of the war.

She refused to let thoughts of what the war might mean to them in Wonthaggi or the forecast rain dampen her mood, though a glance at the darkening westward sky suggested it might come to that later. Instead she used it as another excuse to look about, ever so innocent-like, wondering if anyone was looking out for her too. She jumped when a hand grabbed her by the wrist and spun her around.

‘Mary O’Donnell, it is you. I’m so glad to see you.’

Winnie Peat stood in front of her, panting and out of breath, grinning shamelessly, and gladdening Mary’s heart that someone was pleased to see her at least.

Before she could enquire how Winnie was, the girl dragged on her arm, telling her all about the fun and games to come and that

Mary simply must be her partner in every one since Frank Sloy was too old for games.

‘Except the one kind,’ Winnie said, dropping her eyes and giggling wildly.

‘I don’t know, Winnie. I promised …’ Mary trailed off, scarce knowing where to look at such a confession.

‘Who? A boy? Sly fox! Who is it then?’ Winnie grabbed up Mary’s hands and held them so tight, Mary knew the girl would not let her go without an answer.

She glanced about – checking if anyone was near enough to overhear – but Maw and her sisters were sitting on a rug, in the middle of the grass, setting out the hamper and sipping lemonades. Coming around behind them, Harold Briggs shambled towards her.

Mary smiled, her cheeks warming. ‘That’s him, in the brown tie, coming over.’

Winnie spun around. ‘No! Not Bilious Briggs, that pimple-faced heifer. His nose is stuck so high in the air, he can’t even smell his own stink. No, Mary! You’re going to race with me.’

Mary glanced from one to the other, torn, but she didn’t have long to worry, when it turned out Frank Sloy had other ideas for the moment. A loud whistle summoned Winnie back to him. Like a dog, frowned Mary. Yet Winnie ran in answer, all gangly legs and laughing, as if it the most natural thing in the world.

Mary was saved from her musing by a voice in her ear.

‘Would you care to promenade with me, Miss O’Donnell?’

Mary puzzled for a moment, until she glanced up and saw Harold’s offered arm. ‘Oh, you mean go for a walk.’ She blushed scarlet at showing herself so unworldly and took his elbow, before glancing across at Maw – fortunately looking the other way at the wood chop.

No doubt, her mother wouldn’t be diverted long, but if she were to take her arm back now, she’d offend Harold. Besides – she glanced about the picnic grounds – all ages of couples were ‘promenading’. There weren’t no harm in it.

On their second turn of the reserve, Harold slowed his steps and led her into the shadows under the trees.

Winnie was right. He was quite, um … solid. Mary tried not to grin at his moon cheeks turned ruddy with the exercise, his fine, flyaway hair hanging askew across his forehead.

‘I’ve got a present for you, Miss O’Donnell,’ Harold blustered. ‘I mean Mary, if I may?’ Glancing about, he pulled his handkerchief from his pocket. Clean and pressed, Mary was relieved to see. From within he drew out three chocolates covered in sugared sprinkles.

‘Oh, thank you, Harold. That’s very kind of you.’

Harold nodded, taking up her hand and ardently placing the chocolates in her palm. ‘You can eat them all. I can get more. I mean, I can always buy more.’

Mary smiled and popped what she was sure were illicit sprinkles from the Co-operative store into her mouth. Then she realised that Harold had not given back her hand. His pudgy fingers gripped hers with sweaty fervour.

The union brasses starting up in the bandstand interrupted and Mary eased her hand away so that they could join those gathered in the centre of the grass ready for the games to begin.

Harold begged off with a sudden limp.

Mary ignored Winnie Peat coming up behind him, bloating out her cheeks and mocking Harold’s girth. Nothing was going to ruin this day. Not the dark clouds brewing or Maw’s stern look meeting hers the one time she caught her eye. She was on an outing. With real, actual friends.

‘Come on, Mary. The egg and spoon race is my favourite.’ Winnie dragged her to the starting line, pulling two rusty spoons from her pocket and accepting an egg each from the linesman.

For the next hour, Mary laughed so hard, she never even cared that she won no handkerchiefs or certificates. She laughed till tears ran down her cheeks when she and Winnie fell over the finish line in the three-legged race, skirts up about their knees and clutching each other, hysterical.

At a miffed frown from Harold, she chose not to play Blind Man’s Buff but stood with him instead. Except Winnie pushed her forwards at a call for volunteers.

‘Your turn, is it, love?’ asked the adjudicator.

Before Mary could argue, ‘No,’ he was tying a blindfold over her eyes, spinning her around three times.

She chewed on her lips, stepping forwards, tentatively waving her arms about her. In three steps she became thoroughly confused, the crowd shouting, ‘Go to your left. You’re getting warm. No, go right. Ooh, you’re getting hot now.’

Didn’t she know it? The more they shouted, the worse her lather. It’s only a game, ninny. Yes, with the world and his wife watching, heating her humiliation more. Until, in the blackness behind the blindfold, she grew that dizzy and anxious, she could hardly hold upright. She stumbled. Her hand flung out, gripped onto – a waistcoat. She was about to rip off the blindfold when the master of ceremonies bellowed. ‘You’ve got to guess who it is you’ve caught, miss, before you take off your cover.’

‘But I don’t know anyone here,’ she called back.

The crowd laughed louder, cheering her on, chanting, ‘Find out. Find out.’

It would be too surly of her not to try, but she began to doubt she would ever take off the blindfold again. Never again in her life.

She staggered forwards and two hands belonging to the waistcoat reached out to steady her. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered.

What else could she do then, but guess? One guess.

She patted the waistcoat, but then was about to pull her hands back, too self-conscious to continue, when her fingers found the fellow’s fob chain. The scalloped edge of a medallion so familiar, she gasped. It could be anyone of them come away from Scotland.

Only the barest murmured ‘Hmm!’ the giveaway it were Liam.

Well, she could play along. Why not? Show Harold Briggs how clever she was. And anyone else watching too.

She put her hands up to the familiar face, scraping on the stubble. She almost pulled back at the sharp smell of grog breathing over her face. But, as if she had no say, her fingers roamed the warm bristled cheeks up to the soft waves of hair, meeting a strong neck, the edge of a bunnet. Surprised he was letting her, more surprised she kept on.

A low chuckle saw her drop her hands, before a firm grasp took up both her elbows, putting her hands back to the face. Rolled them over a firm chin and moist lips.

Their movement under her fingers, soft as the gentlest kiss, sent a jolt through her belly. The grip of those hands the only thing holding her upright. And for a moment she became deaf to the crowd on the far side of the blindfold.

She came over hot again and yanked out of the beggar’s grip. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know who it is.’ She wrenched off the blindfold to a collective sigh from the crowd and found herself staring into the cheek of a smile that had always known her too well. His impish grin telling her Liam knew too that she’d known who he was all along.

Respite came in the shape of Harold, bumbling up to them and eyeing Liam up and down. While the Scots brat smirked back at him, winking at her bemused.

As if Harold Briggs were any of his business.

Mary sucked down the retort that Liam could take himself and his damn smirk right back to where he came from and linked her arm through Harold’s – Maw watching or not – and steered him in the opposite direction.

Liam’s laughter behind them forced her to chomp hard on her tongue.

‘Who does that ruffian think he is, manhandling you like that?’ Harold blustered. ‘I’ve a good mind to challenge the oaf. They shouldn’t let that low sort attend family days like these.’ Harold sneered over his shoulder.

His eyes widened in shock when, the next second, Mary rounded on him, yanking her arm out of his crook. ‘What do you mean, low sort?’

‘I only meant that dirty fellow shouldn’t have touched you,’ Harold argued.

‘He’s not dirty.’

‘Didn’t you see his hands stained with coal dust? He’s one of them immigrant miners.’

‘My da’s a miner. From Scotland. And a steel worker from Ireland before. What’s wrong with that, pray tell?’

‘Nothing.’ Harold tried to take her arm again, but she stood firm and apart. ‘I’m sure your father is a fine fellow. I’d like to meet him one day.’

And he’d like to meet you too. To boot your uppity backside into the middle of next week. The words did not reach her lips, but her anger spat clear in her eyes.

‘But I gave you the sweeties,’ Harold begged.

‘So? What’s that s’posed to mean? I owe you then?’

Harold was saved by the heavens opening up and the throng running their separate ways – out of the rain. Mary ran to Maw and her sisters to grab up the baskets and rugs.

Owe him! Owe him, my eye!


OH, HAPPY DAY

DECEMBER 1914

The afternoon of Winnie’s wedding, Mary ran all the way to the church, later than an autumn swallow after Miss Beatrice insisted on no more than three small things be done before she could escape out the door.

‘I don’t know why you pander to the girl’s whims,’ Miss Beatrice berated her sister. ‘Going to a wedding in the middle of a working day. You’re too soft, Celia. She’s taking advantage of your good nature.’

‘Hush, Sister. She’ll be back to make up the time and help prepare the dinner. She’s such a sweet thing really.’

Mary listened, grateful that Miss Celia had forgiven her the late notice and chosen not to share with her sister her surprise at finding Winnie Peat on her doorstep the Friday gone. The bride come to be sure Mary was to stand up as maid at her wedding, adding the promise, ‘I’ll bring you a posy to go with your dress.’

Winnie would not be dissuaded by Mary’s excuse that the Traffords could not spare her, barking it was too late to back out now. She worked up such a paddy that Miss Celia had come to the door.

Of course, Winnie wasn’t to know of Mary’s worry of weeks, torn between her wish to be a good friend and her reluctance to watch Winnie marry Frank Sloy. Nor did she know that Mary had simply held her tongue and not asked her employers. She never expected Winnie to turn up and ask them for herself.

To Mary’s horror, Miss Celia agreed, though she refused Winnie’s kind invitation to attend too, despite Winnie’s promise ‘it’s going to be a bonzer wedding’.

Now, Mary flung herself down Graham Street and up McBride Avenue, watching out for ditches and tugging her hat back onto her head every time it tried to jump off, deciding that being kind and obliging not always such a good thing.

Only one farm cart stood outside St Joseph’s. No buggies or ladies in fine dresses. No ladies at all, Mary discovered when she peeked into the quiet church. Sloy stood up near the altar, talking to Father O’Sullivan, wearing what looked like his grandfather’s scaffy old suit, a young man beside him, wringing his bunnet in his hands. Over in a pew to the left, a pallid-faced older gentleman in spectacles Mary suspected was Winnie’s father sat patting down his moustache with his fingers. Not another soul sat in the whole church.

A statue of the blessed Virgin hung from one wall wearing a frown on her face. Like she didn’t approve of the arrangements either.

‘Winnie, are you in there?’ Mary tapped on the vestry door.

‘Yes,’ squealed Winnie, flinging it open. ‘What do you think, Mary O’Donnell? Ain’t I the most lovely bride?’ Winnie spun around showing off her gown and veil, her eyes beaming her beautiful.

Mary nodded. Not for all the bluebells in Scotland would she tell Winifred Peat her dress was yellowed with age and decorated with tiny beads of mildew, nor that her veil had holes tatted in the back where the silverfish had feasted. ‘You look bonny, Winnie. Your groom is a lucky fellow.’

Winnie thrust a bunch of wilting daisies held too long in a sweaty palm into Mary’s own. ‘Thanks. It was me mum’s dress. Still looks good as new, doesn’t it? At least it’s a little part of her here. She died when I was born so she hasn’t got to come to things in my life. But me father came, so I guess that’s something. Ah, listen to me prattle. It’s me wedding day. I’m so excited, I could burst out of this dress.’

Judging by the frayed threads on the seams, Mary thought, that could well happen any minute. She bustled the eager bride out to join her father, now in the vestibule, while she trailed behind them into the church.

There was no music and no new guests had arrived, but Winnie seemed not to notice. She nodded and giggled her way down the aisle towards her skinny malink of a groom.

Much as Mary tried to push out the rude thought, it being a sacred and special occasion, there it was, the Malinky poem running through her head before she could order it out.

Skinny Malinky lang legs, umbrella feet

Went to the pictures and couldnae find a seat

When the picture started

Skinny Malinky farted

When the picture ended

Skinny Malinky fented.

Sloy peered back over his shoulder and ran his eyes over his bride once before turning back to the priest, but Winnie was too busy waving to the young lad standing up for Sloy beside him to notice. Her father too kept his eyes only on the priest and so when Mary reached the altar, in sympathy, she gave Winnie the brightest smile she could find in her heart and squeezed her arm. ‘Good luck.’

Halfway back down the aisle as husband and wife, Sloy shrugged out of his new wife’s embrace, showing that the sacrament of marriage hadn’t sweetened the sour brew a bit. ‘Show some bloody decorum, woman. You’re married now.’

Winnie giggled, dropping her eyes as if he’d complimented her.

Mary shook her head thinking she must have misheard, because from where she stood it sounded like the creeping Jesus was mocking his new wife. She glanced sideways at the young man she was partnering out of the church and, noticing his eyebrows raised too, realised she’d heard right. Her stomach knotted wondering if Winifred Peat had any idea what she’d got herself into.

Back in the Workmen’s Club lounge, the bride held court, fawning over Sloy while sipping on a shandy and growing gigglier by the minute. Her new husband seemed more interested in throwing down as many glasses of ale as he could, in the shortest possible time, probably because Winnie’s father was paying for the wedding breakfast, as Winnie proudly boasted.

Mary sipped a tepid cup of tea and, in the absence of any entertainment or conversation, picked apart her scone, crumb by crumb. It took all her concentration to avoid the way Sloy was beginning to show an interest of the intimate kind in his bride, running his hand over her backside, whispering none too quiet remarks in her ear, how he hoped it wasn’t that time ’cause there’d be things he’d be doing to her when he got her alone.

Charming, thought Mary, but then it was a strange wedding in every way. Not like the bonny affairs back in the Pailis, noisy with music and singing and everyone bringing food and whatever gift they could spare the newly married couple. What the Pailis guests lacked in the giving of fancy presents, they made up for in the sing-a-long to send the couple into all the happy years ahead. How many hours had she filled thinking about her own wedding – planning the flowers and imagining, cheeks blushing, what it would be like to be married. At this moment, she’d like to give a good shove to the boy standing up beside her in those musings.

But then, she shouldn’t even be thinking about weddings in the same sentence with Liam Merrilees. The eejit had made clear he had better things in mind for himself and she not good enough to live in his imaginary house or mother his grubby weans. As if she cared.

Only she must, mustn’t she? Why else did her heart squeeze to hear his boots clomp down the backstairs of the cottage, stamping out the cold on his way to day shift? Why could she not throw his Sunday shirts into the boiler with the rest of the wash instead of holding them up to her face and breathing him in when her mother wasn’t looking?

Most of the time she couldn’t stand the traitorous wretch. But up close, like the humiliating day at the picnic, her fool body came over like some lovesick cow chasing a fistful of clover. For what? So the dafty could smirk and wink like he were playing some fool game with her.

Ssh! It’s nowt but your loneliness talking. She’d no chance to meet a soul outside Trafford’s or the Mass. Maw refused to let her go to the Saturday supper dances, insisting sixteen, as she’d turned last week, too young. Why else would Harold Briggs be going around with that new fancy Nance from the drapery, Miss Twigg? He never even passed her a sweetie with the messages anymore, though she noticed Miss Twigg’s cheeks bulged fat on passing her after Sunday Mass. Breaking fast on a toffee. What did that say about the girl?

A sudden chiming in the foyer reminded her of her duty to Winnie. She glanced through the glass in the lounge doors at the grandfather clock. What would be the polite amount of time for a bride’s maid to leave a wedding breakfast? She guessed twenty minutes too soon.

With Winnie lost in the fog of marital bliss, tobacco smoke rising from the cigars being puffed upon by Sloy and Mr Peat, all Mary could do was wander across the room to where the photographer was setting up his kit and explaining to the best man the finer aspects of portrait photography. When she stared back at Winnie, for one stupid second, she pictured herself in a similar white dress. Her life going down a path clear and straight in front of her, instead of sliding down a mullock heap growing bigger by the day and unable to push Liam Merrilees out of her mind. ‘Hush your fool thoughts, mental girl.’

‘Do you answer yourself too?’

‘Sometimes,’ Mary answered. She only pulled out of her musing when the young man beside her began to laugh.

‘No, I mean, not really. Not often,’ she added, thoroughly flustered.

The best man held up his hands in mock surrender like he could take no more of her madness. ‘I’m Nathaniel Carr. I work for Sloy. I mean, the groom, Mister Sloy.’

The fellow holding out his hand decided her; it was past time she stopped thinking about white dresses or a certain daft beggar who couldn’t see beyond his nose and started paying attention to someone who did want to talk to her. Like Nathaniel Carr.

‘Ain’t you smoking one of them smelly things too then?’ she asked.

Nathaniel shook his head, ‘Nah, they’re my wedding gift to Sloy. I shouldn’t tell you but they’re not the best you can buy, only good enough for him.’ He smiled, a dimple coming into his cheek before he winked.

Mary breathed easier, since she’d been wondering what type of man was Nathaniel Carr to work for one such as Sloy.

A man in need of a better-paying job, judging from his well-worn suit. His face was tanned brown, under hair the colour of treacle. His eyes the faded blue of an autumn sky. He had the shoulders of a worker, unlike the taffy stretch of Sloy, and she couldn’t imagine thinking of Skinny Malinky in the same sentence with Nathaniel Carr, or Nate, as he told her to call him when she shook his nutbrown hand. The shaking seemed to go on an age until she felt a tug on her sleeve.

‘Mary, come and help me get changed. I’m going away in me honeymoon suit.’ Winnie giggled and tugged her away towards the stairs. ‘You know what goes on after you’re married on your wedding night, don’t you?’

Mary blushed to her toenails to be asked such a question in the hearing of a man. It was plain Winnie was the poorer for her mother’s absence.

Of course, she knew what went on between a man and a woman. Hadn’t she seen the cats and dogs in the village and slept in the very same room every night of her life with a man and woman married? She could dig all the way to China under the bedclothes and not escape what went on across the room. No matter that her parents might wait until all should be asleep and whisper quiet as the rats in the walls, a body still knew what other bodies got up to.


THE CONCESSION

DECEMBER 1914

With Winnie moved out to Sloy Farm, Mary wrote her regularly, honouring a promise made to a tearful Mrs Frank Sloy in the emotion of Winnie going off on her honeymoon. Mary had no news to tell beyond the disruptions at the mine. Many of the younger men were leaving to enlist, while the management held meetings, insisting every man was needed to get out the coal to keep the trains and troops moving. Joe and Liam were at loggerheads over it nightly, though she suspected Liam was more about leaving for any job away from the mine rather than going to war.

In an odd way she looked out for the post as much as Winnie wrote she did, stuck out on the farm. But for Winnie’s occasional letters, life went on in the O’Donnell house much the same, war or no war, including the frosty silences between Maw and Da on the subject of building a house. Papers had been signed to purchase a block of land in Da’s name in North Wonthaggi and Da was calling for a celebration.

That night, for the first time in a fortnight, Liam sat down at the tea table with them all. Joe took the head at one end and Da the other, the Merrilees offspring seated down one side and the O’Donnell family opposite.

No-one said a word to mark any difference from any other night, excepting Joe said the Grace without word of a prompt.

The minute he finished, Jane bounded out of her chair and flung her skinny arms around her brother’s neck, before Joe ordered, ‘Eat your tea, lass. It’s not the bloody King come to dinner, only your brother.’

Listening to Joe, a short time later, tell the story of Nipper the pit pony biting Da on the arse, and laughing until tears ran down his cheeks, Mary guessed Joe was as grateful as herself for Liam’s presence and good mood. For a second, she could almost imagine Mrs Merrilees just ducked out and the lot of them back in the Pailis for the familiar laughter and banter around the table.

But the moment the last mouthful was eaten, the true reason for Liam joining them came out, along with a folded bit of paper out of his waistcoat.

‘Da, I got something for you to sign.’

‘What would that be, then?’ Joe said, barely glancing up from packing tobacco into his pipe.

‘Me enlistment papers.’

Silence fell around the table, as if every tongue in the room cut out.

Joe put his pipe in his mouth, unlit, placed his hands firmly on the table-top before staring down his son.

Mary held her breath, glancing from one to another. Please Joe, don’t let him go, she prayed. Then, seeing Liam’s knuckles turn white as the paper in his hand, the desperation begging in his eyes, she called herself every selfish name she knew. All Liam ever wanted was to get out of the mine. But how could going to war be the only way he could make it happen?

Nobody moved as the silence stretched on. Mary could sense every one of them wanting to flee. The flight rush keen in the air.

‘You heard Broome at the meeting. Every man is needed here.’

‘I ain’t asking you, Da. This is me chance. Blokes are leaving in droves and the AIF is calling for more.’

‘Not coal miners.’ Joe slammed his fist on the table-top, jumping every heart, while wee Hughie began to squawk in Jane’s lap.

‘Getting out the coal is counted crucial. Every man expected to do his bit. You ain’t disgracing me or your maw’s memory by abandoning your responsibilities.’

Liam stood up, scrunching the paper in his hand. ‘This ain’t about Maw. Or any bloody disgrace. It’s a job, Da. Not for King and country, but the feckin’ bosses. I ain’t eating Broome’s bullshit to keep me here. This is me chance to get out.’

‘Well, I ain’t signing your damn paper. Nineteen or ninety, you’re needed here. End of story. You had your bloody adventure coming to this country. Now stop your whining and get on.’

Mary cringed as Liam’s chair scraped backwards, all the way to the wall. She barely dared breathe, terrified what would come out of his mouth next, knowing Joe waited on it too. Liam was about to go out the door and she could say or do nothing to right things or help him. But going to war wasn’t really what he wanted, only for Joe to hear him. Understand him. Just once. She went to stand up too, but Maw grabbed her tight by her skirts. Liam was gone before either she or Joe could open their mouths to speak.

Later, on her way along the tangled path from the privy, seeing the red glow of a cigarette, Mary blew out her candle. When her eyes became accustomed to the gloom, she spied a dim figure seated solitary on a tree stump.

Liam!

She considered slipping out of sight rather than risk his mood of earlier. But she had to know was he all right. Ask the question even: did he really want to go to war?

Her feet stayed on their course. Until her boot jagged on a rock poking up through the dirt, pitching her forward. A hand reached out of the dark to steady her, but did not connect.

‘Thank you.’

‘Didn’t do nothin’.’

‘You were gonna … ’

‘Gonna means nothing without an action to follow through. Remember that, lass.’

Mary nodded, listening more to Liam’s tone. Surprised to hear no hint of sarcasm or his usual biting wit. ‘I remember a lot of things.’

‘More’s the pity.’

She would not bite back or enquire his meaning. It was enough to talk to him, have him answer. The fact of talking ordinary to anyone at all made her gulp her relief.

‘You okay, lass?’

‘Yes.’ Pride kept her from bleating the truth, yet she was desperate to ask him the same. She could barely make out his features in the gloom, except for the brief moments when he sucked on his fag. When he blew out the smoke, the accompanying beer fumes sent her giddy.

Glancing back towards the house, she spied Maw through the kitchen window carrying the kettle to the hob. Though Maw turned their way, she would be unable to see anything beyond the glass, not even the stars, the heavens shrouded in clouds. All the usual landmarks along the straggly path blotted out in the darkness.

Turning her back on the house, she and Liam could be the only people alive in the world. A whiff of his hair oil tickled her nose. She trembled when the dark shape of his hand reached out and wound a length of her hair around his fingers – so gentle.

‘Your hair …’

‘What?’

‘Never mind. It’s nowt but the grog talking.’

Mary bit hard on her lip to stop herself from begging, ‘Oh, let it talk. Please, please talk to me.’ But she dared not jinx the moment, cause him to take away the warmth of his fingers brushing her neck. Jesus, Mary and Joseph, she shouldn’t be thinking … wishing … What?

Silently, she cursed when the hand fell away.

‘Do you remember Neddy?’ Her stupid question outed.

A scoffing grunt and kick in the dirt stilled the crickets chirruping in the bushes. Her chest tightened thinking the connection so easily lost.

‘As if I’d be forgetting me favourite pit pony.’

‘What else do you remember – ’bout the Pailis?’

She watched him drag one last hard puff on his fag before crushing the butt beneath his boot heel. He leaned down, the chink of one bottle against another a sign he’d been drinking a while. He guzzled straight from the bottle neck before wiping his mouth on his sleeve. ‘I’ll tell you what I remember. I remember promising meself things’d be different here. But they ain’t different, are they?’

He ignored her answering nod. ‘I remember back in the Pailis you wanted to do the teacher training, didn’t you?’ He paused, as if catching her out. ‘You remember that too, don’t ya? Dreams we called them. Away from the rows, we thought anything possible. In Australia, everything would be possible. Pah! Maybe this war’ll fix things.’

‘How can a war fix anything, Liam?’

‘A lot of the men are itching to go. See the world.’

‘You know your da won’t sign. Your job here is counted necessary.’ When a scowl came over his face, she bit her lips – hating herself for parroting Joe. But her mind went momentarily stupid at the thought of Liam going to war.

‘Nah, I’m not enlisting. I can’t without Da’s nod. But I ain’t giving up me dreams. There’ll be jobs opening up in the town with so many blokes going. Might be my chance yet.’

Mary held her tongue, afraid one wrong word from her would end their talk, but she’d no chance to say anything when the back screen door slammed open on the porch.

‘Mary, mind your sisters on the way to the privy. Give ’em the candle and matches. Are you out there, girl? Or gone to your bed without a goodnight?’

‘I’m here, Maw. I’m coming,’ she yelled back, but stayed her feet, desperate to keep Liam talking.

‘Some things don’t change.’ Liam laughed wryly. ‘You’d better run along, lass, before your maw catches you with a man drinking in his yard. What would she think of you then? Only thing your maw thinks worse than a drinker is a Prod.’ A match blazed in the darkness while he cupped his hand over the flame to light another fag, coughing on the very first drag.

Tears pricked Mary’s eyes at the dismissal in his tone, but then he reached out and tipped up her chin. His face held steady in front of her, soft breath blowing on her face while he growled, ‘I do remember Neddy. And a lot of other things besides. You need to get out of here, lass. Leave Wonthaggi before some smooth-talking collier or fat shop boy sweeps you off your feet. Don’t be mistaken. Wonthaggi might call itself a town, but it’s a pit village. Still owned by the bosses.’ He dropped her chin and raised the dark shadow of his bottle in a salute. ‘Only difference, it ain’t dry like the Pailis. For that much I’m grateful.’

‘Can’t you just wait awhile and see what happens?’ she begged. ‘The war might be over quick like they’re saying?’

‘You always did believe in fairy stories, didn’t you, lass? I ain’t gonna argue it with you. Bad enough Da ranting about bloody duty. Another excuse to keep me here. I got me plans.’

‘Are you coming, or ain’t you, Mary?’ Hannah yelled, jumping up and down on the stoop. ‘I’m fair bursting.’

‘Jings, you brat, in a minute,’ Mary shouted, turning back around, eager to hear, what plans? But the tree stump now sat empty, as if the night had swallowed up Liam. The glow of his fag snuffed out.


SOMEONE TO LOVE ME

DECEMBER 1914

The next morning, she met Liam up early, shaved and polishing his shoes, despite him supposed to be on shift. He grabbed the basket out of her hand and swung it along. ‘Told you, I ain’t giving up on me dreams. But first, I’ll walk you to work.’

All the way to Trafford’s he gabbed his newfound determination to knock on every door in town, ask for the chance to prove himself, in any job away from the mine – a shop lad, a messenger for the accountant, a mail boy in the postal office. A start.

But …

‘No.’

The same question wherever he went. ‘If he wasn’t going to work in the mine, why wasn’t he enlisting?’

He disappeared from the tea table again by Christmas, though all knew where to find him from the tension riding Joe’s face, if not the stink off Liam’s breath and his clothes.

Joe dragged him into the New Year, spare with the frustration. ‘At least the wastrel had a mother until he was reared, not like his poor wee brother.’ The misery beast Joe grumbled about over cards or dominoes was not the Liam any of them would’ve recognised a year ago.

Mary thought Joe harsh, even knowing he’d gone into the mine himself aged eleven, his own parents dead of measles within days of each other. To Joe, Liam’s duty in serving the war effort lay firmly in the mine – keeping the railways going. The subject of doing anything other was closed to him.

Weeks passed, arguments between father and son increasing, until, with the early fall of autumn leaves in March, Mary was scarcely able to believe it over a year since they’d arrived in Wonthaggi.

Money had been borrowed and builders hammered at the new house in Ivor Street. Basic the O’Donnell house would be, with no fancy electricity or piped water like the Government dwellings in the borough, but, ‘It’ll be ours in thirty years,’ Da insisted, proud as if he swung the hammer on every nail himself. He took the North Wonthaggi track every day to watch the building progress, and help out, as he called it.

‘Get in the damn way, more like it,’ said Maw. ‘If I get to heaven first, I’ll be locking the damn door. God save me from spending all eternity with your fool ideas too, Seamus O’Donnell.’

The bickering continued late one unseasonably warm half-Saturday while Mary hurried away from the cottage. Hearing her name shouted as far on as the main street, she walked all the faster fearing it her mother.

‘Mary, wait. Please. I’m burshting to talk to you.’

It weren’t Maw asking so pretty with a please, or a lisp. And when Mary turned around, who should it be but Winifred Sloy, sitting up on a wagon on the roadside, a bonnet perched askew on the top of her head, every imitation of a lady, albeit a shabby one.

Winnie clambered down the side of the cart and ran, falling into Mary’s arms. ‘I’m so glad to see you. Thank you for your letters. They’re the only thing keeping me mind right out there on the farm all on my own. I think about you all the time, wondering what you’re doing. You’re so lucky to live in town near all the fun and excitement.’

Mary stifled a snort, thinking the girl must be teasing. Except Winnie gazed around the busy street wide-eyed at the buggies and odd motor car passing, and the pedestrians standing in the middle of the road to talk, like she’d not seen any of the changes taking place in the town, the gaps between the shops and buildings filled with new stores and a fancy brick post office.

How often did Winnie come into town?

Mary worried, studying her friend’s earnest face. Winnie’s left cheek puffed out like she’d secreted an entire orange inside. The girl lisped on certain words but didn’t stop talking long enough to allow Mary to ask questions.

Then Winnie linked arms. ‘Where are you going, Mary? Ishn’t it a beautiful day? Are you meeting anyone? Can I come too?’

Mary didn’t miss her cast a furtive glance along the road like she expected a jailer to pounce and drag her back. It might have been only the late summer heat but Mary could’ve sworn Winnie was trembling.

‘I’m going to the bazaar in the Friendly Societies Hall. They’ve got a few stalls to raise funds for the new hospital. You can come if you want, but I don’t think it’s going to be a grand affair.’

‘Hah, not like a wedding,’ sighed Winnie, glancing in the direction of St Joseph’s. ‘But then you’re married.’ Her voice croaked as if she was ready to cry.

‘What’s wrong, Winnie?’

‘Oh, Mary, if I tell you a shecret, you’ve got to promish you won’t tell another living soul. On pain of death. Now promish.’

Suddenly, Mary wished herself home suffering Maw’s wrath rather than hear what Winnie was about to say. She’d no chance to nod or run though before Winnie began to cry.

‘It’s me hushband. He’sh the meanest man in the world.’ Winnie paused to glance behind her again before glaring back at Mary, as if daring her to agree or deny it, and crying harder. ‘And I’m stuck with the meanie till the day I die, or hopefully he doesh first.’

What was the girl raving about? She’d known what Sloy was like before she got married. Hadn’t she called him rude as his pigs?

‘Come on, let’s go to the bazaar,’ Mary coaxed. ‘There’ll be lemonade and we can sit and talk a bit.’

Winnie hesitated, casting glances back along the street. ‘Frank’s only gone to schell his horse. Or try to. He’sh told the fellow the animal is five years old. That old nag Duncan must be twenty if he’sh a day, but the chappy buying him is greener than grass about farming and Frank reckons if he’sh stupid enough to buy a broken-down old hack, he deserves to be dudded. He’ll be back shoon and livid if he finds me gone. Then again, he did shay he could be a couple of hours if they have a drink to sheal the deal.’

Mary stared at Winnie in disbelief. ‘Does the man expect you to sit in the heat and wait for him all afternoon?’

‘Oh no. Frank said to hop under the cart in the shade if it got too warm. He wouldn’t want me to get sunstroke. Not in my condishion.’

‘Your condition, Winnie. Are you expecting a wean? I mean, a baby.’

‘Yesh,’ said Winnie, fanning her face with her gloves and coming over coy. ‘Thank goodnesh too. I’m so lonely out on the farm, but soon I’ll have someone to talk to all the time. Someone to love me.’

‘What about your husband?’

‘Oh, he’sh happy about the baby. He needs someone besides Carr to help him on the farm. Between you, me and the gate post, he wants rid of that one. Too up himself by half, Frank shez. Just caush Carr went to the technical school, he reckons he knowsh it all. My Frank has dug out more tree shtumps than that one’s eaten hot dinners.’

Mary didn’t like to say it might be a few years before the child on its way would push a plough. She only hoped the babe might bring real joy to Winnie, the way weans did when they stayed.

She could be envious, if it weren’t for Winnie’s choice of husband. She’d rather die a prunish old spinster than marry the likes of Sloy.

Her distaste must have shown on her face because Winnie immediately came to her husband’s defence. ‘You’ve got to understand, Mary, Frank had no parents. He don’t know any nishe ways to treat people. His folks drowned when he wash a baby and his aunt took him in, but she wash quite mad in the head and booted him out when he wash twelve.’

Mary thought she’d have bolted the door on Sloy too if he made her sit under a cart in the heat. She wasn’t sure whether to ask Winnie about her cheek, but couldn’t stay silent. She reached out and gently touched it. ‘He doesn’t beat you, does he, Winnie?’

‘Lord no, why would you shay that?’ Winnie drew her arm out of Mary’s. Then she laughed. ‘Oh, me face. I’ve been to the dentist and got me tooth yanked. I’ve been fit to murder with the pain the last three weeks. Frank tied a string to the devil and to the kitchen door. Five shlams later, the bloody tooth was shtill in me mouth and me laying flat out on the floor, in a pool of blood, before the damn fool agreed to spend a shilling and get it taken out proper.’

Mary swallowed the words she wanted to spit about Sloy, unsure as ever whether Winnie adored the man or loathed him. She wasn’t about to set that ferret down the rabbit burrow lest it double back and bite her.

Noisy laughter broke her thoughts as two young fellows stumbled out of a nearby coffee house. The pair were three parts sozzled from the way one lurched past and tripped on the uneven porch boards outside the apothecary, jolting into her. Blond curls and a Scotch brogue told her before he turned around that Liam was busy at his favourite pastime. Strong hands reached out to steady her as much as himself. For the briefest moment, he caught her eye. A smile touched his lips and he winked.

Afraid to blink, Mary looked down instead at his hands holding her own – warm and steady. The spidery blue scars crisscrossing his skin stood out against the redness of her own, raw from scrubbing the tables and benches at the boarding house that morning.

As if he’d read her thoughts, Liam scowled and pulled his hands away, thrusting them into his pockets. Was it pain she read in his grimace, or … regret? Whether for her, or for the white of hands never gone underground, she couldn’t guess. He turned on his heel and staggered away.

‘Wisha. Who was he? Mary, you dark horse. Ishn’t he the fellow from the picnic?’

‘Get away. He’s an old friend, is all. Or used to be. Just some people forget who their true friends are.’ Mary linked arms with Winnie again and tugged her after the drunken ducks stumbling ahead of them. ‘That one is trouble, if ever you had a pound to buy it.’

‘Ooh! But with those eyes, I bet he’s worth a fiver at least.’

‘Winnie Sloy. You’re a married woman. Don’t tell me your dish of married love’s gone cold so soon?’

The other girl’s face began to crumple again and Mary, recalling the tears of earlier, bit her tongue. A shout interrupted from across the road.

‘Hey, you. I told you to wait in the cart.’

‘Oh, it’s me hushband,’ giggled Winnie. ‘I’ve got to go, Mary. It’s been precshious to see you. I wish you could come and live on the farm with me. You could be me maid. Don’t forget to write me.’

‘Hurry up, woman,’ roared Sloy, settling the bag of bones he’d tried to flog as a draught horse between the stocks, before he hitched the animal into harness.

Mary hugged Winnie and pushed her away. ‘Go now. But come back soon. And Winnie,’ she caught the girl’s hand, ‘look after yourself and your wean coming.’

Winnie nodded, clamping her hat to her head, before she dashed across the road, straight into the path of a rider on horseback trotting down the middle of the street. The rider cursed and veered his horse sideways while Winnie kept going without a backwards look.

Mary couldn’t help the unholy thought – she’d rather go under the horse’s hooves than be married to a beast like Sloy.


SWEET NOTHINGS
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With Winnie gone, Mary had nothing to do but go along to the bazaar on her own, free to remember her brief connection with Liam earlier. It stung her recalling the emerald in his eyes somehow faded. The stupid galoot might make her miserable in missing him, but it seemed he was more wretched himself. She wouldn’t have recognised the Liam from the Pailis in the thinness of his hands.

Nor could she recognise the Liam dancing, some time later, in time to the piano player pounding a tune up on the small stage and fast becoming the talk of the Wonthaggi Ladies’ Bazaar. The sight of him jigging cheerful as a pit pony free in the fields, wrenched her back to the boy she’d last seen running delirious in Neddy’s field the week before he was leaving. Was that Liam still inside him, somewhere?

She worked her way around the outside knot of stalls, past the tables of fancywork and hand paintings, the trestles of baked goods, and across to Liam, finishing his jig by stumbling into the crowd.

Hands reached out to steady him, but he shrugged them away. ‘Well, if it ain’t Miss Mary O’Donnell. Come to fetch me home.’ He staggered sideways, clutching her hard against him.

She fought a sudden thrill jagging from her breastbone direct to that place she could not name, even in her most private thoughts.

When Liam righted himself, his lips brushed her ear, turning it scarlet with the intimacy, and she ducked her eyes from the frowns and grins on the passers-by at his boldness. Meanwhile he caressed her name with his voice. ‘Mary, me lovely lassie.’

‘What did you say?’ She tried to pull away. Only the eejit was clinging onto her like he couldn’t stand up on his own two feet.

‘I’m sorry, lass. Truly, I am.’ He held himself still and steady then. His eyes fixed on hers so earnest, she almost forgave him. His firm fingers played across her back and rested in the waistband of her skirt. His lips murmured over her cheekbone, down her neck to a sensitive spot just under her jawbone. ‘Jesus, Mary, you’ve grown up gorgeous.’

Sweet Mother of God, what was he doing to her?

‘Tsk! Dreadful!’ a woman passing snorted.

Mary blanched at the tone of disgust in the woman’s voice, relieved to find the face not Maw’s. She had to get Liam out of sight before his family and, more importantly, her own turned up.

‘Come on, Liam. We’ve got to go.’ She tugged him towards the door, while his hand played up and down her back.

Her face flushed and the hall became suffocatingly hot – the smell of candy floss, orangeade and sweetmeats making her head swim and pushing out all sensible thought. She couldn’t find the exit quick enough.

Outside daylight had all but gone. Under the dim porch light, huddles of men slurped from poorly hidden flasks while Liam stumbled beside her down the steps. Once in the shadows of the gorse bushes lining the fence, he gathered her into his arms and pulled her tight against him, smothering her lips in beery kisses. The music inside the hall melted into a distant other world, along with her common-sense. Before she realised what he was doing his hands closed around her breasts and squeezed, sending wild pulses rippling through her body. She couldn’t open her mouth to stop him because his lips searched hers hungrily, making words impossible. She swayed, giddy with longing and a dizziness – as if she’d matched him pint for pint.

Sudden laughter and boots stamping down the steps sent a hot chill through her and she blushed to her navel, dragging Liam out onto the street. She had to half hold him up or he would have collapsed, probably to crawl under a buggy and go to sleep.

‘I missed you, lass. And here you are, bonnier than ever.’ He murmured in her ear, chasing away her prickles of doubt.

‘Mary. Is that the pair of you?’ Joe barked, emerging out of the dusk with the twins. Wee Hugh safe in Maw’s arms following up behind with the rest of the O’Donnells.

At his father’s voice, Liam pulled up in his tracks, using all his efforts to straighten up and appear a semblance of sober.

‘Sorry, lass,’ Joe said, nodding to her and tossing his head at his son. ‘The lad’s turned into a damned wastrel. I dunno what to do with him. His maw’d turn in her grave to see him.’

Joe’s words hung bitter in the air.

An uncomfortable shuffle of footsteps confirmed Mary’s thinking, Julia Merrilees unlikely to ever rest easy, tossed on the whims of the sea.

‘Hic.’

Joe groaned as though using all his patience not to clout the wretch belching on the heels of his mother’s name.

‘Don’t worry, Joe. I’m taking him home now,’ she assured. ‘He’ll be all right with me.’

Joe hesitated, casting a warning glance at Liam before he turned back to her. ‘That’s good of you, lass. You’ll miss the entertainment at the bazaar though.’

‘It doesn’t matter. I’ve been inside already and there’s not much to spend my money on.’

At Jane’s crestfallen face, and Hannah set to cry, Mary bent to ruffle her youngest sister’s hair, adding quickly, ‘Oh, but they’re going to have jugglers and clowns and a snake man later. You’ll all have a bonny time.’

‘Get on with you, then,’ Joe told his son. ‘And have a damn bath. You reek.’

Mary nodded and dragged Liam away down the street, him grumbling and pumping up.

‘Da treats me like a lad. I’m working me full muster and doing the job of a man. Still he talks to me like that.’

The bitterness in his voice frightened her and she squeezed his arm to remind him she was there and all was well with the world again. Or it would be. His lovely lassie again, how could it not?


THE TALK OF TREES

MARCH 1915

The small clock on the mantelpiece ticked away the silence of the Merrilees’ living room, reminding Mary of another small room in the Pailis what seemed like a lifetime ago. At first she didn’t notice the perambulator chair, shabby and familiar, shadowed in the corner; the embroidered cushion that once lay atop its worn seat no longer there. The message ‘A mother’s heart makes a home,’ its tiny rose buds and daffodils nowhere to be seen, probably lost on board ship.

A splash and a curse from the washhouse on the far side of the kitchen wall reminded her that Liam was in there, naked and near drunk. She shook away the image leaping into her mind of him in his bath pouring water over his head and down the smooth of his back … What are you thinking, ninny?

She wasn’t thinking anything at all, only waiting to be sure that the dafty didn’t drown himself, then she was going straight back to the bazaar.

God, how many inches did it take to drown a person? She stepped towards the door.

‘Are you all right?’ she called, then nearly leapt clear up to heaven when Liam stepped through the kitchen doorway into the living room wearing his trousers and no vest, shrugging into his shirt. He gave up on the buttons with a chuckle. ‘Damn holes must’ve shrunk.’ Out of his pocket he pulled a flask and poured a dark liquid down his throat in a series of gulps.

Mary bit her lip and stepped towards the hallway door. ‘I’m going back to the bazaar awhile.’

‘No, don’t go, lass.’ He grabbed for her hand and spun her around up close to him, ran his fingers gently down her cheeks. ‘I’ve missed you, Mary. You always were the one to know me best and understand what I want. All Da cares about is making enough shillings to get to each Pay Friday. I’m not like him. I’m not one to settle. I want a house, me own real house, but I want more too. Oh, lass, I wanted to tell you sorry so many times. Will you forgive a useless misery who too soon forgets his friends?’

She hesitated. The admission a reminder of all her longing and hurt of months. Before she could protest, he tugged gently on her hair, pulling her mouth up to meet his, mashing her lips with soft kisses. He pulled back, steadying his gaze on her.

‘Do you know I think of you sometimes when I’m down the pit, in the dark – how lucky you are out in the daylight. Sometimes when the trees are talking underground, I know I’m not going to heed their warning; I want the roof to come tumbling down and bury me so’s I never have to pick up me token another day in me life.’

Mary gasped, seeing in her mind the timber props begin to crack and shift, telling Liam to go, get out, save himself. And him staying put, aggravating the pillars, cleaving them with a pick. The rats running at his feet and first flitters of dust coating his hair. The groan as the timbering shifted, as the rocks and undug coal, the tons of earth above, came crushing down on his fair curls.

Her legs began to tremble.

In Liam’s drunken state, he could barely hold up the two of them. ‘Don’t worry, lass. You’re never going to marry some useless miner and have him touch you with his blue, scarred hands. You’ll be sitting up reading books in your pretty parlour with a library filling one whole wall and a maid to do your bidding while you read away the day. See if you don’t.’

The longing in his eyes captured her as much as his words. All the while he dropped small kisses across her forehead.

A glimpse of the doorway behind him served as her last call to leave, but the moment passed when she glanced back into the eyes of a little boy lost. I’ll go in a minute, it’s only a bit of fun. But then he kissed away all reason and sense of time. His lips brushed hers, soft again at first, then firmer, hungrier. She gasped when his tongue pushed apart her teeth and slid inside her mouth, the darting featherlike movements making her knees cave beneath her.

‘No, Liam. We’ve got to stop. We shouldn’t be doing this,’ she gasped.

But he did not stop. He lowered her to the floor onto the rag rug and it might have been the softest quilt, she could not leave it. Even while flickers of fear and desperate questions fought for her attention, his lips tugged at hers and she gave herself over for just another moment.

‘God, how I’ve missed you, Mary. You were the only one to love and believe in me after me mother.’ His words, mumbled into her hair, finished on a sob. One rose in her own throat for all the misery of months past. Aware of his hands moving over her and the buttons of her blouse opening, she panted as his fingers stroked her bare belly beneath her chemise. She pushed them away lest they travel up and find the scars on her chest. For a moment she hesitated, thinking maybe it would be best if he did see them and was turned off her. Instantly she changed her mind, desperate for him not to see or stop.

Within seconds he rolled onto her and, as if she was caught in a dream, everything became distant. Though his hands were roaming, she could not say where, as they teased everywhere at once, slipping under her skirts. When he pressed hard against her, she knew she should stop him. ‘Liam,’ she reached for his face, but with one sudden, sharp stab of pain knew it too late. Decision time had passed.

In mere seconds, the fierce panting above her grew less and Liam’s body heavy. She pushed against his chest and he rolled off her. Sobs caught in her throat when she looked into his face and saw his eyes closed. His mouth slack, a trickle of drool running down his chin. He didn’t see her tears start and, within seconds, he couldn’t have heard them either over his drunken snores.

She rolled away from him, pushing her skirts down decent. Catching sight of Mrs Merrilees’ wean chair, she tugged her knees up tight to her body and rocked like a baby. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Merrilees. Oh, Lord, please don’t let me mother find out.’ Pictures of Maw and Da’s disappointment crowded into her mind. But a little voice spoke up for her. ‘Ain’t you his lovely lass again, so it’s okay then, isn’t it?’

Under the soft glow of the incandescent light in the washhouse, Mary tucked her skirts into her waistband and stripped off her knickers. Shivering in the cold steel tub, she scrubbed herself down there until she was raw. Raw as inside where it hurt as much to think about what they’d done. While Liam’s kisses rained, all pain and reason had disappeared out of her head. She’d not confess to the priest she’d not stopped him. Oh, God! The thought of telling Father O’Sullivan set her legs shaking.

Perhaps if she could have lain in Liam’s arms awhile, he could’ve reassured her that God would forgive her. Because wouldn’t he be giving her his name now? Didn’t he love her, doing those things to her? Wasn’t everything all right between them again?

A sudden fear strangled in her throat. God, had she led him on? Because she couldn’t deny the flutters in her belly or her knees gone weak at his touch. Yes, she’d wanted him to kiss her, make love to her even. Just not go all the way, as if they were married. Damn you, Liam Merrilees. What were you thinking?

The low bubbling of the copper masked her answering groan. She dried herself roughly and smoothed down her skirts, unable to think straight to know the meaning of any of it. The act so quick, it was hard to believe anything ever happened. She caught sight of the shaving mirror hanging on a nail by the window frame and stepped closer. She’d have thought she might look older, or different somehow. It was a relief to find she did not. The lack of change showing in her face might stop Maw finding out, unless the worst happened, of course, and …

Oh God, don’t think such a thing.


AFTER SHOCK

APRIL 1915

For the next two weeks, Mary made excuses for why she might not cross paths with Liam, and why he could be spied ducking one way down the street whenever she was coming home the other. Else he went out straight from the pit showers.

But by the following Friday – her niggling worry turned to fear. She couldn’t get back to Hagelthorn Street earlier than seven in the evening and where was Liam – already eaten his meal and nicked out.

‘Can you not hold the tea over late tonight?’ she begged Maw.

‘Do you expect the men to wait on you coming in when they’ve been home from their shift two hours?’ Maw scoffed. ‘Until you’re wearing miner’s boots and having a say, tea in this house is served at six.’

The next day was only a half-day at the mine and happened to be Mary’s monthly half-day too. She ran all the way home, but Liam never showed his face in the cottage all afternoon or that evening either.

She stayed awake until after midnight, straining her ears on any hint of movement in the yard or down the hallway, but still he managed to avoid her. He couldn’t forever. No. Tomorrow, she’d make damn sure he didn’t.

The sun wasn’t fully up when she knocked on the door of the shared second bedroom. When no answer came, she snuck in, quiet and careful so as not to wake the twins – Samuel curled up asleep in the bed beside Liam, and Jane on the pallet bed below.

‘Liam, wake up, will you? I need to speak to you.’

She crouched by the bedside and shook Liam’s shoulder hard until he stirred.

‘Goaway. What’s wrong with you, Mary? It’s me sleep-in day.’

‘I’m warning you, Liam Merrilees. If you don’t wake up and talk to me this instant, I’ll go straight in and tell your father what you done.’ Still the beggar lay there unmoving and her stomach began to somersault in fear he’d call her bluff.

But then he opened one eye, pushed his fringe out the way. ‘What are you talking about, Mary? Done what?’

‘Don’t you dare tell me you don’t remember.’

‘Remember what?’

She leaned in close to his face then, wanting to gouge out the eyes that refused to see her and rip off the ears refusing to hear. Instead she hissed, ‘After the bazaar and your bath. Remember that.’

She couldn’t believe it when he rubbed his hand back and forwards over his forehead, grimacing like she was some pain in his head he could not shift.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. I came home from the bazaar, took me bath and went to bed. I don’t know nothing beyond that. I was asleep. Like I’d be now, if you’d just go away.’ He struggled to hold her eyes, like the longer he glared, the more she might believe his balderdash.

‘And then your arse fell off, Liam Merrilees. You remember damn well what happened.’

‘What, Mary? What happened?’ said Jane kneeling up, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes.

Mary could have run from the room lest the younger girl suspect anything half as bad as the truth, only the glint of victory in Liam’s eye at his sister stalling the conversation hardened her resolve. ‘I’ll give you five minutes to get your lying lips outside to talk to me, Liam Merrilees. Else, don’t think your da will be sleeping in this morning. I know mine won’t.’

With that, she walked straight and slowly out of the room so he wouldn’t see her knees juddering. She shut the door behind her and leaned back against the panelled wall, breathing deep, trying to still the terror that he was going to feign amnesia or drunken stupor, to deny what he’d done, what they’d done together. He wouldn’t get away with it. Not if … Her breaths came so fast the passage walls began to swirl around her and she had to put her hands over her nose to calm her breathing. Go out in the fresh air, she told herself. If he’s not out in two minutes, come back and wake his father.

Please don’t make me do that. How could she tell Joe Merrilees what his son had done? She’d never tell Da. He’d knock Liam into the middle of next week.

Why was he being so hateful? He had to remember. She didn’t give herself to him so as he could forget her the next second. Besides, he said he loved her. He might not remember their coupling, but he had to remember that. Sure some girls lay with the boys before getting a wedding ring on their finger, but they didn’t have Nellie O’Donnell for a mother. She’d do more than hurl a poker and woe to anyone who committed any type of mortal sin.

At the bang of the screen door at the top of the back steps, she looked up to find Liam scowling at her and tugging his shirt unbuttoned across his vest. ‘What do you want from me?’

‘Sit down, Liam. Please.’ She cringed when, instead, he sighed, running his hands through his hair, pushing it back over his ears, glaring at her. Mad as she was, she longed to tuck back a stray curl and see once again the same loving looks as the night of the bazaar.

‘You’d better say what you gotta say, quick. Mass starts in an hour.’

Her mouth fell open, incredulous. ‘Yeah, write me another fairytale, Liam Merrilees. Like you’re one to rush to church every Sunday. Don’t treat me like a fool.’

‘Well, ain’t you, Mary? A fool, I mean. Why are you pestering me when I’ve already told you I ain’t got nothing to say to you?’

‘Li …am.’ Why was he acting like nothing had happened? He had to remember. Of course he did.

He stood there cracking on his knuckles, shaking his head like that might make her go away. ‘I don’t know what you want from me. I don’t have anything to give you. I’m only waiting here until I can go. You belong here with your maw and da.’

She glared back at him. ‘Don’t treat me like a child. After the bazaar, you told me you loved me, you–’

‘I never did, Mary.’

‘You told me I was the only one to love and understand you. You said you missed me. And then you big buffoon, you lay with me on your father’s rug. And now I’m late! So don’t tell me you don’t know what I want from you. Not unless you’re gonna hand back me innocence and wipe away me mortal sin. And anything else not supposed to be there.’

‘I dunno what you’re talking about, Mary. Or what trick you’re trying to pull? You can’t go blaming me for your sins. Or any wee bastard you might be carrying.’

‘As if it’d not be your wean.’ Mary squealed back, the fire in her anger drying any sobs in her throat. ‘Don’t you dare deny what you did. Your da’s gonna know – today.’

‘Yeah?’ he scowled. ‘Go ahead and tell him. I’ll deny it till me dying breath. You’re not trapping me here, Mary. No way. I told you what I wanted all along.’

‘You wormy, little liar.’ She swung at him, fist flailing, ‘I’ve known you every day of me life, Liam Merrilees, and it might surprise you to know, I can tell when you’re lying. I don’t know why you’re acting like nothing ever happened, but you’d better hope I’m only late and your seed hasn’t planted. Cause I ain’t going through this alone.’

‘There you go, Mary, always thinking the worst. Nothing happened, so nothing’s gonna happen. As if a sweet girl like you would be lying with a boy before your wedding night and acting like Mary bleeding Magdalene.’ With that, he stomped back up the stairs and inside, slamming the screen door behind him.

Mary struggled to her feet and staggered down the rest of the stairs. She began to run and kept on running all the way down the road to the pony paddocks. The one place she could cry and find comfort without having to explain herself or listen to recriminations. She should be heading to Mass and confession, but what did she have to confess, if nothing ever happened?


FERTILE GROUND

MAY 1915

Over the next several weeks, finishing the new house in Ivor Street took up every spare minute for both the O’Donnell family and the Merrilees. All except Liam.

After the final painting and cleaning came the lugging of bags and cases a mile and a half along the North Wonthaggi track. The beds and larger furniture to come later on a hired dray.

It was a distraction Mary didn’t know if she should welcome or not. With her skirts shrinking and monthly rags staying clean, she could deny the swim in her belly or the swell of her breasts no longer. Trying to tell Liam had been one thing. But Maw …

She was sick from worrying about it, her only relief found in going to work where she won a smidgen of praise from Miss Beatrice for rubbing her fingers raw till the silver shone. She could cut bread on the creases she ironed into the linens. By day’s end she was so tired, she slept the sleep of the dead. If only she could stop dreams of Maw wielding the poker to make a mark in her back.

She even washed and pegged a row of rags in the new Ivor Street washhouse in the hope of stemming Maw’s suspicions awhile longer; all the while praying her monthly bleed would start.

Please, Lord, I promise I’ll never do it again before I’m married. Just please, please let me get away with it this once.

Already she knew her prayer was not the only thing too late. Tallying up the two months since the bazaar – the twice she’d missed …

She could hear her mother’s voice: A bad wound may heal, but a bad name may kill. The shame Maw would bring …

But whatever was going to happen, she could avoid the telling no longer.

Later she would not recall a single word out of her mouth. Only Maw yelling to her sisters to get to their room and shut the door. And her mother’s self-righteous disgust and satisfaction, her suspicions confirmed. The woman’s forehead creased in fury, the overspill flinting out her mouth.

‘You had a choice, girl. Not to open your legs out of marriage. Have I been wasting my breath all these years, offering up me prayers for you and warning you what would happen?’ Have I?’

Mary could only shake her head, helplessly, while the mutton stew from tea turned solid in her stomach. But what choice did she have? Maw would’ve known soon, told or not.

Maw stabbed her knitting needles into the skein of wool and heaved herself out of her chair, shooting Mary another venomous look, before grabbing up the kettle and lumbering out to the yard to fill it.

Da watched her go, his face turning graver the second Maw out of sight.

Mary could not look at him directly. And Da would not look at her.

Instead she stared around the new Ivor Street kitchen, bare of anything bar a shiny new four-burner stove and a scrubbed wood table and chairs. No indoor sink or neat built-in cupboards like in Hagelthorn Street. The whole house was without a rug or curtain to bless itself, and, as yet, held no real hint of a home. Mary just caught the sob in her throat, it unlikely to ever be home for her now.

The one familiar, the faded picture of the Sacred Heart of Jesus hanging over the stove hearth. The kerosene lamp on the table throwing shadows at it, and her right back to the rows.

When Maw stomped back in and slammed the kettle on the stove, a damning sense of the end sent Mary’s stomach churning, along with the suffocating smell of new house paint and skirting varnish, making her wish she could flee to the privy.

To her relief, Maw said little more, but pursed her lips in a way that said it all done and over. The world had ended as predicted, making Mary wish Maw would shout or hurl the poker. Anything other than the silent damnation cutting the breath from the air.

For what seemed like forever, the three of them sat below the shadows cast by the lamp, silhouetting monstrous shapes in Mary’s mind. Monsters she wished would leap down and end her hell and misery.

Then Maw picked up her teacup, sniffing. ‘Well, you’re the one to pay the price, I s’pose.’

The finality in her tone prompted a fresh terror in Mary, as if her mother knew something far worse was ahead than she could even imagine.

‘Why? Why’d you do it, lass?’ Da spoke at last, tears damp on his lashes. His glare accusing as if she’d forced Liam against his will. ‘You knew the lad didn’t want you. He told you in so many ways. All he wanted was to leave. I cannot believe you didn’t have more sense.’

The slump of Da’s shoulders served a stab to Mary’s heart, but his blame stoked a rage in her that in the next breath shrieked out her mouth. ‘Why, because I’m a girl and he’s a boy with urges not his own to fight and control? All I wanted was to show him I loved him and let him love me.’ Her shouts reverberated in the near empty room and down the hallway, damning her throughout the entire house.

‘Enough. Mind your father.’ Maw ended her protest in time to the scrape of Da’s chair. A single tear splashed off his cheek onto the table-top.

And Mary could do nothing. Sooner would she cut out her heart than bring her father to tears, but to watch him pick up his cap and shuffle out the back door without a word, except blame … 

She’d no chance to apologise to him later either. Da didn’t come back until the wee hours. Well she knew it, Maw pacing the hallway half the night and kicking the bedroom door lest she dared to shut her eyes.

Maw never uttered a word to her in the week following, nor offered the slightest look of understanding, nor let her touch baby Hugh, nor go near her sisters, as if she were some kind of leper who’d rub her sinful ways onto them. Not even to do Hannah’s hair up in rags, like she’d promised.

She walked around sick to her stomach, fanning the one tiny glimmer of hope left that things might yet come right.

Of course they could. If Liam did the right thing. They’d been friends. Blood friends. Why could they not make a marriage? How much love ran between Maw and Da out of the bedroom? A stranger might think they hated each other at times. Liam didn’t hate her at least.

‘I’ll die of shame telling Father O’Sullivan.’

Mary couldn’t meet the accusation in her mother’s eyes, or Joe Merrilees’ either. Instead she kept her own eyes cast down at the floor. All she could see across the Ivor Street kitchen was the row of legs lined up on chairs facing her. The first gathering in the O’Donnell house not the festive occasion once planned, but one where she expected black mourning curtains hung on every window. Candles lit to ward off the terrible evil fallen on the house of O’Donnell.

Liam had made it clear, he wasn’t walking down any aisle – the gathering about making him see sense. Mary suspected Joe had had to drag him along.

Joe’s feet planted rigidly together flat on the floor. Da sat ankles crossed, his feet twitching backwards and forwards like they couldn’t make up their mind which was to be in front. And Liam …? That one sat one leg flung out in front, the other resting cockily across his knee like it were some casual gathering to discuss how many eggs the chooks were laying, not about his wean on the way and the wedding that had damn well better come first.

When Mary glanced up, she couldn’t believe the hatred burning in Liam’s eyes after her trying to tell him for weeks. The beggar had got himself switched to the afternoon shift, sleeping half the day and avoiding her easily on the weekends. Nicking off early on a Sunday to hitch a ride to Kilcunda fishing. The boy who wouldn’t swim in the Clyde lest he met an eel – like that was to be believed. She’d caught him going into the bank too. Passbook in pocket. Still saving to get out of town – without her, no doubt. Pity he hadn’t gone two months ago.

Was she supposed to raise his wean alone now because he wanted to have his way and go on it too? Not likely.

How did he know they couldn’t be happy? A family of their own and a small house?’ For a second, she caught the pain in his sideways glance and wondered if he were as confused as herself on how she’d stopped being his friend and lovely lassie, become instead the noose around his neck.

She clamped her knees tightly together and clutched her arms taut across her chest. It wasn’t like she was sitting there thrilled at the prospect of waking up every morning next to the lying bugger.

She understood Joe’s bitter scowl but she’d no words to apologise to him. At one time, she’d’ve fallen on her knees and begged his forgiveness, but when his son denied ever putting a hand on her …

Voices blurred around the room. She could only catch the odd word or phrase.

‘… do the right thing.’

‘If his to do … ’

What? The baby growing inside her must be sucking out all her brains. She couldn’t concentrate on the discussion. Or argument, she should say.

She could barely keep her heavy eyelids open. Her stomach grizzled sick inside of her. A sudden rise in voices and scuffle of feet yanked her to her senses. Legs across the room moved as one and Joe leapt out of his chair. His hand wrenched Liam’s shirtfront, dragging his son to his feet. ‘Did you or did you not have marital relations with the lass? Swear on your mother’s name if you did not have the relations with her.’

Liam might be taller, but Joe was rock-solid muscle, having spent a lifetime in the mines. He shook his son like a putrid pit rat, waiting on his reply for long measured seconds.

‘I’ll ask you again,’ roared Joe, shaking Liam to rattle the teeth in his gob. ‘Did you have intercourse with Mary O’Donnell?’

Liam grimaced ugly at her then like every wrong in his life from now on he’d set firmly at her feet.

‘Yeah, maybe I did. Don’t mean I want to marry her.’

‘Marry her you bloody well will, son. Soon as it can be arranged.’

Joe flung Liam towards the doorway before turning to face Da and Maw, his voice flat and the life gone out of it. ‘I’m sorry to the pair of you. And to your lass too. I’m sorry on behalf of my son. Let me know the arrangements and we’ll be there. I’ll make sure we both are.’ He picked up his hat and left without a word of goodbye to any of them.

Mary fled down to the privy to throw up. Not one tear did she shed for Liam’s misery, but for the loss of another dear Merrilees. Joe would never forgive her. Nor would he face down the shame with her parents. Their long years of friendship hung on the thread of her and Liam’s love, or the lack of it. Even the coming babe might not be enough to save it. She hated herself for that too.

Maw made the marriage arrangements without consulting her or Liam. In fact, Maw spoke to her only after she’d been marched along to the priest to be forgiven her mortal sin. Even then Maw did not talk directly to her but through Da.

‘Tell your daughter, her marriage is to take place on the fourth at three. She can wear her Sunday suit and we won’t be inviting any other than family to share in our shame. Besides, if she doesn’t tell anyone for now, she can go on working at the boarding house another few weeks until she can’t hide her condition. I doubt those good women would keep her a day if they knew the truth.’

There could be no white dress for the sinner and in Mary’s despair she found herself envious of Winnie’s gown and gossamer veil.

The ceremony passed in a blur with no happy photographs to commemorate the day. She could not bear the shame of the shadow crossing the Blessed Virgin’s face and she promised, if only Our Lady would forgive her, she’d try to be a good and worthy wife. She would make Liam happy. If only he would let her try.

Jane Merrilees offered the only lightness, squeezing her hand on their way out of the church. ‘We’re sisters now, Mary. Won’t that be fun? I always wanted a sister.’

Mary hoped Jane was right but, the next second, turned away to hide her tears, Kate whispering to Hannah.

‘It ain’t a very happy wedding, seems more like a funeral to me.’

Later, Mary could keep no food down and didn’t miss not having a wedding breakfast. All Liam wanted was to take himself off to throw beers down in a club.

He did not move his belongings into her parents’ house that night as planned either, the effects of the drink proving too potent. Da wandered home alone.

‘It’s better your bridegroom comes along tomorrow, right and ready to be a proper husband.’

Long after the rest of the household was in bed, Mary stood gazing into the black gulf beyond the windowpane, swallowing down growing seeds of bitterness. Perhaps it was as much her fault neither she nor Liam were happy. But at least their child had a name now, not the stain she’d feared through too many other long, dark nights.

Besides, didn’t all marriages take time to settle? Look at Winnie and Frank Sloy? Yet, Winnie wrote now, even Sloy was bringing her cups of tea and acting all solicitous about the coming babe.

Mary sighed and blew out the wavering candle. Of course, this was not the wedding night of her dreams but, given how it came about, it was never going to be. She pulled back the cold bedsheets and climbed between them, pulling her nightgown down over her knees and hugging them to her belly.

Teeth gritted, both with cold and sudden fury, the next second, she was grateful for the empty space beside her. If Liam blundered through the door at that moment she’d likely give him the sharp edge of her mind – say things she’d not easily take back.

You have to forgive and get on. You’re married now. No good can come of acting other.

Much as she hated the fact, the damning voice of reason was right. She should be thinking of all the things she could do to make Liam’s life easier and brighter for having a wife. She could bake a little scone for his crib tin and get up earlier than ever in her life to make up his tea bottle and see him out the door to his shift – for surely now he’d go back on the rotating roster and not be coming home every night after she’d be asleep.

No, he did not.

Her new husband fell between the sheets each night too tired to grunt hello and slept in past her getting up and going to work. When he did come into the kitchen he was only wanting coffee or to gulp down the meal set in front of him, offering neither comment nor complaint.

At the lucky excuse of a strike, he took himself off to the long and frequent union meetings. The men refusing to be lowered in the cage by an engine driver who was German, despite the man having driven them up and down the shaft the past four years and him a naturalised British subject, in the country some thirty-eight years.

Even once home, Liam and Da discussed the strike, excluding her – a child, it seemed, not welcome in their talk.

Despite the resentment strangling in her throat, she did all the little things she could, laying out his clothes, heating the water for his bath, but Liam professed to know only the language of the grunt. She kept on in the hope that one day soon he might see the bulge growing in her belly. Connect that the babe she carried was his too – then all might come right in the world again.

Good wife or not, the day was coming when she wouldn’t be able to keep her mouth shut. The bloom of anger would burst. Then Liam would see her at least.


WEDDED BLISS

JUNE 1915

He did not see. Two weeks later, he was gone.

There were no cross words between them before his going, because there’d been no words. Mary woke to a cold bed.

Not that it had ever been warmed by any love between them, despite the nights she’d lain there wanting to reach out her hand. Not for anything more than just to touch the warmth of him. Feel that one day they might forgive each other and become … What?

She was not concerned when he did not come home in the wee hours. She’d resigned herself to the fact he was punishing her and not going to come around anytime soon. She might even have to wait until after the baby was born. But when Da returned from work the next afternoon, grim-faced and darting anxious looks her way, small fingers of panic began to squeeze the breath out of her.

‘The bugger never turned up for his shift yesterday.’

Mary’s eyes grew tight with fear. ‘Do you think he’s all right, Da? Is he that angry with me?’

‘I don’t know what he’s thinking, but he’s a married man now. His place is beside his wife. He made that choice when he unbuttoned his trousers.’

Across the kitchen Maw clattered the fire-stick inside the range, beating up the flames. ‘You reap what you sow.’

Mary didn’t know if Maw’s spite was directed at her, Liam, or the both of them, but she was never far from knowing Maw considered the whole business her own fault. She wasn’t sure how long she could put up with the reminders.

At least there was one thing she could do.

‘Congratulations on your marriage, Mrs Merrilees.’

Mr McLeish, the mine secretary, pulled out a seat and beckoned her sit. ‘I’m not sure what to tell you, but I do have something I can show you,’ he said, rummaging through a large wooden cabinet by the wall before removing a file.

Mary sat opposite, twisting and untwisting the fingertips of her gloves. The one place she’d thought to find answers on where her absent husband might be or why he might be missing was the mine office. Liam wouldn’t risk his job just to punish her. It was risking her own to rush away early from the boarding house, feigning a dose of the runs. But she had to ask the question.

She didn’t miss that, when Mr McLeish sat down with a single sheet of paper, his eyes glanced over her apologetically and rested overlong on her stomach. She guessed then he knew the circumstances of the marriage too.

‘I think you should read this, Mrs Merrilees,’ he said, handing her the paper.

13th June 1915

Sir,

I wish to inform you that I am leaving your employ on Saturday the 19th owing to my looking to get a better position in the city of Melbourne.

Trusting it will not inconvenience.

Yours

Liam Merrilees

The letter was dated the week previous. Days before Liam had gone. Mary swallowed the bile rising in her throat and hesitated, not knowing how she could ask the secretary if he knew of Liam’s whereabouts. Melbourne, yes, but where in Melbourne? Had anyone sought references? She could sense the man’s embarrassment, made obvious by the way he drew his quill in and out of the ink well, dipping and re-dipping, blotting it on paper and putting it back again.

One thing was clear – Liam’s going was planned. All without a word. He might have gone ahead and married her, but clearly he had no intention of being her husband.

A letter waited on the mantelpiece that afternoon, written in the same hand as the one she’d held that morning.

She wanted to toss it into the stove without ever reading the words. But if there was worse to know, she’d know it. At least then she could hate him.

18th June 1915

Dear Mary,

Da was right to call me a coward. I am too lily-livered to face you.

I’m sorry for lying and letting you down. You didn’t deserve it, but I can’t force myself to want to be married to you. You knew I wanted a different life coming to Australia. I won’t go back down the mine. I’m going to Melbourne.

When I find lodgings and a position, I’ll send for you.

Unless no-one will have me, then I’ll enlist from there. But I am going to do right by you and the wean. At least I’ll try.

It might take me some time but be patient if you still want to be my wife. I’ll send my address on to you soon as I get settled.

Tell your maw and da I’ll make it up to you and them when I can. Until then.

Liam

What could she say to such words? She’d none of her own to add. Every breath snagged in her throat. She’d blamed Liam as hard as she could these past weeks, not letting in a single thought that she’d lain with him of her own free will. Had she plain ignored the facts like Da said? Perhaps, but it were too late now.

She left the letter on the kitchen table where Maw would find it and have her laugh. No. Maw would not laugh. Liam had married her and as such he was expected to rise to his place as her husband.

Mary crept to her room and her bed and curled up, all the sobs in the world pouring out her mouth.

Liam would send for her. He’d given his word. For that she thanked God. Thank you for making him know he’s my husband and writing. Please help him find a position quick. There’ll be no living with my mother till then.

She refused to think of Liam not finding a job. She determined instead to be ready when he did send for her. She’d save every penny, bar her board to Maw, and buy her own damn ticket to Melbourne. Her husband would learn she was not after his favours, or holding him back, but she’d never tell a soul how blessed relieved she was to get his letter. She could hardly wait or dare breathe again until he wrote next.

But wait, she did. Weeks passed and the postman never brought a single letter from Melbourne to Mrs Liam Merrilees.

Every evening Mary checked the mantle for the post, but apart from an occasional postcard from Winnie, bemoaning the misery of her condition, never more waited for her.

Days at the boarding house grew more difficult and she took to walking around carrying sheets and armfuls of washing, anything to conceal her stomach bulging over her unbuttoned skirt.

How much longer she could get away without someone guessing her condition was a nail-biting worry. Any glimpse in a mirror enough to make her wonder how no-one had twigged already, her skin breaking out in spots and her breasts heaving under her blouse. Plus she got bone-achingly tired. Her brain betrayed her constantly. She couldn’t even remember if the sisters’ chamber pots had waited outside their rooms that morning. It was one of the absolute ‘must dos’ on Miss Beatrice’s daily schedule and she’d never hear the end of it if she forgot. She bit hard on her bottom lip like that might remind her. She was forbidden to enter the bedchambers after the luncheon hour on threat of dismissal, but, adding many more ‘incidents’ to her slate, she’d be out the door quick as she could take off her uniform.

Besides … she hadn’t seen Miss Beatrice since lunchtime and Miss Celia had gone out.

She could just duck in and check. Like as not, the doors would be locked and she’d have trekked up the damn stairs for nothing.

But … Miss Beatrice’s bedroom door handle turned under her hand and she inched the door open. The woman must have risen late for the window draperies were still drawn and the room in darkness, except for a beam of light bathing the centre of the room where the curtains didn’t quite meet.

Mary’s foot froze mid-step halfway across the room when a phlegmatic cough crackled, followed by a soft tweet of laughter.

The cheval mirror was set at an angle, an image moving within. Astride on the bed knelt Miss Beatrice, naked as a newborn. Her hair hung loose over her shoulders, fanning across her breasts.

A hand reached up to cup the roundness of the smooth flesh.

The woman’s eyes came over dewy, so unlike her usual scowl.

Beside her on the bed, Mr Dutton, the banker, lay on top of the bedclothes, wearing not a stitch of clothing either.

He brushed a stray tendril from Miss Beatrice’s cheek, leaving his fingers to trail down the pale throat.

Mary dared not breathe but went to back out of the room, her foot stumbling on a shoe.

‘Who’s there?’ Miss Beatrice’s head snapped around, meeting Mary’s horrified gaze with one even more appalled.

‘Out,’ Miss Beatrice ordered.

Mary fled, slamming the door on the woman’s furious mutters. She flung herself down the stairs, hardly able to breathe for the shock of what she’d seen. And being caught seeing it.

Her hand stalled on the front door handle in the entry a full two minutes, not knowing whether to stay or go. She couldn’t be dismissed now. Please God, not until Liam sends for me.

Besides, how could Miss Holier Than Thou say a word, when the woman doing what she was doing? With the manager at the bank, no less. Him, a so-called pillar of the community. And Miss Beatrice supposedly so prim and proper.

Oh, God! What would Maw say? Wasn’t she in trouble enough? But to lose her position? Her wages?

Well, she would tell Maw the truth of it. She owed Beatrice Trafford nothing. Oh, but if the woman would just listen to an apology. All could come right yet. Please, please God, let her listen. Just this one time.

The loose board on the landing squeaked overhead. The tread on the stairs fell heavier than usual. Mary swallowed a painful gulp of air down her gullet, believing at that moment God had not forgiven her mortal sin and was no longer listening to her at all.

Miss Beatrice appeared fully dressed and pointed to the parlour doorway. She sailed in ahead of Mary – her intention crystal clear.

‘Don’t sit down, girl. I won’t keep you long. In fact, we’re not keeping you on at all. You’ve proved unsatisfactory from the start.’

‘But, Miss …’

‘You are dismissed without notice. You’ll have no recommendation from us. Your work is slap-dash at best and your manner too common for a decent establishment. Why Celia ever gave you a chance, I don’t know.’

‘Please, Miss Trafford, my … my husband will be sending for me soon and I need the wages until he does.’

‘Husband? What husband? When did this alleged marriage take place?’

‘In June.’

‘Pray, where is your wedding band if you’re a married woman?’

‘I … I don’t wear it to work.’

‘So you’ve been lying to us all these weeks.’

‘No. Not lying, just not telling,’ Mary gulped.

‘So I should add dishonesty to your list of other sins,’ Miss Beatrice said, running her eyes distastefully over Mary’s thickening waist. ‘It seems you’re not so very clever, after all, Miss O’Donnell. Or Mrs Whoever you are. You’ve got one minute to take yourself and your lies out of this house.’

Mary bit back tears and shook her head pleadingly, but Miss Beatrice smirked the smile of someone who’d gotten exactly what she wanted.


THE VISIT
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In the weeks following, with no job to go to and Maw barely speaking to her at home, Mary kept her head down. She did everything Maw asked of her, else kept out of her way. And wasn’t she ever careful not to mention the coming babe or draw attention to herself, despite bursting out of her skirts?

She read the war news aloud to Da in the evenings, Maw saying she’d not the voice for it anymore and what was the point of her saying anything when certain people took no notice.

Mary wasn’t sure she wanted the job any more than her mother – casualty lists now appearing every other day and photographs of poor, young laddies killed bringing the reality into the room with them. Headlines on ‘Important Gains’ could not wipe away the horror of ‘Belgians Starving’ and losses in the Dardanelles mounting into the thousands.

The slitted line of disapproval thinning Maw’s lips whenever their eyes met became an ongoing source of dismay, until one night, sitting at the kitchen table reading under the dim light of the kerosene lamp, a deep flutter of protest rippled across her belly, sending her giddy. She gripped the seat of her chair, hugging her stomach as the wave ran back the opposite way like faeries running over her skin from the inside. She gazed down awestruck. Could it be her baby moving?

‘Maw.’ Her cry of delight was out before she could stop it and Maw glanced up from turning the heel on the sock she was knitting, with no real interest. Mary bit her tongue and shook her head. ‘No matter.’ She raised the newspaper over her face, but couldn’t hold back a smile at the heady confirmation her babe was growing and on the move. The love she’d feared non-existent over the months since Liam’s denial welled in her chest. Her hope now that one day the da might recognise his child, know the same joy.

She couldn’t understand what was taking Liam so long to write. Two months and six days it had been. In less than four months their child would be here. Surely he’d found a position by now. With one in five men enlisting, there must be jobs to be had in the city. He must have a roof over his head, somewhere the postman could drop a letter. So why hadn’t he sent word? Was he all right? Was he well?

She said her prayers of a night, praying the dafty were not too proud to say if he was struggling to find work this time. Or the type of work he wanted. She’d saved her fare to Melbourne. Extra even. If only she had an address, she could put herself on the train and surprise him. He wouldn’t have to come home at day’s end to no meal cooked.

Oh, God, if he were coming home at all? She hugged her belly to steady herself. No. Liam wouldn’t enlist without telling her. Course not. He’d have to come back to Wonthaggi to say goodbye to your face and to his family. Please, Lord, he would, wouldn’t he?

‘Well, is it from your husband?’

‘No, Maw.’ Mary tucked Winnie’s postcard back inside her apron pocket, unsure if she should mention the few lines begging her come for a visit. Not until she’d had a chance to think over the invitation herself.

You’d be such a help to me with the baby due in a few weeks. I can’t believe the work one man can make. He’s worse than all the lodgers at the hostel put together. Your cheery face would do me a power of good and we could talk the day away like a couple of married magpies. Do say you’ll come. 

Earnestly yours, Mrs Frank Sloy.

The chance to escape Maw’s sighs and accusatory glares, as if she’d gone and got herself pregnant and dismissed from her employment on purpose, was sorely tempting, but watching Maw hack a poor, innocent onion to a helpless pulp, like it responsible for every ill in her world, she couldn’t help but wonder if Maw’s fury was at more than herself. Perhaps it was worse for Maw to watch her daughter grow big with child having so recently lost her own babes. That guilt made Mary almost consider Winnie’s offer seriously, but … the idea of staying under the same roof as Frank Sloy!

‘Keep your secrets then, since I’m not to be told.’ Maw jolted the salt pig on the kitchen table, glaring at Mary as if that was all her fault too, before throwing a good pinch over her shoulder and crossing herself at the very same time. Mary could only shake her head at her mother’s protestations about God’s will when the woman as superstitious as a gypsy.

‘Maw, it’s just a card from Winnie Sloy wanting me to come for a visit. You know, to help out before her baby is born.’ Mary bit back the plea for understanding in her tone. Why did Maw always act as if she was up to no good?

If it wasn’t for Jane’s friendship and the occasional lines come in the post from Winnie, she’d surely have climbed the walls these past weeks waiting on a letter from Liam. If not to escape the scowl riding her mother’s face.

But she’d prefer Maw’s scowl any day to the evil set on the woman’s face now. She braced herself for whatever was coming.

‘A visit sounds the ideal solution, daughter. You could go today.’ Maw drew herself up, crossing her arms, nodding as if the answer a given.

‘Solution to what?’ Mary suppressed the urge to laugh. Not least because Maw was too short to stand up tall, but her mother’s frigid tone put paid to any real mirth. That and Mary realising she was serious.

‘Maw, today? Really?’ Mary laughed away a prickling unease. ‘I haven’t even decided if I’m going yet.’

‘Seems to me it weren’t that long ago you were desperate to be out from under the same roof,’ Maw huffed. ‘We’ll get on right enough here without you. Better for your sisters too if you’re not flaunting your sins in front of them.’

‘Oh, Maw, don’t. I can be a help to you here.’

‘Ain’t nothing I need your help with. You’re the one in … a condition.’

‘A condition that never stopped you doing anything, Maw.’

‘No, but I weren’t sixteen and pregnant out of marriage.’

‘I am married, Maw. With a piece of paper to prove it. Do you want me to go about wearing it stuck to my forehead, so’s you’ll remember.’

‘Mind your manners, girl. I remember well enough. And how it came about. Yes, you should go and stay with your friend – the sooner the better.’ Maw sniffed, bringing the talk to an end.

If Mary hoped Maw would forget the idea, the travel valise left on the scrubbed wood table in the kitchen confirmed her mother couldn’t wait until she was out of the house. Perhaps it would be better if she did go. She couldn’t be sure anymore if it were shame and anger spiking Maw’s tongue or grief. Guilt that it just might be grief, and her the cause, made up Mary’s mind. Plus Winnie did sound in need of a friend.

Course, she was anxious to hear news of Liam as soon as she could, but she could wait just as well at Winnie’s.
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Perhaps she should have written Winnie properly first, instead of penning a few lines to arrange her collection the next time Frank Sloy stopped in town. Shame stilled her pen, beyond telling that her husband had gone to Melbourne to seek a better position.

Mary barely sat her backside on the jinker seat before Frank Sloy eyed her belly with contempt and told her he hoped she’d an arm to churn butter, unlike the piss-weak sparrow he’d married. ‘If she wasn’t carrying my son, I’d have packed her off by now.’

If Mary hadn’t been flung backwards when Sloy whipped his poor horse into going and not suddenly filled with a desperate need to be sure the sparrow all right, she’d have told Sloy to put his evil tongue back in his head and keep it civil. The hour-long trip to the farm showed Sloy’s particular tongue knew no side of civility at all.

Her discomfort grew with every passing mile. Unlike Scotland, where another village was visible over every hill, there was barely a chimney pot to be seen. When the track grew rougher and the bush blocks spare of even animals, she began to wonder how Winnie could bear it, stuck out in the middle of nowhere.

And what was this talk of a son? How the devil would Sloy know that?

Coming down the rutted driveway from the road, Mary gulped at the sight of the dilapidated wee house sitting lonely in the scrub, not a board painted, the tin roof near to rusting and the chimney likely the only thing holding it up. The barn beside it better looking.

When Sloy brought the jinker to a stop, three big brutes of dogs flew off the shack porch, barking their heads loose in what Mary could only pray was a welcome.

Thankfully Winnie’s greeting made up for her husband’s rudeness. She came charging down the porch steps and flung her arms around Mary before she could even climb down off the jinker. Gushing and laughing and kissing her as if they’d been buddies since babes – convincing Mary she’d at last made a right decision.

Until Winnie stepped back gawping.

‘God, Mary, look at you. Frank’ll flay me you being pregnant. He thought you were coming to help me. He’s made a list.’ Winnie walked a full turn around Mary, eyeing her bulging belly in disbelief. ‘Are you giving birth to a monster? Frank says he’ll divorce me if I ever get fat. He says he doesn’t want to go rummaging down there trying to find me important bits.’ Her laughter held no mirth this time and she turned away, running her hands over her middle, fear flickering in her eyes like it had only just occurred to her that something might not be right.

Mary gave her friend’s arm a reassuring squeeze, but she worried Winnie was thinner than a willow rod despite being just weeks off having her child. The small bump of her belly didn’t look ready to give up a grapefruit let alone a full-term babe. ‘At least you’ll have an easier time of the birth,’ she reassured her friend. ‘I’ll be labouring a month to push out this wee elephant.’

‘My son better slide out quick smart. All the Peats have fast labours,’ said Winnie, without a seeming doubt in the world.

When Mary suggested the babe might be a wee girl, Winnie shook her head avidly.

‘No, they only have boys on Frank’s side of the family. Mine too.’

‘Winnie, you may not have noticed, but ain’t you a girl?’

‘You know what I mean. I’m the only girl, so I don’t really count.’

Mary could’ve argued Winnie’s logic, but that last comment needed some digesting; plus she was tired from her trip. She guessed Winnie had been caught in dumb surprise, as much as herself, at how sorely their expectations had been misled.

A list … !?

Of course she was happy to give Winnie any help she could. Have the fun of doing things together, as Winnie put it.

Winnie at least had been honest in that she needed help. What she didn’t spell out was that she was so sickly she could barely swat a fly, let alone change a bedsheet or feed a few scrawny chooks. A helping hand was one thing, but …

Mary’d never expected to arrive to laundry piling out the washhouse door or layers of grime and pork fat thick over the tables and shelving, the shack walls lined with hessian bags, then pasted over with newspaper – impossible to clean. With just two rooms, a cooking/eating/living room combined, and Sloy and Winnie’s bedroom off to the side, she couldn’t guess where she was expected to sleep.

Until Winnie opened a small door off the back wall that Mary had surmised a cupboard. The closed in lean-to was a narrow, suffocating space holding a skinny mattress and what seemed like any bit of wood or wire or junk not needed in the house. The walls were bare of paint or lining and the only source of light a shuttered, unglazed window. The rest of the low-ceilinged shack was quite light in comparison, especially in the middle of the day, thanks to extra nail holes in the corrugated iron roofing. Roofing, Winnie proudly boasted, Frank had salvaged off his rebuilt pig sheds.

Mary offered up a prayer in thanks she wouldn’t be stopping long.

Peering out the screen door the next afternoon at Winnie lolling on the porch, sipping on a lemonade, it was all Mary could do not to tell her they had very different ideas when it came to fun and doing things together. But to see a little colour come back into her friend’s face and her worried grimace lifted, Mary closed both the door and her mouth. Besides, by the time she milked the reluctant house cow, churned the butter, collected the eggs, baked the bread and chased Sloy’s stray pigs out of the vegetable patch for the tenth time in the day, she’d no breath left to argue. Not to mention sweeping and scrubbing and brooming down cobwebs from one end of the place to the other until the shack gleamed, as much as could be expected without knocking it down.

Winnie let her do it all too, except for when Frank came in for his tea. She soon found the energy then to struggle to the stove and dish up the meal, pushing back her limp fringe, damp from the steam and the closeness of the room, almost pleading, ‘It’s best Frank don’t know you cooked, Mary. Frank never had no-one to cook for him special before. His aunt preferred the bottle to the stove. So he’s kinda funny about his meals and likes me to do all those wifey things special for him, you know. Best not to upset him.’

Winnie was indeed a sorrowful case, sighed Mary. She only hoped the coming babe would bring some real happiness to Winnie and give her the family she was longing for. Try as she might though, she could not like her friend’s husband.

The miser checked the larder shelves every evening and woe and watch out if supplies had dwindled faster than his reckoning. His fortnightly trip to the town would see something missing from Winnie’s list of provisions in punishment.

His wife never had to think up new ideas for the dinner plates. Sloy made the rules clear. Baked lunch on Sunday and stew for tea the other six from a huge boiler on the stove that they were only allowed to cook up every three days. Tea was to be served at five in the afternoon, no exceptions, bar the days Sloy went to town and then it waited upon his return.

By the third night, Mary’s stomach heaved stirring the grey mess gone slimy on top, but with a little water added and a fresh carrot snuck in, the meal proved edible enough.

‘Why don’t we add a wee dash of wild rosemary or purslane to boost the flavour,’ she suggested to Winnie one afternoon. ‘There’s some growing behind the barn.’

‘Oh, no, Frank wouldn’t like that,’ said Winnie. ‘Frank likes plain food.’

‘Winnie, you make a perfectly fine stew. But let’s just make it up a bit, like in a recipe book: Fifty Flavoursome Stews by Mrs Winifred Sloy and Mrs Mary Merrilees.’

Winnie laughed. The imp in her eyes gladdening Mary’s heart; though Mary hoped she wasn’t sticking her oar in to Winnie’s detriment. She doubted they’d find even five ways without alerting Sloy to their mischief, but, ‘What Frank doesn’t know won’t hurt him.’ She winked. And later, Winnie beside her, giggling and chewing loose strands of her hair, Mary snuck in a few sprigs of herbs, chopped up unrecognisable and a sprinkle of salt and pepper.

During the meal, she kept her eyes down, but noted Sloy shovelled each spoonful into his gob slower than usual and without any rude remarks. He even nodded to his wife when he pushed back his chair to leave the table.

Winnie flushed, pink with pride. ‘That’s the best mutton stew I ever made.’

From then on, the pair took to throwing a few extras into the pot. Only things that wouldn’t be missed or came out of the garden. Mary thought the subterfuge worth it to keep Sloy’s tongue civil and Winnie beaming across the table.

Still, she couldn’t help but wonder where on earth she’d landed.
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‘Mary, are you in there?’

Mary glanced up at the back of the washhouse door and tugged the worn flannel, floating in the three inches of bathwater permitted in the tin tub, up over her chest, knowing it too miserly to cover anything but her bosoms. She sighed and called out. ‘Yes, Winnie, but don’t come in, I’m in the bath. I won’t be long.’ Her voice echoed off the corrugated iron walls.

She lay back, in no rush to get out after it had taken two weeks to get Sloy to spare enough water for a bath and him ranting at her, ‘There’s a bloody drought on, don’t you know?’

She couldn’t believe it then, the next second, when the door handle turned anyway and in burst Winnie.

‘Please, Mary. I need to talk to you. It can’t wait.’ Winnie closed the door on a giggle. ‘No-one can see you, except me. Frank’s out in the barn primping his prize porkers. Besides, ain’t we both girls and best bosom friends?’

‘Yes, but there are certain things even friends don’t share.’ Mary frowned, checking the flannel covered her scars, more disturbed Winnie might see them rather than any place more personal. Her cheeks pinked recalling her nights of worry over how she could ever show a husband something so ugly, never dreaming she needn’t have worried or that he would not care to look.

‘Oh, Mary. You look lovely being pregnant and all round and soft. Not a bit like scrawny old me.’

‘Winnie, don’t say that. I’m sure you look no different from me.’ Embarrassed under the girl’s awestruck gaze, Mary swapped the flannel for a towel hanging on a nail in the washhouse wall and began to heave herself up by the sides of the tub.

‘Yes. Yes, I do look different. That’s what I want talk to you about.’ Winnie stepped up close to the tub, wringing her hands and making no show of keeping her eyes to herself. ‘Mary, if you let me see something of yours, I’ll show you something of mine.’

‘What in God’s name are you talking about, Winnie? Have you gone gilhooley mad? I’ve got to get dried and dressed before I catch my death.’ But how could she when Winnie began to bawl, her words tangling in her tears?

‘Mary, I … I know I sound potty, but I’m that worried. Look at me.’

Before Mary could stop her, Winnie began unbuttoning her blouse and slipping her arms out of the sleeves. She tugged her chemise over her head, revealing no further underwear, only her bare breasts – skinny, flat little things with nipples as dark as prunes.

Their lack of plumpness for Winnie’s time caused Mary’s brow to crease.

‘See I told you – there’s something wrong with me, ain’t there? And look.’ Winnie pulled her skirt down over her belly. ‘Look there. That horrid line. What’s wrong with me?’

Mary towelled herself off, choosing her words carefully, sensing this another important talk missing from Winnie’s life. How to explain that the purplish-brown line from her navel to down there only evidence that her babe was near to coming. ‘There’s nothing wrong, Goosey Lucy. You’re as normal as the sun rising in the east. You’re having a baby is all.’

She ran her hand then gently over the bulge of Winnie’s belly. ‘And carrying a very neat package. The line down there is quite normal. Lots of women expecting have it.’

‘You don’t,’ Winnie shot back, her lip wobbling. ‘Frank says it’s a sign … something’s wrong with me.’

‘Oh, Winnie. That’s not true,’ Mary soothed. ‘Mrs Merrilees had the exact same line.’ Quickly she bit her tongue to stop from saying anything further about Mrs Merrilees. But really she could strangle Sloy. Him and his lies.

‘Look at me bosoms then. A girl’s supposed to get big boosies when she’s having a baby. Frank was expecting them too. He says mine are no bigger than me sponge cakes and likely to go flatter after the baby’s born.’

For a moment Mary wanted to march out of the washhouse, find Frank Sloy and punch him hard on the nose for treating Winnie worse than his pigs. Except it was becoming clearer by the day Winnie had more need of her than doing housework alone.

‘Winnie, I will show you something of mine. Ain’t none of us perfect. See?’ Mary closed her eyes before pulling open the towel to reveal the scarring on her breasts to Winnie’s horrified gasp.

‘Lordy, Mary, what happened to you?’

While Mary explained the overheated poultice, she stepped into her knickers and tugged on her chemise and half-buttoned blouse. Then she pulled Winnie into her arms and hugged her fiercely, before holding her apart to gaze solemnly into her face. ‘You are beautiful, Winnie. You’re having a baby is all. Some women have lines on their bellies and small bosoms. It don’t mean anything is wrong and only an ignorant person would say other. Now dry your tears and let’s go for a walk while I dry my hair. We’ll pick some pretty wildflowers to cheer us up and the shack … I mean, the house a bit. Then I’ll make you a lovely cup of tea.’ She wiped the last of Winnie’s tears from her cheeks.

‘Thank you for showing me your awful scars,’ Winnie gulped. ‘I feel better for seeing them. I don’t know what I’d do without you as me friend and come to live with me, Mary.’

‘No, Winnie. Let’s be clear. I have to go back home soon and see if my husband has written to me yet.’ Inwardly she sighed, glad to have Liam as her excuse to leave at least.

‘Well, I hope your husband never writes,’ sulked Winnie. ‘Cause I’m never gonna let you leave.’
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In the days following, Mary worried the way Winnie practically clung to her skirts, as if Mary might disappear if she turned her back.

For Winnie’s own good, Mary began to drop hints about going home. She doubted Sloy would much mind her going, from the fellow’s failure to address any real words her way. She didn’t think he thought much of her beyond being the maid. His attitude smacked like she should be grateful for the food on his table and her lumpy mattress teeming with beasties. The same mattress she’d dragged outside in the middle of the first night and beat the daylights out of just to get enough peace to sleep a few minutes before dawn. If it weren’t for the recurring picture of Maw’s bitterness, she’d have gone home that very first week.

At least Sloy was away from the house most of the day, busy with his precious pigs or his small herd of cattle or checking on his hay. If not, he was barking orders at Nathaniel Carr.

Sloy kept Nate busy, working away from the house and sending him miles out to fence the back blocks. The poor man even had to do his own cooking. Most of the time Mary forgot Nate was even around unless she glimpsed him going to his quarters, a lean-to off the barn; the place as off limits to those in the house, as the house to him.

So her surprise matched Nate’s, one morning, him knocking at the screen door, if his look spying her belly any indication.

She wrung her hands inside her apron pocket before thinking to rub the one wearing the wedding band deliberate over her forehead.

‘What do you want, Carr?’ Winnie piped over her shoulder.

Nate tipped his hat and held up a brace of bunnies in his other hand, skun, gutted and ready for roasting. ‘Saw you had a visitor and these guys running amok in the veggie patch. Thought you might like a baked dinner.’

‘It’s Monday, Carr,’ said Winnie.

Nathaniel nodded, ‘Righto.’ Still he held out the carcasses.

Mary opened the screen door and took them from him. Glancing from the set of his face to the dark look on Winnie’s, she suspected she was not getting some obvious point, but was delighted to look back and see Nate flash her an impish wink.

‘Congratulations, Miss O’Donnell. I mean, Mrs – I didn’t know you’d got married. I looked out for you at the church supper dances a few times, but I never saw you.’

‘Carr, why are you wasting time gabbing? Ain’t you got work to do?’ Winnie hauled Mary back inside and pulled the screen door shut.

‘Yes, Missus. Just going now. Good day to you, ladies. Enjoy your visit, Mary.’ He tipped his hat again and clomped down the steps, whistling.

Winnie pursed her lips. ‘The cheek. That one’s too familiar for his own good. Tried fancying up to me too when I first come here to live. Frank told him not to come near the house.’

‘Winnie, what are you talking about? Nathaniel’s just being friendly. I rather like him.’

The glare she got in reply could have roasted both the rabbits. ‘Winnie, don’t look at me like that. He’s a nice chappie, I mean.’

‘I wouldn’t get too excited, Mary. You won’t see much of Carr. He knows his place, or did until today. Besides, he’s only working into the New Year to get in the hay, then he’ll be leaving to enlist – he promised Frank. I don’t even know whether to get you to bury those rabbits before Frank sees them.’

The way Winnie worried her bottom lip between her teeth made Mary wonder again where in the world she’d landed. It cheered her to know Nate Carr was not too far away.

She busied herself cutting up the rabbit carcasses before Winnie could do any such wasteful thing as dispose of them. She kept her head down, slicing between sinew and bone, as much to rescue any bit of meat she could as to hide a sudden flush at how much it gladdened her to know Nate had looked out for her at the dances.

Well, it was no sin to be flattered by a friend seeking out your company. It didn’t make it evil if that friend was a man.
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Four weeks away from home, Mary grew desperate to get back to Ivor Street to check if Joe had news of Liam.

The only war going on might be the one in her head with her husband.

She never even got to read the war news, except for when Sloy brought the newspapers on fortnightly supply days. She now understood Winnie’s desperate need for news of the goings on in Wonthaggi.

Hannah had sent a card, begging her come home for the union fete. No doubt without Maw knowing. With Jane’s help, she’d managed to send a sixpence each to her sisters. But she’d rather be home to take them herself.

She couldn’t bear the idea of being still out at the farm in another two weeks when Winnie’s baby arrived, what with Sloy denying his wife the chance to lie-in in town. His only concession, a promise to fetch a midwife when the time came.

So she jumped at Nate Carr’s offer the following Saturday. He drove her into town in the jinker and deposited her in front of Joe’s house as she’d asked, in the hope she’d get news of Liam faster. From the rowdiness echoing out the cottage windows, she’d picked the best day of the fortnight. Pay Saturday, being the day after Pay Friday. Her heart lifted at the thought she’d see Da along with his crossmates – Des and Robbie Clarke. The lot of them huddled around Joe’s table, surrounded by pound notes, shillings and pence, divvying up the wages. A huge sheet of butcher’s paper spread out before them, with days and tonnage and figures floating meaningless on the page to her, but which Joe could decipher and then share out everyone’s proper earnings. They’d argue and rehash the fortnight’s shifts, but not to quibble over the odd shilling, only a chance to talk and laugh and tell stories about their fellows, especially the overseers and the antics of the pit ponies.

Pay Saturday was the best day for good children too, with threepences on offer and the picture theatres touting their latest sessions. A day she’d once imagined would see her and Liam strolling arm-in-arm to a screening and in the interval sharing an ice cream or a bag of sweets. Pah!

All the nerves jiggling in her belly leapt into her throat when Maw opened the front door, ushering her sisters and Jane outside.

‘Hello, Mary. We’re going to Smith’s Pictures to see the new Keystone,’ said Jane, eyes shining and hugging her tight. ‘Do you want to come with us?’

‘No. Mary’s got her own business to take care of.’ Maw stood firm.

Mary shook her head and gave her sisters fierce hugs too, as best she could with her growing belly.

‘Gee, Mary, what do they feed you on that farm? You got fat?’ Hannah said, rudely poking her belly.

Mary didn’t dare answer or respond to Maw’s furious, ‘Tsk,’ behind her.

The younger girls all jostled down the steps laughing, Jane grimacing apologetically over her shoulder.

Mary breathed deeply, waving them off before turning back to her mother.

Maw eyed her with a sharp sniff and glare of fury. ‘You’d better bring yourself in then. You’re pale, girl. Could you not have sent a note to say you were coming?’

Mary picked up her travelling valise and followed Maw inside, tugging off her hat and fidgeting with her gloves in the hallway. ‘I didn’t find out I could get a ride into town with Mr Carr until last evening and it was too late to write you then. How are you, Maw?’

‘Fine, thank you for asking. I can’t walk a mile without falling down thanks to me useless knees, or cart the wash out to the line. I’ve lost two teeth in the past month and can’t chew a chop, but I’m fine. I suppose I’d better ask, how you are?’

It didn’t sound so much a question to Mary as the polite thing to say without caring on the answer. ‘Maw, I’m glad to see you. I’ve missed you all.’ It was a surprise how fast her tear-bags welled finding Maw grown grey in such a short time.

Or had she just never noticed, being so full of her own self these past months?

‘Have you, Mary? Have you missed us that much, you’re home so soon? I thought you might have stayed away until your husband sent for you, or you weren’t parading a belly as big as a barn in front of your sisters.’

Stunned at the sharpness in Maw’s tone, Mary mustered a sick, little laugh. ‘Haven’t you even told Kate and Hannah I’m having a baby, Maw? I am married, you know. And God has forgiven me even if you haven’t. Ask the priest.’

‘Oh, and that makes everything all right, does it? An Act of Contrition and a few Hail Marys and a person’s free to commit murder. Is that what you’re saying?’

‘Oh Maw, murder? Leave off, will you? I’m that pleased to be home. My sisters won’t give all that a thought, unless you rub in the salt and remind them. Did you never make a mistake yourself?’ She searched her mother’s face for any hint of understanding, some flicker of compassion.

But Maw did not relent. Her face set harsh and indignant. ‘No, I’ve never committed a mortal sin, daughter. Or gone against the Church, or the expectations of me mother or father. God rest their souls. I’ve not lied or cheated or stolen. Nor opened me legs to a man out of marriage.’ She glared, the resentment of months blazing in her eyes. ‘You made your bed. Got into one you shouldn’t have.’

Mary stared back, knowing nothing she could say would change her mother’s bad opinion. Couldn’t she just be home? Put her head on her own pillow and get up in the morning with her own people? Would Maw never let her forget she’d fallen, was a mortal sinner?

They stood in the dim hallway. Maw didn’t lead her through to the singsong of voices in the living room, but planted her feet so that Mary couldn’t step further either.

Mary would wonder later if it was Da’s cough sickening on his chest and him seeming barred to her that made the devil take her tongue.

‘I don’t know why you step into the confessional each week then, Maw. You must have nothing to tell the priest being so bloody perfect and all.’

Maw’s slap struck hard. The sting across Mary’s cheek burned and she reeled sideways.

Maw stood gasping, rubbing her hand, her bun sprung loose from her head, the stringy plait hanging over her shoulder. Shock swam in her eyes, but her voice blew cold as a blizzard. ‘If you leave now you might catch Mr Carr before he heads back out of town. Joe’ll send word if he hears from his son. And next time, daughter, you might write us first if we’re to have the pleasure of a visit.’

Mary might have wandered the mile or so to the edge of town and kept on going out into the bushland until she was lost and she wouldn’t have cared. Except her feet found their way to Watt Street, where, overheated and ready to faint, she met Nate outside the Co-operative store.

‘Fancy seeing you again so soon.’ His eyes travelled down to her valise. He reached out and took it, prising her fingers from around the handles, and shuffled her towards a small coffee house. There he plied her with hot, black tea and sugar, but no questions, and then helped her onto the cart, taking her back to Sloy farm. All the while he kept up a stream of meaningless chatter, not Nate-like at all, but for which she was fiercely grateful.

She could not reconcile her words to Maw or her mother’s slap. How long was Maw going to punish her? Did she not think being stuck married to Liam Merrilees for her whole life punishment enough?

Each turn of the jinker wheels carried her further away from Da and her sisters, banishing her seemingly into the desert. Condemned to wait on the whim of her husband. The truth of the matter, and the bile sickening her and Maw both.

She gasped at a sudden jar to the jinker wheels. Her hands pressed to her sides protectively.

‘Are you all right?’ Nate glanced worriedly across at her.

She nodded through gritted teeth. Not against the jolt or any pain as Nate might’ve thought, but at Liam. Where are you, you lying bugger? You done this to me.

A crust hardened around her heart then, same as the hard-baked earth on the track. It were hard to imagine the deluge that would be needed for it to ever soften.


INNOCENCE SHATTERED

OCTOBER 1915

Winnie welcomed her back as if her return a given. And it was just as well, when in the wee hours a few nights later, Winnie’s pains started and her husband refused to fetch the midwife in the dark. Instead Winnie sent Mary flurrying and fetching cold cloths, hot flannels, another blanket and a bolster for her pillow like the damn Queen of Sheba.

‘It’s your first – you’ll be hours yet,’ Mary reassured, but Winnie insisted the brat wouldn’t dare make her endure any such thing as hours.

Winnie was proved right in less than four when a shock of Sloy black hair emerged into the dawn. The mother let out a hellish scream and kept on screeching like a scalded cat.

‘Whatever’s the matter?’ Mary shouted in panic.

Winnie quit her ruckus immediately. ‘Oh, Mary, I’m sorry. I should’ve warned you. Him out there says birthing is a woman’s punishment. You know, for Eve eating that apple in the Garden of Eden. If I don’t yell a bit, he’ll think I’m not paying for me sins.’

And didn’t she yell harder the next pain coming. And when it was spent, she shook her head guiltless at Mary – grinning. ‘I told you, he’ll make me pay. By coming back into me bed too soon. Have a heart, Mary …’ Winnie dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘Don’t I deserve a lie-in for a few days after carrying this one around for nine months? Running the house till I’m dropping on my feet?’ 

Mary didn’t think Winnie’d done much running of anything since the day she’d stepped into the house, but a fresh contraction and final push saved Winnie from the blasting Mary was apt to give her. Baby Sloy slid out into the world with a gusty cry of his own.

No wonder, Mary thought, looking down at the bloodied mess of child between Winnie’s legs. The poor mite born with such a burden – the little fellow’s foot turned so severely, its sole facing clear back-to-front – on top of the father he’d been blessed with.

She whipped the babe away to the washstand where she had a bowl and towel waiting. ‘You have a beautiful son, Winnie.’

In the mirror she caught the new mother’s relief.

‘Of course. I knew he would be,’ said Winnie. ‘Anything less and I’d never hear the end of it. The threats that man’s made over getting a son.’

Mary avoided meeting Winnie’s eyes and sponged the baby over, including his wee clubbed foot. The tiny rosebud mouth yawned and the little fellow stretched inside the towel. Such a wee innocent. For a moment she held him tighter, then dressed and hurried him into his mother’s arms, wishing him all the love he could grasp before his innocence shattered. As it surely would the moment he met his father.

‘What the hell did you do to it in there? Look at it.’

Mary reeled at the viciousness in Sloy’s tone. His accusations raged while he stomped around the kitchen, kicking the table leg and hurling his tobacco tin across the tabletop, narrowly missing the baby’s head. The poor wee thing lay screaming, naked and exposed, skinny arms jerking upward, seeking the blankets and clothing flung aside as his father derided his disfigured limb.

Whenever Sloy drew close to the child, Mary stepped forwards protectively.

‘Don’t be ridiculous, man. Something like that didn’t happen in the birthing. The wean was made like that, or didn’t grow proper. No-one can do such a thing when a wean’s being born.’

Fever burned in Sloy’s eyes while he paced the floor, clenching and unclenching his fists, sending her murderous looks like he really believed she’d done something to cause his child’s club foot. ‘What am I supposed to do with a cripple? It’s gonna be bloody useless to me on the farm.’

‘He’s not an it. He’s your son. Aren’t you planning to call him James?’

‘He’s not getting my father’s name. He’ll be lucky if he gets a bloody name at all. They don’t live long, do they, cripples? It’d be kinder to put it out of its misery now.’

‘Over my dead body.’

The man scowled back like he’d happily oblige.

She snatched up the hysterical infant and rocked him in her arms, as much to stop her own legs from shaking, before holding him up in front of his father. ‘Look at him. He’s a bonny babe with a fire in his belly. He’ll not go quietly and you’ll do nothing to make him. Or I’ll go straight for the constables.’

Sloy swung around raising his fist, but instead of the clout she thought a given, he waved his knuckles in her face. ‘I’m not molly-coddling no cripple. No-one did me no favours and that thing ain’t getting none from me. I should’ve sent you packing the first day you and your smart tongue arrived. Pumping me wife with your fancy ideas and encouraging her to be weak, doting on her like an invalid.’ He jabbed his finger in the direction of the baby. ‘That there’s your fault. If you’d never come, this wouldn’t have happened. Now get it out of my sight, or I won’t be responsible.’

Mary hunched over the baby, re-dressing him and wrapping him up warm, saying nothing further to inflame the vile tongue of his father. She only breathed again when Sloy snatched up his gun from the hooks over the fireplace and strode out the back door, his dogs slinking after him.

She slumped into a chair with the babe in her arms. Only then did she realise how bone-weary she was, her belly tightening more uncomfortable by the day. The misery of the wee babe in her arms, gulping and hiccupping through its sobs enough to start her own tear-bags welling.

‘We’re a grand pair, ain’t we? The whole house running with tears and us a pair of sooks in need of our maws.’

That thought pulled her up. Did she? Did she need the woman who’d banished her without hope of reprieve or return?

Though mail came regular on supply days, only the occasional postcard came from Maw. Dutiful talk on how her sisters were doing at school and how Da’s cough was getting worse, not better, in the ‘ideal’ Australian climate. Not a single word of apology bled from Maw’s nib, nor to ask when Mary was coming home. As if it were natural Mary now living under another family’s roof and not welcome back under her own.

Jane’s letters served as her only cheer, apart from the sudden, and, to Mary’s mind, rather shocking news of Joe’s marriage to Catherine Dewar, a new teacher’s assistant, who, in six short weeks, went from caring for fifty youngsters to just three – wee Hughie and the twins. Mary didn’t care she’d missed the wedding, stuck out at the farm. She didn’t think Joe would much mourn her absence. His heart full, no doubt, but no longer it seemed with his sweet beauty resting in the sea.

She stood up, sniffing. ‘Bawling ain’t getting any of us fed. Your mother can cry and feed you at the same time. Don’t worry, she’ll grow to love you. Hush, hush, hushaway now,’ she cooed, jigging the babe on her shoulder to no avail. Starving no doubt with a mother who’d do nothing but weep, lamenting the loss of her ‘perfect son’ and withholding her breasts from this one.

‘I can do little enough for you, but I can see you fed.’ Mary marched into the bedroom. ‘Wake up, Winnie. Your baby’s hungry.’ She took no notice of the girl burrowing down under the quilt, but laid the babe alongside her and yanked her into a sitting position. ‘Now sit up proper. I’ve plumped your pillows.’ She unbuttoned the protesting Winnie’s nightgown and when the girl tried to snatch the faded flannel back about herself, Mary grabbed her wrists and held them tight, staring sternly into her eyes. ‘This is your child, Winnie. He needs you. He’s not going to have a father worth speaking of, but he has a mother. And you will feed him.’

‘I can’t. He makes my skin creep with that thing dangling off him.’

‘It’s called a foot, Winnie. He has two. One’s not so perfect, I grant you, but look at him. He’s no weakling. He’ll grow strong, but not unless he gets some nourishment along the way.’

She exposed Winnie’s purpled breast and laid the babe across her belly. She pressed the downy head onto the engorged nipple and guided the babe’s mouth until soft sucking sounds started. Despite the mother cringing and refusing to hold him close, the wee thing latched on and suckled in a way that made it clear he wasn’t giving up.

Mary patted the bulge of her own belly then. And I won’t either.


TURN OF THE TIDE

NOVEMBER 1915

While Winnie struggled to feed her son, harbouring neither the will nor the want, and stretching her ‘few days’ lying in to a fortnight, Mary had her hands full cooking and cleaning and caring for the new babe while his mother feigned sleep for as long and often as she could.

In the end, Winnie got up only when her husband booted her out of both the bed and the bedroom. ‘A man can’t get a wink of sleep, you two creatures bawling. Since you’re no bloody use in any other way, go and share your friend’s bed. See if she’ll put up with your smells and your yowling.’

So Mary moved over and shared her narrow mattress with Winnie, claiming what few inches were left once her bedfellow settled.

Any chance Winnie got, she thrust baby Albert, as his father at last condescended to name him, into Mary’s arms, refusing to take him back, confessing, ‘I can’t take to him. I’m sure there’s more wrong with Bertie than his foot.’ Her milk dried in her reluctant breasts, forcing Mary to bottle-feed the baby with rubber teats and infant bottles purchased by Nate from the apothecary.

Mary doubted Sloy would spend the pence to keep the child from starving. She didn’t know what had got into Winnie since her baby came. Maw said some women went a bit barmy after a birth and rejected their weans or turned into she-devils with moods and misery. None of that fitted with Winnie though. It’s more like she’s angry at me. Perhaps she had overstayed her welcome. Yet wasn’t Winnie always saying how she’d ‘simply die’ if Mary was to leave?

With Christmas only weeks away, any hope the war would end before the New Year dissolved. Instead, across the Western Front, men dug deeper into the trenches, while on the home front every man of military age was called for service, else asked to explain himself to the new recruiting scheme. Mary was more anxious than ever that her husband had enlisted without telling her.

The fear grew in her mind, until one hot morning in December, desperate to escape both Bertie’s pitiful wails and Winnie’s shocking indifference, Mary knelt in the dirt digging up the potatoes, wiping both tears and perspiration off her face, her eyes straining to the property gate, hoping for a cloud of dust – some hint that Maw had had a change of heart, her grandchild due in just weeks. She refused to acknowledge who else she was hoping to see on the horizon. But surely after six months, even Liam must know a telegram or a bloody postcard wouldn’t be good enough. She’d expect him to come fetch her himself.

She trembled in spite of the heat, forced to face a truth she’d long been ignoring. All the weeks of telling herself she was staying because she could not let down Winnie, or abandon Bertie to his father’s mercy – lies. She could not leave. She had nowhere at all to go. Not until her baby born. Or her husband returned to fetch her.

She rubbed the tightening bulge of her belly at a sudden kick.

‘What am I going to do when you arrive?’ It won’t be long the way you bounce around in there. I think you’ll be boxing your way out any day.’ She wanted to add, ‘Throw punches day and night if it makes you come out to meet me faster.’ But really she prayed the mite would stay put until its useless dunderhead of a father turned up to claim them or put pen to paper, if he ever did.

Who are you fooling? He’s not coming. He’s deserted you. You and the wean both. And he’s not coming back. Or he’d write.

Coward!

She’d made a thousand excuses, wanting to believe Liam was perhaps too shame-faced to let on he was not raising himself up. Or finding a better position. Or he was not wanting to write her until he could send for her with pounds in his passbook. More lies.

Even if he’d gone off to war, he’d not written a single word or directed a shilling of his pay towards their child. Can he make it any clearer? He doesn’t care about you or the babe. He never did. You’re a damn fool pretending other.

Wouldn’t she give him a piece of her mind, if he suddenly appeared in front of her?

‘Shuddup.’

At the sudden shout from Sloy, Mary glanced towards the house wondering what was worse? To be like Winnie, stuck with a pig of man for a husband? Or deserted by one who refused to be any type of husband at all. Or a father to his child?

‘When you arrive, angel, we’ll be going,’ she whispered. ‘We don’t need your useless da. We don’t need anyone. We just need for you to arrive and then we’ll get on our way well enough.’

She sniffed back a hysterical urge to laugh. It was a pretty poor plan really. Nothing in the way of details, but for now it was the best she could offer.


A WEE BOY

JANUARY 1916

Conor Liam Merrilees saw in the New Year of 1916 by seconds. His introduction to the world somewhat rough at the hands of Winnie. She barely rinsed him off before she thrust him at his mother. ‘Yours is perfect.’

No snitchy words could upset Mary as she gazed into the face of her son. The babe she’d feared she might not be able to love, due to the awkwardness of his conception and the absence of his father. All such fears faded in the swamp of delight brought on by his hearty bawling.

Who needs your bloody father anyhow? Who needs any of them?

What Winnie failed to give her own son, she gave in spades to baby Conor. Within days, reluctantly, but of necessity – with Bertie failing to thrive, Mary took to breast-feeding him as well. The older child was runty enough to be the younger babe, and no-one would know he was not. At first, it was done on the promise – only until Mary had word from Maw, welcoming her home now that her son was born. A brown paper package had arrived in the post the week before his birth, bearing Maw’s precious baby layette. Mary took it as a peace offering and hoped they might be reconciled yet. She worried though that Maw had not brought it herself.

While she fed Bertie, Winnie never had to be asked to pick up Conor if he should fret, or croon a lullaby to him. Something Mary never heard her do for her own son.

‘Come to Mumma Winnie,’ she’d trill, giggling over her shoulder to Mary. ‘It’s so confusing for the pair of them having two mothers. They might not even know which is their own soon. I’m sure Bertie is more comforted in your arms than in mine.’

The very suggestion stabbed at Mary’s heart, but what could she do? She wouldn’t abandon Bertie, not while he was so in need of nourishment and his own mother unable and unwilling to do it herself. So busy was Winnie fussing over Conor. She pushed her own son into Mary’s arms anytime they weren’t filled with Conor feeding and was first to Conor’s crib the moment he stirred, less it in the night. She was back in Sloy’s bed and in his favour again. The pair could be new lovers so frequently did Mary see them whispering in each other’s ears, taking themselves out of her hearing.

She was glad for Winnie’s sake. Her friend would have the family she’d always wanted now that she’d gotten over the shock of Bertie’s poor foot.

Winnie hadn’t quite recovered her memory though.

‘Winnie, I’m right here. I’ll take Conor now.’

‘Oh, silly me. Sometimes I don’t even look at which baby I’m picking up. They might be both of ours.’ Winnie laughed, planting noisy kisses all over the wee thing’s face before handing him over.

Mary said nothing aloud but comparing the fair curls of Conor to the black tufts of Bertie was hardly confusing. Much as she held a warm spot in her heart for Winnie’s son, it couldn’t be helped as much as it couldn’t be said – he was an ugly babe. Lovely and loving, but not endearing with his pinched cheeks and blessed with the beaked nose of his father.

Of course, Winnie would come to think differently in time, being his mother. Didn’t Mary think her own son the handsomest baby ever born? She couldn’t wait to show him off to Da and Maw, but she’d no reply to her postcard announcing his birth and she hoped it only because they were busy at home.

Presenting Conor to his grandparents and arranging his baptism was proving no easy task. According to Sloy, neither he nor Nate could be spared to take her into town. She couldn’t drive the jinker either with its wheel broken and lying on a hay bale in the barn for over three weeks, waiting on Sloy to find time to put it back on the cart.

It was a surprise to her then, pegging out the wash, to hear the crunch of carriage wheels out on the road.

She recognised the neat white pony of Father O’Sullivan coming down the drive ahead of his jinker and peered over her shoulder at the shack door. Sloy might have acted the good Catholic, marrying in the Church, but she couldn’t imagine Father O’Sullivan making a call on one so errant in his religion that he didn’t even attend his own child’s baptism. From the priest’s knowing nod on the day, it was clear the good Father had no expectations of Frank Sloy, though he’d commended the mother on giving her son the gift of eternal life. Mary’s stomach pitched ill thinking perhaps the priest had come to enquire why hadn’t she got her own tardy arse to church to wet her babe’s head. He’d not likely appreciate she’d done it herself already.

She re-propped the pole under the wash-line and undid the strings of her apron. She licked her fingers and smoothed her flyaway bangs behind her ears. When the jinker drew closer, she recognised the familiar angle of a shadowed figure sitting beside the priest. Her breath held taut in her throat until the wheels rolled to a stop.

‘Joe,’ she gasped, breaking into a run with no heed to decorum or the priest sitting beside her father-in-law, so thrilled was she to have him arrive.

‘Joe, welcome. I’m that pleased to see …’

But the Joe climbing down from the jinker, stiff like all his joints afire, stilled Mary’s tongue. When he tried to take her hands, shaking his head, eyes welling, she backed away. ‘What are you doing here, Joe?’

‘I’m sorry to tell you, lass.’

She glanced frantically from Joe to the priest. ‘No, no, there’s nothing to tell. Come inside. Come and meet your grandson.’

Joe took hold of her shoulders, bowing his head like he could not meet her eyes. ‘I’m sorry, lass. For you and the wean. Liam, he, he’s … dead.’

The days following blurred in and out and all Mary recalled later was the coming and going of small mouths, sucking and demanding at her breasts, while her heart screamed a never-ending chorus of, ‘No’. In the darkened room, she woke and slept not knowing if it were day or night and not caring. Only the soft wisp of a familiar curl stirred her at all, but she’d neither the strength nor desire to get out of bed.

Winnie was dear and brought the babies to her, as well as light meals to keep up her strength and ensure she kept her milk. Other times, Winnie took over all care of the babies and asked nothing of her, but at feed time. So tender was she for their well-being that when Mary planted a soft kiss on Conor’s rosy cheek, Winnie snatched him away. ‘It’s not sanitary kissing him like that. You don’t want him to sicken, do you?’

Is that it? I’ve been ill?

Awake, she could do that, deceive herself. Yet sleep brought chilling dreams of Liam lying dead in a ditch, gnawed on by animals and rotting in the weather until not a trace of him recognisable. All that was left, his blond curls, his fob watch and medallion; his parting gift from the Pailis engraved with good wishes and his name. According to the constable, Liam had never made it beyond Dalyston. The police couldn’t tell if he’d been beaten, or fallen ill, or run over by a carriage in the dark. If it wasn’t for a few cows wandering into another farmer’s field, his body might have turned completely to bones before he was found.

All Mary could think of was how, while she’d been cursing him, calling him useless and deserter, he’d been lying there – dead. Dead with no-one to mourn him or a priest to bless his soul and send him on to heaven.

Then there was the memory of Joe going away, disappointed when she’d refused to leave with him and the priest. Her unable to abandon Bertie, knowing just how it felt to be forsaken and the wean in need of sustenance and any love he could grasp for now.

Poor, poor Joe. The image of him shrunken in the jinker seat, a pale shadow of himself, tears drenching his face … Mary turned her head away to the pillow but the welcome wetness of tears refused to come for her. Not for the wife who’d given a man up as a coward. What a thing to call her own husband. She was grateful Liam would never have to know all the things she’d ranted. Only now she could never tell him anything. Or show him his son. She was hard-pressed to look Conor in the eyes when she fed him, eyes the same shape as his father’s gazing back at her. His same slender fingers plucking at her breast.

It made feeding Conor painful in a way she never found with Bertie. Winnie seemed to understand though, and, where she might leave Bertie with her awhile, she sped Conor away lest the memories hurt her more.


A MOTHER’S TOUCH

JANUARY 1916

‘Get out of bed, girl.’

The shutter above Mary’s bed wrenched open – sunlight streaming in where for days none had been allowed.

Withered flower heads reminded her of a hazy morning when a persistent knocking outside refused to be ignored. Half-asleep, she’d fancied it might be Liam come to tell her it was all a mistake. She’d pushed ajar the shutter to find Nate holding up a bunch of yellow buttercups.

By the time she mustered a nod of recognition, he’d plonked them in a can on the sill and gone on his way. Now they too had died.

Whether it had been a day or a week ago, she couldn’t tell.

‘Maw, what are you doing here? Leave me be. I’m fine.’

‘Yes, fine in your nightgown in the middle of the day.’ Her mother flicked the collar of the offending garment. ‘And been in it some time too, I see. Get up, girl. You can mourn on your own two feet while going about life the same.’

Maw pulled back the rag of a blanket and swung Mary’s legs over the side of the mattress. ‘A bath is waiting for you in the kitchen, as well as your son. If that hussy will let another body hold him.’

‘Winnie’s okay, Maw. She’s been a good friend to me these past weeks, especially …’

Maw tsked. ‘Yes. Yes, I’m sure.’ Meanwhile she bustled Mary into the kitchen and tugged her nightgown off over her head. ‘Look at you, a bag of bones. It’s a wonder you can feed any babe, let alone two. What’s wrong with his mother anyhow? She don’t look sickly to me.’

Mary shrugged her shoulders, unable to take up any battle on Winnie’s behalf. She couldn’t guess why Maw had come since she’d shown no interest in Conor in the three weeks since his birth. She could guess Joe must have gone home with a few tales bursting from his lips.

Sloy had by no measure made the priest or the newly-bereaved father welcome. In fact, he’d wanted to pack the pair off without a sip of tea to wet their throats or loosen the words on how Liam came to be found and where.

In the gloom of the kitchen, she raised a small smile for the sweet face of her son lying in Winnie’s arms, gurgling at the fool voices the girl was cooing to him, but it was disconcerting to hear Bertie grizzling nearby in his crib. She peeked around, giving the laddie a wink as she lowered herself into the steaming water.

‘That wean needs his napkin changed. And from the smell of it has for some time.’ Maw stood arms folded, glaring pointedly at Winnie.

Mary closed her eyes and didn’t dare watch Winnie’s reaction. The bath water lapped against her and, with a touch of guilt, she wondered if she smelled as bad as Bertie herself. She’d barely had a sponge bath since Joe’s visit. It hadn’t seemed to matter, like there’d never be anyone to care if she did or didn’t smell again.

Maw must have been there since sun-up to heat so much water. No doubt she’d kicked up a ruckus to make Sloy both spare it and set the tub inside the kitchen by the fire. Not that the day was cold. Still she was shivering – had been doing so since the news.

The dark veins throbbing in her breasts told her why Bertie was fretting. ‘I’ll be with you soon, laddie. Just give me a moment more to enjoy me swim.’

‘Don’t worry about that one. He’s about to enjoy a feast of his own.’ Maw poured a little more water out of the kettle into the tub and then carefully topped up a saucepan bubbling on the stove – infant bottles rattling inside.

Mary watched while her mother poured the boiled milk from another pan into a bottle she’d set on the table. What are you doing, Maw?’

‘You have to boil milk, girl, before you give it to a wean.’ Maw’s words hung frigid in the air.

Winnie stopped her song with a pout. ‘Mary’s happy to feed Bertie. Poor little runt and me not able to do anything with no bosoms to speak of and him with a useless leg.’

Maw snorted, ‘His leg, or the lack, won’t stop him drinking from a bottle.’

‘It’s fine, Maw. I’ll be out in a minute,’ soothed Mary, hoping to head off the storm brewing.

‘You can’t go on looking after two weans. Nothing wrong with that one a napkin change won’t fix.’ Maw glared again at Winnie and stepped forwards, reaching out her arms for Conor. Mary held her breath as the pair stared each other down.

‘I’ll take me grandson awhile, if you don’t mind? Your own son will be growing tatties in his napkin if you don’t get rid of some of that manure he’s got piling up in there.’

Winnie shook with rage as Maw lifted Conor out of her arms. A head taller than the older woman she might be, but the ferocious warning in Maw’s eyes enough to make her relinquish the babe without a word and pick up her own son with reluctant hands.

Mary could tell Winnie had no clue how to take a mother’s bark, especially one going to the crux without an ounce of tact on the way.

‘You might give him a wash too while you’re at it, after Mary’s out of the tub. His wee arse is blinking red with sores, did you know?’

After her bath it came clear to Mary, Maw’s was no quick visit but a mission of single purpose.

‘Go and pack up your things, daughter. Time to get you and the wean back to Ivor Street where you belong. The funeral’s at ten tomorrow.’

Mary reeled, as flabbergasted by Maw suddenly wanting her home as what shock had let her forget. Of course, there’d be a funeral. Only, she’d thought the autopsy would take longer. Give her more time.

She was saved any answer when Winnie began to bluster.

‘Mary can’t leave. Bertie needs her to feed him. Else he won’t settle.’

‘Your wean settling ain’t nothing to do with Mary feeding him. He’s a pernickety babe, is all. He’ll grow out of it.’ Maw pushed Mary towards the lean-to. ‘Hurry now. Robbie Clarke will be along soon to fetch us.’ Then she marched back across the room to snatch up Bertie grizzling in his crib and plonk him in his mother’s arms. ‘I suggest you feed your own son. My daughter has a husband to bury and her own wean to take care of. At least you have a husband, don’t you?’

Mary winced at the malicious glint in Maw’s eye and knew it no consolation Maw offered. Her own indignation hiked on Winnie’s behalf.

‘Maw, I can’t leave until I’m sure Bertie’ll take to the bottle again. Or act so ungracious after Winnie taking care of me and my son.’ Unvoiced was her indignation that she’d not leave at the snap of her mother’s fingers, or by the same hand that slammed the door on her barely three months ago.

‘What that child needs is his mother. You’re neither his maw, nor his wet nurse. You’re not helping the pair of them get on. Are you?’

Mary couldn’t argue the very same logic she’d been worrying over for weeks, even if she’d had the strength. But she was shocked by the black look of fury Winnie turned on her.

In the lean-to, she dragged her valise onto the mattress and, packing the tiny vests and precious baby layette, gave herself a good ticking off. Try and have some understanding, mean baggage. Winnie must be hurting to see Conor go. She loves him like a second son.  But Maw was right – the sooner she went, the better for Bertie’s sake. Now that his wee cheeks were plumping out and a morsel of fat padding his frame, he looked much bonnier – less a skun rabbit. Of course his mother would love him soon.

On that thought, Winnie burst through the door, Bertie wailing in her arms. ‘I’ve got an idea, Mary. The perfect solution to all our problems.’

Mary tensed. She hoped this was not going to be another attempt by Winnie to get her to stay longer. Even Winnie must have seen Maw was not one to take ‘no’ for an answer. Besides, tomorrow …

‘You need to get on with your life now, Mary.’ Winnie grabbed up one of her hands. ‘Frank and me can look after Conor. You can start a new life where no-one needs to know you ever had a child. We’ll take real good care of him and give him Frank’s name. We’ll raise him as our own.’

Mary’s stunned silence broke only when an almighty flash of lightning split the sky beyond the shutter as if God himself more disgusted than she with the suggestion.

She withdrew her hand from Winnie’s and wiped it off on her skirt, the chill of the wind blowing into her voice. ‘Thank you for your generous offer, Winnie, which I’m sure was made with the best of intentions. You’ll have your hands full with your own son to raise. Conor and me will be just fine.’

As if Winnie did not hear her, the girl laughed, half-hysterical, trying to thrust Bertie into her arms. ‘There’s plenty of them foundling homes just waiting to take cripples like Bertie. He’ll be better looked after with them than he would be here. They’ll get him some of them crutches or a wheeling chair. He’ll be happier with his own kind.’

The very suggestion grated in Mary’s ears. All of a sudden she knew it not the first time Winnie had uttered it. Where was such crazy talk coming from? From the child’s own mother!

She had to stifle the urge not to take up Winnie’s hysterical laughter. Instead she steeled her nerve to hold her feet and the rough edge of her tongue. ‘Have you gone gilhooley mad, Winnie? Of course, your son is staying with you. Conor is coming with me. I’ll try to forget you ever suggested anything other.’

‘Are you ready, daughter? Robbie Clarke is at the gate.’ Maw interrupted from the door.

It was only her mother’s prodding that got Mary and her son out the front door. Mindless as to whether she had all the articles of the baby layette, or even her own belongings, she could only clutch her son tightly, barely able to utter a word of goodbye, such was her shock at Winnie’s betrayal. She ached to give Bertie a kiss, a last bit of loving, but was not prepared to hand over her own son for the same.

Climbing onto Robbie Clarke’s cart, she lamented not saying goodbye to Nate Carr, but was more thankful to have missed Frank Sloy.

Winnie’s refusal to talk to her again made the departure easier. The girl’s only acknowledgement was standing on the porch, watching them go, while her own son screamed inside. No hand raised in a wave.

Mary wouldn’t have seen it anyway, too busy holding Conor safe against the sway of the cart. Too busy thinking of tomorrow.


LOUD THE WINDS HOWL …

FEBRUARY 1916

‘Speed, bonnie boat, like a bird on the wing,

Onward! the sailors cry;

Carry the lad that’s born to be King

Over the sea to Skye.’

Mary stroked the forehead of the babe drowsing in her arms while she sang, pausing to wipe tears from her cheeks. The perfection of the wee creature she held so close her only solace, remembering another laddie never coming back to her now. She couldn’t help but smile for the promise of their child. Their son.

She sighed at a ruckus starting up beyond the bedroom door. If not for the babe in her arms, her sisters squawking over a missing ribbon out in the hallway and Maw shouting Da in to his tea, she might never have gone away. But … a glance back to her son, his tiny, slender fingers grasping hers, showing just how far he had yet to grow, a tremor ran through her for the enormity of some changes since she’d left Ivor Street – near a child herself.

The past week was a blur in her mind. Liam’s funeral a haze of dark wood and black crepe. She still couldn’t believe him gone. Or that it were Liam the priest blessing, even as the coffin went underground. Throughout the wake, she’d drifted in Limbo, as if the sad nods and solicitude meant for some other widow, not her.

Her comfort now – her son. Each snuffle of the tiny rosebud mouth, the rise and fall of his faint eyebrows in sleep, the delicious pinkness of his skin and wispy curls of pale hair.

It was all she could do since she got back to Ivor Street not to hold him all day long, unwilling to set him down, except Maw had had something to say about that folly, as she’d called it. Maw had plenty to say too about Winnie’s shortcomings, but mostly Mary tried not to think about the sudden turn in events at the farm at all. She worried for Bertie. Poor wee lamb. Then, gazing down at her son, she chastised herself. ‘You’ll have your work cut out making a start for one wee treasure.’ She could fret over Bertie no more.

‘Sweet babe,’ she whispered in Conor’s ear, ‘forgive me not naming you for your da.’ She grimaced recalling how in her hurt and anger and ignorance after the birth, she couldn’t accord the father such honour. She’d fretted more thinking about Joe at the time. Had he minded dreadfully?

The day after the funeral she’d gone to introduce his grandson to him properly.

The agony on Joe’s face at their arrival, his refusal to meet her eyes, cut as a knife to her heart. He would not even touch the baby. Wouldn’t even look at him. Joe blamed her. Like everyone else.

Blame me, I understand. But a wee boy? Your grandson. Part of your own son. Oh, Joe! That hurt and damnation had been too much to bear and she’d picked up her purse and left quick as not deemed rude.

But Jane had come running after her, begging, ‘Mary, wait. Please don’t go away from us too. It’s nowt to do with you. Da can’t forgive himself, is all. He blames himself for Liam going away. And for his dying too.’

‘No, Jane.’ Mary hated the condescension come into her voice, same as she despised it in her elders when they thought they knew better. But how could she help it? Joe might’ve welcomed her to his door, but he made it more than clear he blamed her. Why would he not after what she and Liam had done? What she had done?

Jane grasped her arms then, squeezing hard until Mary met her eyes. ‘I should’ve told you something months ago, Mary, but there seemed no good to come of it till now. Da and Liam fought something fierce after your wedding. Near came to blows in the street. Da can’t forgive himself, the whole world hearing him shout that his son a coward. Not man enough to face his responsibilities. Yelling he hoped the men fighting on the Front had more guts and certain other manly bits than his son. Or God help us all.

‘Liam kept screaming it weren’t Da’s problem. Da need never lay a hand or eye on him again, or any of his either.’ Jane’s tears began to fall then. ‘Liam never spoke another word to Da before he left. So, you’ve got to know, Mary, it weren’t only you Liam ran away from, but Da. The pair of them stubborn as mules. Maw would’ve strangled the both by now. But Da doesn’t blame you. I’m sure of it.’

Mary shifted the babe across to her opposite arm to rub at the pain in her breast, unsure what to believe about anything anymore. Only her need for an answer had made her ask. ‘If it weren’t about me in Liam’s mind, why didn’t he tell me? Or take me with him? And our son?’

‘Oh, Mary, I don’t think Liam ever forgave himself for what he done to you. The night he and Da come home from Ivor Street after working out … your wedding, I heard him crying. He wouldn’t let up. Or talk to me at all. But I think Liam left because he wanted to make something better for you and the wean in Melbourne. Like that time he went traipsing in the snow for Maw’s shawl. Remember?’ Jane hiccupped on a sob. ‘How can Da act proper with you when he can’t look you in the eye for his shame? He needs time, is all.’

Tears fell from Mary’s eyes at the memory and soaked into the baby’s wrap, Joe not the only one to call his son a coward. Yet somewhere inside of her a small heaviness lightened. She might be able to live with herself easier if she and Joe could at least share the blame. Liam’s leaving made more sense now at least. She’d never have thought him one not to try at the marriage – for the wean’s sake – at least for a short time. She’d blamed herself every minute since Joe came to tell her the news. But he’d been no more to blame than herself. She could only hope in time she and Joe both could forgive themselves, and, in turn, each other. Until then … How would she bear it?

She kissed the softness of the babe’s cheeks. ‘You’ll know your father but, bonny boy. I’ll tell you all about the laddie who rained conkers on unsuspecting folk’s heads passing under the winter trees. And the boy who could cage a sweet from even old Mrs McGinty, oozing his palava and charm.’

From the shape of the sleepy eyes blinking back at her, she guessed the child might be the very image of Liam once his irises coloured up. And that was another thing she didn’t know whether to hope on or not.

‘We’ll find our way, you and I, Conor laddie. And food and clothes and whatever else you’ll be needing too.’

Yes, she nodded, determinedly. She would find a way, even if she hadn’t the foggiest notion how she was going to manage it – yet. She crossed herself, praying she’d not told her son his first lie.


A PROPOSAL

FEBRUARY 1916

Mary had been back in Ivor Street three weeks when Nate Carr came knocking on the door.

‘I’ve been to visit with my family and I’m off to Melbourne to enlist.’ His excitement didn’t let Mary get a word in, difficult as it was to talk to him at all, Maw flinging in and out, tsking her disapproval at uninvited male callers.

The second time Maw flounced into the newly furnished living room, she picked up Nate’s hat from the side table and, after resetting the doily, stood at Nate’s elbow holding it out. When Nate took it but remained seated on the couch, the woman hmphed her disgust.

Nate raised his eyebrows at her departing back. ‘I don’t mean to get you into any trouble, Mary.’

‘Take no notice of Maw. She’s not finished punishing me for my sins yet.’ Mary dropped her voice, but not her eyes from Nate’s questioning gaze. Maw’s damning attitude remained, despite her insisting it not. Her snipes and sniffs proof enough, and Maw’s eyes not the only ones to disapprove.

Meeting up with Harold Briggs in the Co-operative store, two days previous, and him raising his superior snout at Conor in her arms, Mary had practically snatched her packages from Mr Goodwell and run out the door.

She couldn’t explain to Nate her deepest hurt, her fear that the world and his wife saw Liam’s going away, and so too his death, as her fault.

She hated to think of Nate going away to war, but his wink behind Maw’s back when the woman stomped into the room a third time to wind the mantel clock got her smiling.

‘It’s not Friday, Maw.’

‘I can wind me own damn clock any day of the week I please, thank you, madam.’ Maw had the good grace then to redden and snapped shut the clock face door, hard as might crack the glass, before flouncing out of the room.

Nate leant forwards and whispered. ‘Do you want to come to Melbourne with me, Mary? My aunt in Richmond is looking for a boarder.’

Mary didn’t recall later if she made up her mind in the instant of Nate asking, or when Maw waltzed back into the room and plonked Conor in her arms, sniffing, ‘I think your son needs feeding when you’re about it.’

Gazing down at the sleeping wean and knowing him fed not one hour previous, and that as long as she lived under the same roof as Maw she’d be lumped in with her sisters and answering to Maw the same, pushed her into taking Nate’s offer seriously at least.

Melbourne – a place where no-one knew or cared if she’d been married, the when or the why.

But when she lay in bed that night, it was another face and plea etched in her mind that guided her final decision. The earnest gaze of Liam, before all the silliness, his desperate plea for Joe to understand his need for a life beyond the colliery. A plea she’d told herself she sympathised with, but had never fully understood. Even knowing how much Liam had wanted a different life. Not only for himself, but for any coming after him. If she’d truly understood that need, how different things might have been.

She made Liam a silent promise then. This wean won’t go down the pit. His feet’ll stay dry and his nails free of coal dust. I’ll see to it.  No more could she give her husband now.

And no more would she rely on anyone else. Maw and Winnie had shown her that much – her mother happy to banish and ignore her for months. Her son the real and only reason she was allowed back home.

Don’t go feeling sorry for yourself. You just have to get on, as Da says. With Nate’s help perhaps she could – in Melbourne.

She refused to give breath to the fear scrabbling at the edge of her mind: was she doing the right thing by her son – or herself?

Her resolve turned steely next morning when Maw slammed the rolling pin down on the kitchen table at the first hint of her plans.

‘Haven’t you made enough foolish mistakes for one lifetime? What are you thinking, chasing the first fellow who comes along? Do you want to ruin yourself forever? No decent man will marry you. And if that one’s interested, he’ll wait.’

‘I’m not marrying Nathaniel, Maw. We’re only going on the train together. His aunt’s invited me to stay at her house in Melbourne and there’s more chance of me getting a job down there. Be fair. You know you don’t really want me here.’

‘Don’t be daft. We can help with the wean. It’s not like you’ve a husband to take care of you.’

‘No, Maw, I don’t. Another reason to start taking care of myself and me own. That much I have learnt.’

‘Yes, I’m sure – born of that ninny and her nonsense out at the farm? Another one giving in … to the first one along. You’ll not walk that path again, daughter, if I have any say in it.’

Maw waved the rolling pin in the air, as if daring her to argue.

‘I’ll not have your sisters exposed to – comings and goings. They’re good girls. You’ve to mourn your husband; it’s right. Time enough to go chasing flibberty ideas and fellows then. Your husband’s not even cold.’

‘Maw, is that how you truly think? You don’t care what you say to me, do you?’ Mary’s back stiffened, any doubts drying on her lips. Maw would not yield her bad opinion. Staying to try to prove herself other in her mother’s eyes as pointless as any pleas Liam ever made to Joe.

‘Thank you for helping me make up my mind, Maw. I am going to Melbourne, for Liam’s sake as much as my own. And I’m going for our son.’

Conor’s cries started up timely beyond the wall and Mary’s feet marched out to him, steadfast along with her resolve.

A day later, going out the front door, Maw pressed a ten-shilling note into her hand.

‘That’s for the wean, lest he go hungry. It ain’t for you, my girl. You can starve a bit. Might teach you some humility or the right way to go about things. I’ll not see the babe go hungry because he’s born with a fool of a mother who wants to run away and leave us all.’

‘Maw, you told me often enough I made my bed. Now I’m going to lie in it – in Melbourne.’

‘Fiddlesticks! But you’ve a mind of your own to think, I s’pose. Just take care of me grandson. And bring him back to see us sometime. And write to let me know how he is, you hear?’

‘Yes, Maw.’

It was hard to know if the fading of Maw’s flaming hair might be softening her heart – at least towards her grandson. Perhaps it was because he was a wee boy, reminding her of all those she’d lost. Mary shrugged away the more cynical thought, unless Maw didn’t trust her to raise her grandson right – considered her still a child.

She supposed she couldn’t blame her – being not so sure how she was going to manage it herself.

Sitting alongside Nate on the Melbourne train, as it clattered over the Kilcunda Bridge, she calculated that if she were frugal, and found a position fast, the money once saved to join Liam, plus the money from Maw, would see her and Conor right for a few weeks. She gulped down a mouthful of nerves, hoping if all went to hell in Melbourne, the babe would be welcomed back at least. Maw would see him right.


THE LODGER

EGAN STREET, RICHMOND – FEBRUARY 1916

Mary would be forever grateful to Pearl Williams for taking her in, and for treating her son as if he were her own. The woman opened her pretty cream and green weatherboard cottage on Egan Street in Richmond, along with her heart.

‘I told young Nathaniel you can have the spare room. He only ever used it when he was in need of a city holiday. I don’t suppose one small leprechaun in the shape of your son is going to break my back. So that one can stay too. If he’s house trained.’

‘Are you sure, Mrs Williams?’ Mary asked, hardly able to believe her ears or eyes. She’d never had her very own bedroom before and never one so lovely or bright. Light filled the room, with its pale green organza curtains and a high iron bedstead, dressed in a matching, flowered coverlet.

Mary squeezed Conor to her and only in that moment when her heart lightened did she recognise how heavy it had weighed for so long.

‘Enough of the Mrs Williams,’ Pearl insisted. ‘That was my mother-in-law’s name. God rest the old harridan’s soul.’

Pearl took in washing, too, to help fill her purse. She said her husband Charles had gone off to war to prove himself ‘because he couldn’t send any sons’. To Egypt, to see the blooming pyramids. ‘Damned old fool!’ But Pearl stood up proud when she said it. The ‘damned old fool’s’ photograph, in army uniform, hung on the hallway wall, in a large, oval wooden frame. The convex glass bringing Charles Williams’ unsmiling face into the room with them. Pearl dusted it every Tuesday, a full five minutes. Yes, simply furious at him she was.

Only one other of Pearl’s relatives lived in Melbourne, a regular guest for Sunday tea, she said – Nate’s older cousin, Tom Robbins.

‘Doesn’t your other nephew want the room, then?’ Mary asked, before chomping her teeth on her tongue for mentioning the idea.

‘No. It’s been offered to him often enough. Tom works odd hours – at a hotel.’ Pearl rolled her eyes. ‘He paints and writes stories too – children’s stories – but he’s not in print yet. So he paces the streets in the middle of the night, with no regard to his bad chest, dreaming up his ideas and insisting a draughty flat the better place for him to be. Besides,’ Pearl dropped her voice to a whisper, ‘Tom’s from our unmentionable side of the family. Protestants, God forgive us!’

The twinkle in her new landlady’s eye belied any real disapproval but Mary grimaced more to think Tom Robbins might change his mind about the room. She barely heard Pearl tell how nobody in her family, except herself, spoke to Tom’s mother, Patricia, after she married out of the faith and refused to raise her children in the ‘the one and only Catholic Church’.

Lord, please help Tom Robbins sell his stories and never want to come live with his Aunty Pearl.


NO EXCEPTIONS

APRIL 1916

Pacing the Egan Street hallway, her infant son in her arms, Mary peered out the window panel at the front door, on the lookout for Nate Carr. She’d settled into Pearl’s house like it was meant to be and was eager to thank him. For herself and her son both.

Over the past six weeks, in the calm and quiet of Pearl’s orderly home, she’d found a peace she’d never experienced before, in spite of her grief. Pearl didn’t have to talk all the time, or give an opinion unless asked, unlike some.

Mary nuzzled her son’s downy head and thanked God and the angels, as she did every day, for all that was good and right in her world and tried hard not to think too often about what was not. Or Liam.

A knock at the door saved her from her thoughts.

To her delight it was Nate, looking fine in his new uniform, but he was only back for goodbyes.

Mary had never seen two men hug the way Nathaniel Carr and his cousin Tom Robbins did the first time they met up again. The men stood eyeball to eyeball, a dialogue crossing between the pair that belied words. Not more than three years stretched between them – Tom being the elder, at twenty-four – but Mary didn’t miss the fellow’s serious grey eyes held a hint of pain even while he wished Nate well.

The two could be brothers, boasting the same dark treacle hair and laughing eyes, though Nate’s complexion glowed ruddy, while Tom’s city-dweller pale.

‘Where are you off to, young rascal? As if I need to ask,’ Tom said.

Mary turned, pulling faces at her son, lying beside her on the settee, rather than intrude on such an intimate moment. She with a family who didn’t hug or embrace on the sweetest of days, nor the sourest dawn of death. Try as she might she couldn’t recall a single time Maw had held any of them past walking age. She hoped her own son might know different.

‘He’s growing into a fine fellow.’ Nate appeared at her elbow, pressing a lemonade into her hand and tickling the babe under his chin. ‘Reckon he’ll be running around soon enough.’

Mary smiled, not saying that might be awhile away yet, but happy for any admiration aimed at her son. She blinked away the sadness, he would never know such moments with his da.

Both men competed to win Conor’s biggest smile and after he was put to bed turned their teasing Mary’s way.

‘Have you ever seen one of them selkie women?’ Nate asked, raising his beer glass to his cousin. ‘Tom, the writer here, reckons you have such creatures in Scotland. Seals that come out of the sea and turn into beautiful women. And that you could be one yourself.’

Mary wasn’t sure whose face turned redder, her own or Tom Robbins’. ‘Get away, the both of you.’ She laughed, holding her glass up to cool her cheeks, glimpsing her embarrassment, along with Pearl, in the overmantel mirror. Grateful for the excuse to escape, she hurried out. ‘What can I do to help, Pearl?’

A few minutes later, carrying in the dinner plates, Mary smiled, catching the cousins jostling to sit at the head of the dining table, arguing the merits of eldest versus the guest-of-honour’s rightful place. The same antics she’d once loved in Liam during their shared celebrations in the Pailis.

Pearl waved them all sit down. ‘Leave Charlie’s chair. You two brats sit opposite each other and pretend you’re in polite company. Behave yourselves now in front of young Mary.’

The light-hearted banter and laughter around the table brought on a sudden wave of homesickness that Mary determinedly shrugged away – glad to be laughing again and, rightly or wrongly, pleased at all the attention and ragging. If only it weren’t because Nate was going to war.

She wasn’t even aware he was speaking to her, until he nudged her arm.

‘What type of marvel would that be, do you think, Mary? Seeing that Eiffel Tower? I might get to bring you and Pearl back some of that French scent they rave about. Reckon I’ll have a few stories to tell you all when I get back too.’

The reason they were sitting there together – perhaps for a final time – came painfully real in the silence that followed. Glancing across the table at the lines of concern creasing Pearl’s lips, suddenly Mary was afraid for Nate. ‘Aren’t you scared?’ she blurted out. ‘What if you get injured? You could come back a cripple. Without a limb, or … worse.’ She slapped her hand over her mouth, horrified at where her blather had gone. But only that morning hadn’t she given up her seat on the tram to another bloke in uniform with his shirt sleeves pinned up with nothing inside to fill them? And Pearl told tales about Arthur Allan a few doors down whose family spoke in hushed tones on how the man was changed.

‘Nah, don’t you worry your head, Mary. I’m only going on a little holiday to explore a new part of the world. And …’ Nate laughed, ‘get paid six bob a day to do it. If I’ve got to do a bit of fighting on the side and up the tally of Fritz, so be it. But I’d as soon shoot over the buggers’ heads.’

‘You just bring your own jolly head back home safe, won’t you?’ Pearl said, more to the peas on her plate, a slight tremor in her voice.

‘Too bloody right.’ Tom laughed, raising his beer glass in salute. ‘You bring back that ugly mug without so much as an extra dimple carved in it, you hear?’

Despite Tom’s show of joviality, Mary caught the intensity in his tone, as if he was trying to convince Nate that nothing else would do.

It struck her as odd then that no-one made mention of Tom Robbins not joining his cousin in uniform, especially when he asked all manner of interested questions about the training and workings of Nate’s battalion. An undercurrent she couldn’t place ran through the chatter, as if something wasn’t being said. Something not quite right.

‘Don’t you want to see the Eiffel Tower too then, Mr Robbins?’ she asked, head down, busy sawing the meat off her chop bone.

At first, she didn’t notice that silence was her only answer. When she glanced up, the stricken look on the fellow’s face sent her searching around the table. Finding Pearl’s and Nate’s expressions equally horrified, she wanted to dive into the gravy boat and drown herself without even knowing the reason. Oh, God! Was it Mr Robbins’ bad chest? After Pearl warning her too. When she tried to catch the fellow’s eye to apologise, he bit in first.

‘What do you know about it? What’s it to you?’

‘Tom, don’t be rude,’ Pearl interrupted. ‘Mary was just asking.’

‘Well, she doesn’t need to know all our private business.’

‘Tom …’ Pearl soothed. ‘Come on, eat up your tea, all of you. I haven’t spent half the day making one of my famous trifles to have you lot natter all night and leave it go to waste.’

‘Oh, that won’t happen, Aunt,’ said Nate, winking at Mary as if to comfort her. ‘You’ve not tasted anything like Aunty Pearl’s trifle. You’ll have to send me one on my birthday.’

‘The postman might find that a bit distressing.’ Pearl smiled, as if pleased regardless.

Their effort at easy banter did nothing to cool Mary’s burning cheeks or banish the fear she’d made a poor start with her landlady’s other nephew.

 The awkwardness of the moment passed in Pearl’s sudden bustle to collect the dinner plates. Mary gulped down her last mouthful, suspecting hers not the only meal removed unfinished. But she couldn’t look at Tom Robbins. Whatever the fellow’s problem, it was hardly fair of him to act so rude.

Only later, the men leaving, Tom jammed on his hat in hallway, mouthing, ‘I’m sorry.’ He held her eye until she nodded his apology accepted.

After the men had said their goodbyes – that cheeky Nathaniel refusing to stumble down the porch step without a promise she’d write him often – Mary followed Pearl into the small, usually cheery kitchen, concerned that Pearl’s pensive mood was her fault too. She worried more when the woman dropped the stack of dinner plates into the sudsy sink with enough clatter to chip the porcelain tub.

‘Sorry, love, it’s just,’ Pearl dropped her voice as if betraying a confidence, ‘it’s breaking Tom’s heart, Nathaniel going off to war without him. It’s always his chest letting the poor man down. They won’t take him at the enlistment because of his asthma. He’s strong as three men without it, but helpless as a kitten in the grip.’

‘Oh, God, what must he think of me, then – asking such a question?’ Mary wrung the tea towel in her hands into knots.

‘You weren’t to know,’ said Pearl. The man’s so sensitive on the subject, a person can’t say a word about it. He was always such a gentle soul, but a Mr Independent wanting to prove himself and too proud. He’s that frustrated they won’t let him enlist. He’s grown a gruffness and a temper.’

‘It’s not your nephew’s fault if the enlistment won’t take him.’ Mary tried to ease Pearl’s upset. ‘Though I suppose he feels bad when the need so great.’ She said the last, thinking of the growing call for conscription. Not like a year ago when they were turning chaps away from the enlistment. With Pearl frowning back at her, she wished she’d held her tongue, fearing her words had been taken as an accusation.

‘Yes. And he’s never let forget it. Some mean bugger posted another white feather in his mailbox last week. Poor man would give an eye to do his bit for King and country. God help him! It worries me stupid one day he might do something rash to force the issue.’ Pearl dropped her voice again, despite it only the two of them there. ‘The last time he tried to enlist he nearly thumped the attesting officer. Him and his, “No exceptions”.’

The following Sunday, a frantic knocking at the front door sent Mary scurrying in answer. Finding Tom Robbins on the porch, leaning on the jamb, a clumsy dressing draped across his forehead, she wondered if the man had gone and done that something rash that had Pearl so worried. The dark stain on the cloth a cause for concern.

‘What the devil have you done to yourself? And why are you coming in the front door?’ Mary glanced back down the hallway, praying Pearl was still out back bringing in the washing.

‘Ssh!’ Tom pushed inside. ‘I was hoping you’d get the door. I can’t let Aunt see me like this, but she’d worry more if I didn’t come to tea. Can you help clean me up a bit? I can’t seem to stop my stupid noggin from bleeding.’

Mary hurried him through the living room and into the kitchen, before ducking to the back door in search of Pearl. From the voices coming from behind the washhouse, her landlady was still talking over the side-fence to Mrs Oliver, checking that woman’s husband was home from the repatriation hospital.

When Mary returned, Tom shrugged off her concern. ‘It’s just a cut. I didn’t see the damned lamppost jump out at me until it was too late.’ He laughed, pulling off his hat, but grimaced when the brim caught on the bandage, tugging it loose.

Mary gasped as blood seeped a wider arc through the gauze.

‘Jings, man! Sit down. And take off your good shirt before you mess it.’ She pulled out one of twin chairs from under the small dropleaf breakfast table before hurrying to the cupboard under the sink, dragging out a tin of dressing cloths and the antiseptic wash.

When she turned back around, Tom was still on his feet, shrugging out of his braces and tugging off his shirt. For a moment, his strong, bare arms took her aback. Funny how a look, a smell, a movement could bring Liam into the room or the street with her. Sometimes it was as simple as a fellow swaggering cocky off the steps of a tram and she’d find herself searching the face. Of course, it was never the one she expected. Or wanted.

Realising Tom Robbins was staring at her questioningly, Mary dropped her eyes in search of a suitable bandage in the tin. Not without first glimpsing the livid bruise on his collarbone and a nasty purplish weal on his shoulder.

A moment later – drawing away the sodden compress – she gasped when the two-inch gash above his eyebrow began to split apart. ‘Sweet Jesus, you need stitching. I’d best fetch Pearl.’

Tom’s hand reached out and gripped her firmly about her wrist; the warning in his voice undermined by a pleading note. ‘No need for hysterics. Or calling Pearl. Just wrap it up tight. I’ll make up a more credible story to tell Aunt.’

‘Your aunt’s not stupid. And neither am I.’ Mary snatched back her hand, smarting at the accusation of hysterics. ‘Your so-called post did a lot of damage. To more than just your head from what I can see. I hope you reported it to the constables.’

‘Stop fussing, will you? You’re worse than Aunt. I got caught in a dust-up with a couple of overeager soldier boys thinking they’re something special in their khaki.’

Mary winced at the bitterness in Tom’s tone. But after what Pearl said about his temper, she couldn’t help but wonder if the ‘overeager’ soldiers were the ones giving a hard time first, despite Tom’s protests that the whole thing no big deal. She’d no chance to ask when he changed the subject.

‘I’m sorry to hear about your husband. Was he on his way to enlist?’

Mary fumbled the bandage. Clearly Tom had been told something of how Liam died, but she’d no clue as to how much of the tale she’d shared with Pearl had been passed on. She ignored the question, busying herself instead in wiping away a fresh rivulet of blood trickling over Tom’s eyebrow. She wound a bandage under the soft hair of his fringe and around his head before crossing the kitchen and poking the bloodied evidence of their complicity into the fire box in the range. ‘You can tell Pearl my clumsy efforts make it look worse than it is.’

‘Are you finished then?’ Tom grinned, standing up and shrugging back into his shirt. ‘I’d appreciate it if you don’t say anything to Aunt about, you know – the fighting. She’s got enough to worry about.’

Was it a coincidence then that Tom glanced towards the living room and bedroom beyond where her son was sleeping? Did he resent the pair of them being there? Or was it only concern for his aunt having two extras to cook and clean after?

No matter. She would show him, and everyone else too, she would be no burden on Pearl or anyone. She bit the skin off the side of her nail – so long as she could find a job, quick smart.

That night, in the quiet of her bed, Mary prayed Pearl meant her insistence repeated over weeks that the good woman truly was happy to take over the care of her son – at least during working hours.

‘Who else would take care of the sweet little leprechaun, but his Aunty Pearl?’

Mary smiled into the dark at her and her son’s good fortune and kissed her finger before laying it over Conor’s wee brow, the action bringing a let-down of milk in her breasts. ‘I’m sorry to deprive you, Master Merrilees,’ she whispered into the softness of his ear as he snuffled and wriggled beside her, cuddled up close despite the bed being big as a boat. ‘But there are some sacrifices neither of us are going to like but cannot be helped.’ She reached out her hand and laid it over the soft flannel of her son’s nightshirt in the small of his back to feel the reassuring beats of his heart. ‘We’ll be all right, you and I.’

The next morning, Mary bound her breasts in strips of cloth and bought infant bottles and nipples despite Pearl’s protests that she’d not deny a babe his mother’s milk. No need to take any board from her yet.

‘He’ll grow just as bonny on a bottle, Pearl. We’ll have our pride and pay our way, else we’ll have to go.’

Pearl, the dear, said no more.

Ten days later Mary swallowed the bile of defeat rising in her throat as she trudged down Cubitt Street, scratching out the umpteenth advertisement in The Argus. It’s too soon to give up yet, ninny.

Yes, but it wasn’t going to be long. Unless pennies started raining from heaven.

Every day, bar Sunday, she’d knocked on the doors in the advertisements, chasing situations vacant from Apprentice to General until she was sure her shoulders sagged three inches lower than a week ago. Perhaps more when she recalled the bounce in her step that first day out, Pearl waving her off and wishing her luck. Much the same, she recalled with a guilty flush, as Liam’s sure steps a little over a year ago when he too thought the war would open doors to a job above-ground.

With thousands of men gone to the front, she’d not reckoned on the Government decreeing it not proper for women to take over the jobs of men. What was the big call for women in Australia? Socks! Socks and pyjamas, thank you. Don’t trouble yourself to fill a real job, just sew and knit a bit! It made her wonder if women struggling in the bush to keep sheep alive in the drought, and bringing in a harvest with their menfolk away, knew they ought not to be doing ‘men’s’ work.

 ‘Perhaps the Australian Government think women weaker at the bottom of the world,’ she’d mused to Pearl that morning, reading aloud from the newspaper how girls in London were being called on to drive ambulances and work in the factories making up the munitions.

She didn’t think it funny really, but hoped her laughter hid the desperation she was sure beginning to show on her face. Much as Pearl was dear, she couldn’t keep them on charity. With the passing of weeks, Mary’s meagre savings were all but gone and since there seemed no-one willing to take her on, with or without her son, images of Maw’s damning face began to rear nightly in her dreams. Images that echoed by day in the shaking heads of foremen and shopkeepers and fine ladies of the house. Wrong as it was to think ill of the dead, sometimes she couldn’t stop the traitorous thought that if Liam had stayed where he was blooming-well supposed to, no harm would’ve come to him. She’d still have a husband and her son a father, and she’d not be fretting now on the need to take the train back to Wonthaggi and Maw.

The thought prickled in her chest. Already, she couldn’t bear the thought of leaving the little house on Egan Street, but it wasn’t the light, airy rooms or cheery kitchen or section of veggie garden handed over solely for her use that pained, but the hugs and smiles from Pearl for no reason at all. Even if the woman in need of them as much as giving them. But Mary wasn’t sure how long either of them could hold on without her getting a job.

All she could do was pray harder and gaze into the sweet face of her son, burbling and gurgling back at her like he believed she was the very best thing in the world, even if no-one else did. His smiles enough to get her up the next day to try again.

There were jobs for a lucky few though and, being Irish by blood, Mary had always fancied herself lucky. She couldn’t know how lucky, shaking hands with Mrs Fletcher – Pearl’s neighbour’s second cousin – the following Sunday on the steps at St Ignatius. She knew it one week later though, skipping out of R. L. Duffy and Son their newest dressmaker’s apprentice. Her starting wage of twelve shillings a week not a fortune, but better than a stomp on her toes and in four years she’d be earning twenty-six shillings a week and practically rich.

Of course it had been a very good bit of luck that Mrs Fletcher happened to be on the Women’s Auxiliary Committee with a certain Mrs Duffy and that Mrs Fletcher not adverse to omitting certain facts from her recommendation. Even luckier that Mary had thought to bring her old school report so she could still be Miss Mary O’Donnell in the workplace. A small lie but necessary with no jobs allowed for married women, or those not wanting to make difficult explanations at Duffy’s.

Twelve shillings a week was enough to pay her and Conor’s board, though Pearl could get more from someone else if she’d a mind. Best of all, Pearl made no judgement and truly appeared to embrace taking care of the babe.

Unlike some in Wonthaggi who Mary could not bear to think about.


JUDAS

AUGUST 1916

Weeks turned into months. News of intense fighting on the Somme and explosions heard all the way to England brought the war into every home and conversation. Casualty lists grew in the newspapers and Pearl scanned the bereavements daily, her face only relaxing on not finding a dreaded familiar. But Mary looked up one morning when Pearl’s voice faltered reading aloud of two local brothers lost, before abandoning The Argus a second day in a row.

‘You’ll be home for tea, won’t you, love?’ Pearl asked, changing the subject.

Mary nodded. ‘Of course. Besides …’ she tweaked the nose of the baby in the woman’s lap, ‘I wouldn’t miss giving this slippery, little merman his bath. Now, would I, Master Merrilees?’

Pearl bounced the child in her arms and thrust him towards his mother. ‘Give your mama a kiss before she’s late for work. You’ll be dismissed if you’re late again. I don’t think Mr Duffy will take playing Who’s got your nose as a good enough excuse for you dragging in after eight. Now, go along. This one’s nose will still be here when you get home.’

Mary flung herself out the front door, but as soon as her feet hit the footpath any reluctance at leaving her son dissolved in her enthusiasm to get to work. Only a few months into her training, she could pin and cut an undershirt along with the best of her fellow dressmaker’s apprentices.

She bit her lip on the guilty thought that life for her was going on better than it perhaps should for a recent widow. But taking the shortcut along Egan Place to Highett Street and glancing at the poor chappy in uniform, shaking a tin outside the Kingston Hotel – his terrible scarred face shadowed blessedly beneath his hat – how could she go about feeling sorry for herself?

She sucked in a deep draught of frigid air and strode up the Lennox Street hill, the waft from the tanneries down by the river already strong in the clear morning air. All the way along to Bridge Road, housewives were waving off husbands at the gate, while shopkeepers were setting up in their stores. The door to Gibson’s Bakery stood open, the sweet smell of fresh bread a relief. But Mary wouldn’t trade places with anyone, anywhere on such a blue-sky winter’s day and she said her prayers in time with her footsteps, thanking the Lord for sending Nate and his Aunty Pearl her way.

With Conor settled happily into a routine and her loving her job at Duffy’s, she couldn’t even say she was overly grieving anymore.

Some Saturdays she and the girls from the workroom stepped out to the pictures or to the Paladium, or iceskating at the Glaciarium, chaperoned by Tom Robbins. Pearl was not happy to let her out of the house otherwise. ‘Not with all those eager beaver recruits chasing one last fling before their postings.’

After the first time she could hardly not ask Tom, half the girls at Duffy’s smitten and Genevieve Willets insisting ‘that gorgeous young chappie’ come too. The girl no doubt ready to swoop on him again as soon as he did.

At first it had taken some convincing for Mary to go on the outings at all.

In the early months at Duffy’s when her fellow apprentices tried to gather her into their circle of chums, she’d shaken her head and let them gossip and wonder at her need to get home after work and stay there on the weekends. None had a wee boy, out of their sight and arms all week, to make up to and fuss over. Or a landlady and friend in need of a rest and grateful for company on the weekend, not worrying after some Saturday flit-about.

Nor were they grieving a dead husband and feeling guilty they weren’t grieving enough. Of course, she was sad to think of Liam gone from the world. All his dreams and promise snuffed out. But it was strange how she had to force herself to think of him as her husband. More often she preferred to remember him as her friend.

Thirty minutes later, she tripped through the factory doors of R.L. Duffy’s on Cubitt Street. She bade Mr Jobling, the porter, good morning, trying not to giggle at his agitated, ‘Good day, Miss O’Donnell,’ while his eyes travelled to the large clock on the wall chiming eight.

Inside the workroom most of the girls and seamstresses were already at their sewing machines and cutting tables. The hum of the treadles filling the air.

All except Mary’s fellow apprentice and friend, Lizzie Baumann. The girl oddly packing up her workbench and tugging on her street coat, tears splashing off the end of her nose onto a bolt of linen spread out on the adjoining table. The droplets spreading in darkening circles.

As Lizzie made to move past her, Mary touched the girl’s arm. ‘Lizzie, you’re not leaving?’

Lizzie only shook her head and tucked her purse handle over her elbow. ‘Goodbye, Mary. I’ll miss you. Goodbye, girls. Good luck to you all,’ she waved on a sob and pushed past Mary, running back down the aisle past the rows of apprentice workstations and on past the cutting tables and machinists. Her shoes clacked on the wooden walkway, echoing around the vast room. One by one, the whir of sewing machines slowed as the girl ran sobbing out of the workroom.

Mary looked up to the glassed-in office overlooking the factory floor and Mr Duffy gazing back down, lips pursed and anger in his eyes. Only he wasn’t looking to Lizzie’s departing back but across at Genevieve Willets, her fat backside pressed up close to the gas radiator, rather than at her workbench.

Mary grimaced. Genevieve, a year ahead in her apprenticeship, was rostered as her work partner. Mary had to sew on buttons to match the other girl’s ragged buttonholes and restitch her badly finished hemlines on any shirts they both had a claim to. At first, she’d thought Genevieve the loveliest, kindest girl bringing her treats. An apple one day, a juicy pear another. That was until she recognised the girl a bone-lazy idler only buying her silence.

‘What are you looking at?’ Genevieve snapped, catching Mary staring.

Mary ducked her head back to her work and tried to hold her scissors steady, cutting around the pins and paper pattern, while the hulking girl rushed at her.

‘It’s not my fault Baumann’s a Fritz.’

‘Is that why Lizzie’s going?’ said Mary, ignoring the no chatter in worktime rule.

‘Yeah. My dad says we shouldn’t have to work with no Germans. Lizzie should be put in one of them internment camps. We’re at war, don’t you know?’

Self-conscious at the scene the girl was making and noticing Mr Duffy had disappeared from view upstairs, Mary peeped around at the other apprentices, all keeping their heads down. The senior workers held their tongues too, unlike them as it was to avoid a bit of gossip. But Mary noticed Rose Phipps, the head seamstress, jerk her head upward to the manager’s office and frown a warning.

How could any of them say much, Rose being Genevieve’s cousin? Her viper tongue was quick to judge and hand as swift to rip out a seam not right. Only not Genevieve’s – Mary righting those more often than not.

Mary dropped her head and hissed out the side of her mouth, ‘Lizzie’s not German. She’s more right to be here than me. She was born here.’

Genevieve snorted. ‘No wonder they call you Irish stupid. Baumann’s as German as the Kaiser. Her father was born and raised in Bavaria. That’s Germany, don’t you know? Besides, her name’s not Lizzie, it’s Liselotte. My nana says so and she’s lived next door to the Baumann family since before Lizzie was born.’ Genevieve finished with a so there pout and stared around the workroom, daring anyone to argue. ‘Well, what are you all looking at? I only did my patriotic duty. Thanks to them murdering Huns, my brother is lying in a hospital bed unable to see the blue of the sky or even walk in the gardens across the bloody road from him.’ Genevieve glowered, not even noticing no-one was meeting her eyes, all intent on their work again – the thrum of sewing machines silencing Mr Duffy’s approach.

Out the corner of her eye, Mary could see the man’s face darken. The distress in his eyes hinted that Lizzie’s heritage had been news to him too. Either that or he’d chosen not to acknowledge it.

‘Kindly gather your things and come with me, please, Miss Willets?’

Not a pair of scissors sheared while he bustled the girl towards the exit, ordering loud enough for everyone to take warning. ‘Go home, Miss Willets. We’ll see you back here tomorrow. And if you find any more Germans you want to report, don’t bother to come back again.’


JUST FRIENDS

SEPTEMBER 1916

Much as Mary had been sad at Lizzie leaving, she accepted it the way of war. Same as had gone on in Wonthaggi. Like Pearl said, it wasn’t personal, only a matter of security.

She couldn’t accept Genevieve Willets’ part in Lizzie leaving so easily.

Of course, they were lucky in the southern hemisphere. If one ignored the newsprint and hummed over the top of the newsboys shouting the headlines outside the railway stations, life went on pretty much as usual, though everyone took a cut in wages, a cut that hurt, what with the price of everything going up in equal measure.

War was far from Mary’s mind one Saturday afternoon as she fussed over two suits laid out on the bed. She wasn’t sure why when she was only going to a matinee with a few of the girls from Duffy’s, along with Tom. ‘It’s just a few friends going on a jaunt into the city, is all,’ she told herself, not quite explaining away her indecision – the navy gabardine or the brown speck.

Not that she had much in the way of choice, both sets made from drab wartime cloth. The lack of colour in the fabric did nothing for her pale complexion. She gazed into the mirror over the dressing table and poked her tongue out at the pallid face staring back. Pinched and plain. The freckles of two summers ago gone as if they’d never been, and her cheeks wan without the sharp pinching Pearl had given them on her first day at Duffy’s.

‘Oh, get away, fool thoughts,’ Mary told the guilty flush creeping up her neck. ‘I told you, it’s just an outing.’

An hour later, walking along Swanston Street, up from the Flinders Street Station with the gang from Duffy’s, Mary could enjoy none of the bustle of pedestrians or buggies, motor cars and trams in the road, seeing Genevieve’s arm tucked into Tom’s. The girl’s overloud voice echoing off the shop fronts.

‘If I’d been asked, of course, I’d have preferred to see Miss Petticoats, starring that lovely Alice Brady, but,’ Genevieve squeezed Tom’s arm, snuggling close to him as if she already his intimate acquaintance, ‘since you were so kind as to go ahead and buy our tickets to The Fireman, I’m sure we’re all happy to go and laugh at Mr Chaplin. Aren’t we, girls?’ she called over her shoulder, before simpering again to Tom. ‘I don’t think Mr Chaplin is as funny as he looks. You won’t grow one of those horrid moustaches, will you, Mr Robbins? We girls aren’t over fond of them. They tickle our noses when … Well, I’m sure you know when.’ She tittered.

Mary sighed at the girl’s brashness, but was more intent on studying the stiffness in Tom’s gait and trying to guess his likely thoughts. Had he noticed the girl’s skirt was ‘shamelessly short’, as Pearl would say? Of course, her own skirts were shorter than before the war too, but …

She couldn’t help but chuckle as the poor chap extracted his arm out of Genevieve’s a third time, pointing to a buggy driver trying to argue his right of way with a tram. The two drivers waving their fists and trying to shout the other out of the way. No sooner had the little group passed the stalemate than Genevieve’s gloved hand tucked back into the crook of Tom’s elbow.

‘My, what strong arms you have, Mr Robbins. And such big muscles. The AIF will be happy to have them when you enlist, I’m sure.’

Mary could scarcely draw breath for fear that the vein beginning to pulse on Tom’s neck might burst open. The next second, he wrenched out of Genevieve’s grip. The girl’s dropped jaw near brought a cheer to Mary’s lips, only the pain behind Tom’s grimace held her tongue. She kept her eyes cast down, counting the cobblestones along the gutter rather than see him upset.

All of a sudden, a strong hand grabbed up hers and dragged her along. Tom’s voice accusing loudly, ‘You’re lagging behind, Miss O’Donnell. You don’t want to make us miss the first reel, do you?’ Before she could retort, his warm breath hissed in her ear, ‘If you bring that leech of a girl again, I’ll throw myself under the wheels of a motor car rather than spend another evening with her tongue in my ear.’

Mary couldn’t help but laugh out loud, until she glanced ahead and caught the fury in Genevieve’s eyes. ‘Oh, Lord, I’m in for it come Monday. I’ll never hear the end of my meanness.’

‘Don’t you dare let go of my hand,’ Tom warned, ‘I’ll not be responsible for what might spit out of my mouth next.’

Mary nodded and Tom kept a firm grip. Even after they halted ready to cross the road into Bourke Street, she was sure she could not tug loose if she tried. Not that she wanted to; the warmth of Tom’s touch a comfort. A reminder of what she’d dreamed of once. Going to the pictures with Liam. Strolling hand-in-hand. In those musings there’d been no Genevieve. Or Duffy’s. No small son back at Pearl’s.

No war.

How much had changed since those days of dreams? She glanced up to Tom winking at her. The gleam in his eyes, a sign he was not deaf to Genevieve muttering beside them about ‘certain pushy girls’. And, ‘Why on earth would he be interested in her?’

Tom’s fingers squeezed his comraderie, but … surely he held her hand too tight – the way sudden tingles tickled up in her belly. Her cheeks flushed overly warm.

Mary tugged her sweaty hand out of his grip.

She peered along the street through the Saturday crowds, pretending to look out for the Melba Theatre, flapping her hands as if to shoo off a fly while really she fanned her roasting cheeks.

She’d only held the brat’s hand so he could avoid Genevieve’s advances – no reason to come over as silly as that one acted. Glancing back a moment later, Tom was still grinning at her stupid.

Lord, was she that obvious? How could she be, when she’d not even thought? Not once considered? And Tom a Prod as well.

You daydream like you’re living in a moving picture. Da’s right, you’ve no brains under that hair at all.


THE SHIRKER

DECEMBER 1916

With a production change to manufacturing uniforms at Duffy’s demanding overtime, Mary delayed a visit to Wonthaggi, writing Maw in the hope she and Da would understand her not bringing their grandson home for Christmas. As much as she missed both them and her sisters, war demanded sacrifices, though not from enough mothers and fathers for Billy Hughes’ liking – his conscription referendum defeated in the October.

Pearl told her often how she and Conor were ‘God sent’ and Mary delighted in the closeness between herself and her landlady; her friend and her son.

News that Tom Robbins had sold his first story was cause for celebration; a sweet relief from the sombre mood and worsening war talk. When Tom proposed an outing with Mary and the girls from Duffy’s to celebrate, Pearl insisted Mary go and leave the laddie home with her.

The following Saturday, kissing the babe’s wee fingers, Mary laughed when he pressed them into her mouth, wanting to continue their game. ‘Watch out, my laddie, I’ll gobble them up. I’m extra hungry this afternoon.’

‘Shouldn’t you be getting ready?’ Pearl asked as the clock chimed three.

‘Thank you, Pearl. Yes. I’d better go and get dressed.’

‘Before you do, can I talk to you a minute, love?’

‘Of course, Pearl, but Tom will be here soon.’

‘That’s why I want to speak to you, and plain too.’

Mary frowned, it unlike Pearl to come over so serious except where family or the war concerned. ‘What is it, Pearl?’

‘When I encouraged this outing, I didn’t realise it would be just you and Tom going on your own.’

‘Oh, Pearl, why ever not?’ Mary laughed, glancing up from her son quizzically. ‘The other girls all have plans.’

‘Really, Mary? Have you not noticed how my nephew looks at you of late?’

‘Get away. I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.’ Mary nuzzled her reddening face into her laughing son’s neck. ‘Give Mama a kiss, angel.’

Pearl lifted the babe out of her arms then held Mary’s gaze in stern reproof.

‘That flush on your face says I’ve good reason to ask. Haven’t you had enough grief for one short lifetime? And Tom and his family the same?’ Pearl raised her eyebrows in question. ‘You understand what I’m saying, don’t you, love? I told you the situation. This battle over conscription should show you the divide in Australia too between the Catholics and the Protestants. They can’t even agree over the war. Let alone anything else.’

Mary fidgeted under the older woman’s scrutiny, nodding. ‘Tom and me are mates. Just ask him. He tells everyone the same. We’re just two friends going on a jaunt, is all.’

Why, then, could she not look Pearl in the eye when she said it, but tickled her son’s toes dangling in front of her instead? Why did a knot tighten in her chest and a tingle run through her belly at the memory of Tom’s hand held warm in her own? What’s wrong with you, ninny? Was she as bad as Genevieve going weak at the knees for any boy – or man – winking her way? She flushed hotter recalling a certain rug and how quickly that had come about …

But never again. Any future kissing would be done only in a marriage bed or with just such an intention clear and stated and not before.

Oh, leave off. You sound sanctimonious as Maw.

Wasn’t it nice for a girl to have a little attention, even if it going nowhere? With so much misery in the world, was it a sin to have any fun? She couldn’t help being lonely sometimes, despite all her blessings. Was it so very wrong to forget sometimes she’d ever been married? Or that Tom was Orange?

She stood up and kissed her son on the forehead, before patting Pearl’s arm. ‘It’s all right, Pearl. I understand. Tom is sweet, is all.’

And if the man wanted to visit Luna Park one more time before they closed the gates on wartime frivolity, she was leaping to go with him. She’d never been to an amusement park before and couldn’t wait to see the high-wire artist walk across the cable strung across the park with no net to catch him should he fall.

Weren’t no harm in that. And they’d hardly be alone.

‘Last time I rode the River Caves ride, I was a man floating on a sea of hope, instead of mere dirty water.’ Tom patted his heart and shrugged ruefully at Mary, as if in need of her earnest sympathy.

‘I was sitting alongside Miss Caroline Potts, my neighbour’s cousin. You might laugh to know I pinned my entire romantic future on a nod of that pretty sixteen-year-old head. Only I never counted on the girl’s fickle nature.’

Crowded in the small wooden boat of the ride, Mary shifted sideways, setting the craft to rocking, surprised at her twinge of pique at the mention of some Caroline person. Not that she had reason to be jealous. As she’d told Pearl, she and Tom were mates. Just like she and Liam had been back in Bothwellhaugh. Was that to be her destiny – to be a mate, a friend, a confidant? What mysterious veil cloaked any feminine charms she might have and made the boys, and now it seemed the men too, blind to her in any way romantic?

Perhaps her pique was only because they were riding what was supposed to be the most romantic ride in the Park. Only it was not the dreamy boat ride through exotic scenes of the world that Pearl had primed her to expect. Not at all.

Instead, patriotic banners and freshly painted war scenes covered over the promised vista of penguins in Antarctica and the mysterious wonders of oriental Japan.

Tom seemed not to notice her silence and went on with his telling.

‘I was determined to win a kiss from the fair Miss Potts before that day’s end, not knowing the devil himself rode in the vessel ahead of us. Just as I was about to steal that kiss, he filled the cavern with his venomous wind. A smell so foul you’ve never smelt the like, leaving no doubt the size of the plate of baked beans Lucifer had been munching over luncheon.’

Mary couldn’t help laughing.

Tom clapped his hand over his heart. ‘Don’t mock me. I was crushed. My boyish confidence destroyed by the shrivel of that young lady’s pug little nose. Even after the femme fatale in the boat ahead slapped the dandy beside her in an attempt to escape him and his malodorous scent, Caroline refused to believe it wasn’t me trying to poison her by making a smell so foul. And after I’d spent five shillings, the savings of a lifetime, on tea and cakes and mouth-watering ices to win her heart and the reward of one sweet kiss.’

‘Serves you right,’ laughed Mary, suddenly aware of the tang of his shaving stick and his warm breath blowing on her face. ‘If you’d connived to kiss me like that, I’d have slapped you myself.’ The words weren’t out of her mouth before his closeness and intention dawned. His face so near, she could see the tiny bristles above his lip missed from his morning shave. A sudden tingle of pleasure rippled in her belly at the image of those lips closing over her own.

Oh no, you don’t. She jerked away. Her vow of earlier that afternoon warring with her traitorous body, along with her promise to Pearl. She folded her arms to hide her mortification, feigning interest in a poster calling for folks to buy war bonds and support the troops.

In that fleeting second she caught the injured flicker in Tom’s eyes – as if she were judging him and found him wanting.

Her cheeks came over hotter. ‘Oh, look.’ She leaned over the front of the boat. ‘Do you think there’s any fish down there?’

The little craft cruised around the next bend before she picked up on her fellow sailor’s silence. Well, if he had any romantic intentions towards her at all, they couldn’t have been real if he could lose interest so fast. She turned to find he wasn’t even looking at her but staring dead ahead, his face pained, eyes locked on a billboard blaring with letters a foot high.

‘WHOSE SON ARE YOU?’

She cringed at the enlistment poster showing a proud mother bidding goodbye to her soldier son, while her opposite number comforted a young cry-baby stay-at-home lad and knew the barb stung Tom exactly as intended.

Deep in the bowels of the underground grotto the temperature dropped and a chill iced up her neck. No warm hand offered her comfort this time and while she struggled for a word or idea to recapture their earlier lightness, both knew the frost went deeper than any eight-minute ride. Or missed kiss.

Neither spoke until after the boat glided out of the darkness and into the sunshine. Tom held the craft and her elbow steady, sending a pulse of pleasure up her arm, while she stepped out onto the boarding.

It wasn’t either of them that spoke first, but a pair of women alighting the boat behind. Animated in discussion, their voices began to rise and carry until with disbelief Mary could not mistake the word, ‘Shirker!’

Tom’s hand gripped tighter under her elbow and he quick marched her down the steps of the exit to the concrete paving below.

She glanced back over her shoulder at the two women descending behind them, sniffing and poking their noses up like Tom were a piece of muck on their boots.

Mary fought the urge to poke her tongue out at the stuck-up pair of witches. Who did they think they were?

But Tom led her on, unblinking, and she’d no chance to do anything, but fling an evil look at the women over her shoulder.

‘Why aren’t you wearing the King’s uniform?’

The shout from the younger woman struck Tom like a bayonet in the back. All purpose went out of his stride.

Both women scurried around in front of him like busybody beavers on a mission. ‘You should be ashamed of yourself,’ the older one shouted. ‘You don’t look sickly or infirmed to me. Are you a shirker?’

‘Our brothers are dying on the front while you gad about with your sweetheart. How can you not go to their aid?’ The younger woman shrilled in her mealy-mouth voice.

‘You know nothing about me, woman.’ Tom’s mouth distorted like he was fighting to hold back an onslaught – the gentleman in him won. His mouth closed and set hard.

When Mary opened hers to add her two-penneth, Tom gripped her arm tighter, hissing in her ear, ‘If I can keep my bloody temper and mouth shut, so can you.’

He tried to guide her around Miss Prissy Britches standing with her arms folded, waiting on an answer. Behind her, a small crowd began to gather, including young men. Most of them only boys, but they jostled in close, before one took off his cap and jacket, shouting, ‘Yeah, you layabout spiv, why don’t you go and fight? Are you a yellow-bellied coward? I’ll fight you right here.’

‘Sign up, why don’t ya, ya chicken?’ shouted a new heckler from the back of the crowd.

A hand knocked off Tom’s hat from behind.

 Tom spun around, raising his fists to the source. ‘Okay, come on then. Who’s first? Make a line.’

The raw fury in his face scaring Mary stupid.

Then a fist flashed out of nowhere and caught him under his eyebrow, drawing blood. He staggered sideways.

‘Come on, Tom. Let’s go – now.’ Mary dragged on his arm, trying to keep the hysterical note out of her voice.

‘See, folks,’ shouted an old man leaning on a walking stick. ‘Poor fellow can’t go to the front because he can’t take the young girly along to fight for him.’

‘Shut up, all of you,’ Mary shouted, but she never got further.

Tom gripped her elbow, steering her a rough path through the crowd. ‘Quiet,’ he rasped in her ear. ‘Or do you think I need a woman to fight for me too?’

Clear of the throng, the young woman who’d started it all rushed at him and shoved a folded slip of paper into the breast pocket of his suit coat, slapping it hard. ‘Our boys are dying in France while you do nothing. I don’t know how you can live with yourself.’

The crowd cheered and she curtsied, making Mary want to reach out and slap her pretty face red. Only, in the same second, a lemonade bottle smashed at her feet. A slash of pain stung up the side of her leg.

A policeman’s whistle scattered the mob, sending them off along with their smug smirks.

‘Are you okay, son?’

‘We both are.’ Tom nodded. In spite of her mopping blood from the cut bleeding down her stockinged leg right in front of him. Not that the policeman appeared remotely moved by their plight.

She guessed the unanswered question of why Tom was not in uniform burned on his lips too.

All the way home, first on the tram, then the train, she tried to talk to Tom. But after he snatched the woman’s note from his pocket and read it stone-faced, he scrunched it up to match his scowl and threw it up onto the wire parcel shelf above Mary’s head.

‘For pity’s sake, Tom, I understand your pride. It’s not a sin to tell about your chest. You don’t have to be so reckless and try to take on a whole damn mob.’

‘Would you rather I stand there and take it like I deserve their scorn? Get my bloody head knocked in?’ Tom scowled.

‘Course not. But you can’t take a swing at every lamppost that looks sideways at you. And I’m not trying to fight your bloody battles or protect you. I’m only terrified of folk gone giddy at the scent of blood? What’s wrong with the world?’

Mary flung herself back in her seat. To her mind, the war put the devil in peoples’ hearts. It wasn’t about being Christian or loving anyone’s neighbour anymore, because if your neighbour wasn’t abroad killing the European neighbours, it seemed he most certainly deserved killing himself.

Tom refused to answer, so it was a guiltless hand that swiped the balled-up note.

To ‘The Shirker’

Is it that you are fearful of the bayonet’s stabbing bite?

Is it that you are shrinking from shells that shriek in the night?

Shells that shriek their triumph through bodies bloody and torn

Does the shriek of shrapnel scare you?

Better you never born.

Those who are God’s true mothers, those who are worthy wives,

Think you they value their honour, or only sloth-stained lives?

Will she who is worth the winning,

She who is yet to be won,

Take to her marble bosom, one who has turned from the gun?

Mary’s eyes blurred to read the horrible words penned by stupid women who knew nothing of a man bereft at not being able or allowed to fight, but who’d give an arm to bribe an enlistment officer if only it held any sway.

To think she’d imagined Tom wanting a kiss one short hour ago. A kiss, when he stared at her now more like he wanted to spit in her eye at her suggestion he apply for one of them badges they give volunteers who get rejected on medical grounds.

‘Don’t you think I’ve got one of the bloody things already? After two beatings and three white feathers, can you imagine Pearl and my mother not pestering me to get one? Do you think I want to go around advertising I’m not man enough to fight?’

He waited then, as if daring her to answer; like he wanted her to give him reason to turn away from her too. As if she’d give him the pleasure – though she was sorely tempted. True, he deserved as much, but not from her.

A kiss. What a stupid thought. Nearly as stupid as herself.


DOWN AND DESTITUTE

DECEMBER 1916

Mary wasn’t surprised when a fortnight passed and Tom’s stubborn-self not once crossed the threshold in Egan Street. So if Mohammed wouldn’t come to the mountain …

Her hand closed tight around the jar of freshly-made soup wrapped in newspaper, while she juggled the handle of her umbrella and debated putting it up or leaving it down. Mist hung heavy in the air, dampening her clothes and settling on her eyelashes, more annoying than actual rain.

She hurried along the footpath from the North Melbourne Station, wary of the stagnant water swimming in the cracks in the cobblestones in the road. Some gleamed iridescent oily. Others, alongside the Railway Hotel, steamed with the stench of urine in the gutter, not even filtered by the downpour of earlier in the afternoon.

She glanced for the umpteenth time at the address scrawled on the back of the envelope in her hand, knowing it wasn’t the weather or Tom’s health that hurried her feet, but her need to be sure it was his chest and not disgust with her that kept him from Egan Street. She’d not have Pearl deprived of her nephew’s company due to her inability to keep her big mouth shut.

Yesterday, when Tom’s note came in the morning post to say he wouldn’t be coming for Sunday tea due to his chest flaring up again, Pearl had flown into a panic, it being the second week in a row he’d ducked out on account of his ‘chest’.

‘He must be really ill. I’ll bet he’s not eating or taking care of himself. Probably he hasn’t been to the doctor either. He’ll end up in the hospital again if he’s not careful. The poor man refuses to accept he has limitations.’

Mary breathed a sigh of relief to turn into Adderley Street and find herself gazing up at the stained facade of Carpenter’s Boarding House; her eyes scanning the windows on the second floor to find the one on the right.

‘He’s gone out.’

The landlady bailed Mary up the moment her foot crossed the first squeaky board in the foyer, demanding to know who she’d called to see and insisting, ‘You’d best not wait by yourself in the street, dearie. Some blokes around here aren’t to be trusted with a pretty one like you.’ The woman peered left and right and up the stairwell. ‘I shouldn’t take the liberty, but I’ll let you into Mr Robbins’ flat to wait. Don’t touch anything … His cousin, you say you are?’

Mary nodded, sure that she’d said no such thing, but was grateful to wait out of the weather and the path of any overeager fellows. She followed Mrs Carpenter, as the woman introduced herself, up the stairs, stepping carefully on the lopsided risers.

The woman plucked a bunch of keys out of her large apron pocket and sorted through them with practised haste, making Mary wonder if the woman took the liberty of opening the locks at other times too, without permission from her lodgers.

No skin off my Irish ancestor’s backside if she wants to be a nosey beggar. Aloud, she said, ‘I won’t keep you,’ and stopped just inside the door to thank the woman kindly, if not sincerely, then closed it on the woman’s attempt to step across the threshold. ‘I’ll tell my cousin of your kindness.’

Once the door closed, the room sank into gloom. Mary searched the wall nearest the door until her hand found the cold brass of the light switch. The weak light thrown by a bare bulb hanging from a long, frayed cord betrayed the empty coal scuttle. The room was chill in spite of the season, as if no fire had been laid in the miserly hearth in a dog’s age, despite Tom being so poorly. Wasn’t much else to see really: a bed – unmade and dishevelled – a small dressing table stacked high with books, paper, paints, brushes, ink bottles and pens, but not a chair to sit on. So Mary perched gingerly on the edge of the bed instead.

She took off her hat but soon rose, uncomfortable to be sitting on a man’s bed uninvited, whether seen to be doing so or not.

A single primus burner on a card table topped by a battered saucepan told her Tom didn’t eat home many nights. She placed the jar of soup inside the pot, hopeful he might find it if he thought to cook up a meal any time soon.

The large, mostly empty room didn’t invite exploration. Wallpaper hung crooked on the walls, the floral pattern dark and mismatched. Overhead mildew peppered the ceiling, spreading in a widening arc that to Mary’s mind was destined to disease the entire roof.

Tom’s Sunday suit and shirt hung on hooks on the wall, his good shoes polished and waiting on the floor beneath. Oddly, with no shoelaces.

She picked up the shoes and turned them over. Though polished and presentable enough on top, the soles had evidently lived a much harder life, worn through to the inners. Poor man. Tom hid the truth of his situation well, even from his aunt. Mary doubted Pearl had any inkling how down and destitute her nephew was living.

A woman’s sudden laughter echoed from across the hall, before the slam of a door made Mary jump. Where was Tom? Wasn’t the dafty supposed to be sick? He should be home in bed.

She crossed the room to peer beyond the ratty, faded drape to the street. Just past five, rain clouds darkened the sky as if a summer storm was coming. She began to hope Tom would come home soon. She’d no wish to cross the city after the new early pub closing, men throwing down as many drinks as an elbow could bend in the last half-hour.

She released the curtain and it was then she noticed the easel and stack of canvas boards lined up against the small side wall, half hidden by paint-blotched sheeting. She gently pulled the closest canvas back from the wall. A portrait of an infant, with recognisable curls and his thumb stuck in his mouth, stared back at her.

The painting might have been a photograph of her son and she didn’t doubt the artist extremely talented. She couldn’t resist a quick peep at the next canvas too. Another portrait. The woman pictured stood by the side of a bed gazing down into it with her hand outstretched towards the sleeping child’s head, an image she’d seen reflected nightly in her own looking-glass mirror. Tom had captured her likeness with an uncanny accuracy, all except the wistful dreaminess in the woman’s eyes.

If she had her way, she’d make him repaint those eyes. But she’d no time to ponder further when a key rattling in the lock made her race across the room and plonk herself on the side of the bed, perching ladylike and proper, as if she’d been sitting there all afternoon – not touching anything.

‘No, sitting on his bed’s not right either.’ She jumped up and smoothed the coverlet, then rumpled it again quickly to look slept-in like when she’d arrived.

When the door flung open, she stood in the middle of the room open-mouthed and guilty, as if she’d stolen Tom’s shoelaces herself.

‘Told you, you have a visitor,’ puffed Mrs Carpenter, staggering onto the landing behind Tom. ‘See.’

Mary sent Tom a conspiratorial smile at the woman’s brash attempt to barge into the room, but he shut the door on his landlady’s efforts with a firm, ‘Thanks very much for telling me.’

When Tom broke into asthmatic coughing, Mary stepped forwards, all concern, but she pulled back in dismay when he turned on her, fury burning in his eyes as if he wanted to throttle her. He didn’t even bid her good day when he stopped choking. Instead he plonked her toque roughly on her head and dragged her out the door.

‘Why’d you have to come here? I told you I was sick.’

Mary yanked out of his grasp and stopped on the landing, jamming her hands on her hips. ‘Sure. Sick enough to go gadding and leaving a caller waiting on you all afternoon.’

He glared back at her over his shoulder, but didn’t slow his pace while he clomped down the stairs. ‘Did anyone invite you?’

‘No, but …’ She ran down the stairs after him.

‘No. And I don’t appreciate you invading my house unannounced. I’ll have to walk you back to the station now, sick or not sick. Though if you can find your way to where you’re not wanted, you should be able to find your own way back.’

‘You don’t have to take me anywhere,’ Mary huffed, following him out to the footpath. ‘Why are you being so horrid? I only came to bring some soup from your aunt who’s that worried about your ungrateful self. I might have saved myself the trouble. Do you think I want to get sick from your germs or traipse across the city on my day off?’

She took secret pleasure that the beggar hung his head then, until she realised he was shivering and flushed with fever. She could almost feel sorry for him, but not without an apology first. Only the way the fool stood there grinning his sad dog smile at her, she might have to wait until God forgave Satan first. Without thinking, she poked her tongue out at him.

Instantly, he reached out and started prodding her in the ribs, tickling her like it made no matter what she said or how ungracious he was for her efforts. When he jabbed at the one spot sure to reduce to her to ridiculous giggles, she spied Mrs Carpenter peering around her net curtains, scowling superiorly.

‘Cut it out, you brat,’ she said, dragging him away. ‘You’ll be thrown out of your lodgings and serve you right. Go and eat your soup. I’ve left a jar in the pot for you. Not that I got any thanks for it. And what’s wrong with you anyway? Why aren’t you in your bed, if you’re so sick?’

‘Struth, woman,’ Tom said, shaking his head. ‘It’s Saturday. You know, I work at the pub three out of four. Only today I got sent off early. I know it’s not much of a job, but it keeps a roof over my head. My boss is funny that way – if I don’t go to work, he doesn’t pay me. Then I don’t eat or pay my rent.’

He grimaced at the look of doubt on Mary’s face as to how well he was eating or living.

‘I’m not going to live like this forever. Just during the war. Men in the trenches aren’t toasting their toes in front of a fire or eating fancy meals.’

‘Oh, Tom,’ tears pricked Mary’s eyes, ‘you don’t need to punish yourself because the enlistment won’t take you. You can’t help being ill.’

He shook off her arm. ‘I’m not ill, woman. I’ve got a bad chest. I could shoot Fritz as well as the rest, any day of the week. They ban me for the once a year I can’t get out of bed. How many of the blokes that go don’t get ill on occasion? From what they say in the paper, more of them spend time out of the battle sick rather than shot.’

The rest of the walk to the station passed in silence, until they reached the booking office and Mary offered a truce. ‘I’m sorry, Tom. Truly, I am.’

‘Don’t be. And don’t give Aunt Pearl reason to worry. Tell her I’m okay. Not one word more.’ He prodded her in the direction of the platform ramp, before burying his face in his handkerchief and staggering back the way they had come, coughing ripe to hawk up his stomach.

Mary felt the devil. You cannot help pushing in where you’re not welcome. And opening your big gob. Someone always gets hurt.

It worried her how much she minded that this time it had been Tom.


BLACK BORDERS

EARLY 1917

All through the early months of 1917 the war dragged on with no real gains. The western front ran with the blood of allies and enemies alike. Unlike London, under siege from German aeroplane raids, life on the Australian home-front continued with little disruption. It was with a guilty hand Mary placed groceries on the shop counter, knowing her friends in Scotland would not be doing the same.

In the April, she, along with churchgoers and the not, prayed it a hopeful sign when America declared war on Germany in response to the sinking of U.S. ships, and that their added efforts might finally bring the war to an end.

Talk of a second Conscription Referendum followed on the heels of Billy Hughes’ re-election in the newly formed National Labour Party. Passions flared fierce, opinions divided, often on religious grounds. Mary and Tom had to agree to disagree on the subject. She guessed Tom’s support more about his desperate wish that the acceptance criteria be lowered and him allowed finally to go to the front, rather than anything to do with the influence of religion. Each letter from Nate, shared among them, brought a bitterness to Tom’s tone that worried Mary and Pearl both. Especially on the Sundays he failed to come to tea, insisting it due to his newly acquired second job at the docks – a necessity now, he said, with so many fellows gone to enlist. She and Pearl both suspected he was ill and hiding it from them, as if unspoken the problem did not exist.

With every spare moment of Mary’s own time taken up knitting for the war effort or working overtime herself, outings were few and moments alone between her and Tom rare. All to the good, she told herself, though she often wondered if Tom and his aunt had had words on the subject – if she were imagining the faint strain between the pair.

She couldn’t deny she waited as avidly as her son for Tom’s footsteps on the back step. Conor would toddle to the door and stretch for the high handle like this time he might have grown big enough to reach it. The laddie would squeal with glee when his idol stepped over the threshold, hurling himself onto Tom’s leg. As if a springboard, Tom would fling the boy up and catch him, swinging the little fellow over his head to shrieks of delight.

Of course, she had no right or reason to look for anything more than friendship from Tom. Anything more would spell trouble between him and Pearl and likely between Pearl and herself too. Not to mention Maw and Da. As if it would ever come to that!

She of all people should know better than to trust her foolish feelings in that regard. Look what had happened last time. She was lonely, was all. The war was getting to everyone.

Waiting to cross Bridge Road, one evening late in June, Mary sighed at the sombre faces staring blindly through the windows of a passing tram and wondered if she wasn’t the only one missing a good laugh or good news. Or certain company.

The night air was down already when she stepped into Egan Street, fighting the breeze nipping up the back of her stockinged legs and holding tight to the felt toque trying to tear loose from its hat pin in the wind. She buttoned her coat as she hurried along the footpath when, out of the shadows ahead, to her delight, she recognised Tom’s long-legged lope coming towards her, but she couldn’t for the life of her work out what he had perched on his shoulders, until he came closer and a giggly shriek revealed her son.

‘Jings, man! What are you doing with the wean out in the damp? He’ll catch his death.’ She reached up and snatched the child to her, tipping him up and turning him over, checking his person intact while the chubby cheeks laughed at what he thought a great game. ‘Where’s your Aunty Pearl then?’

Under the light of the street-lamp, Tom’s forehead creased with concern.

‘I’ve been asking the same thing. I found this little bloke in the gutter, bawling his eyes out. No doubt he got lost coming to meet you.’

‘Meet me!’ Mary’s voice rose hysterically. ‘Pearl would never let him trip about on his own.’

‘Calm down. I’m joking,’ soothed Tom. ‘The young monkey probably escaped while she was bringing in the wash. By now she’ll no doubt be searching the streets for him and out of her mind with worry. Come on, we’ll get him home fast.’

He hoisted the little fellow back onto his shoulders and jogged the both of them the last fifty yards to the house. There, it seemed Tom was right. Pearl must have gone in search of the wee runaway for all the windows were blotted in darkness.

They let themselves in through the open side gate and pushed past the shrubberies around to the back door. Mary took her key from her purse, but the door, too, hung open. Startled, she turned to Tom.

He thrust the toddler into her arms and pressed his fingers to his lips, bidding her wait with a wave of his hand. ‘Stay here. I’ll take a look inside.’

He tiptoed through the doorway and snapped on the light. ‘Oh, God, Pearl, no!’

Mary pushed her way inside, mindless to what she might find, to where Pearl sat at the small kitchen table illuminated only by the light shining in from the alcove; no warmth coming off the range or any sign of the tea on. The woman’s vacant eyes glanced up to meet Mary’s. For the briefest second, a flash of panic razed across them, but sighting Conor safe in Mary’s arms, the blank curtain dropped again. A single sheet of black-bordered writing paper shook in her hands; its tell-tale edging bringing a gasp to Mary’s lips.

Without a word, Tom took Conor from her and settled him in his perambulator chair, before picking up the coal scuttle and shovelling a few handfuls into the firebox to get the stove going and relieve the chill air.

Mary dragged a kitchen chair closer to the dazed woman and sat down, patting Pearl’s icy hand lying limp on the table. ‘I’m so sorry for your loss, Pearl. What can I do for you? Oh, your poor, dear husband.’

Pearl returned a confused gaze, shaking her head. ‘No, it’s … it’s not Charlie.’ Her face collapsed in a guilty mix of grief and relief. Her mouth contorted on the unutterable words. ‘It’s …’

‘No, Pearl, don’t say …’ Mary shook her head, glancing around at Tom, distraught.

He stepped up behind her and squeezed her shoulders, his grip paralysingly tight.

Pearl nodded. ‘Nathaniel.’

‘No!’ Mary echoed an anguished groan from Tom. One hand flew shaking to her mouth. ‘Oh, Pearl. I don’t want it to be your husband, only … Not Nate. He’s but a lad.’

Pearl nodded. ‘His blessed mother will never get over the shock.’ Her hands shook while she laid her sister’s letter on the table-top, smoothing it flat with a trembling palm, over and over, like she might rub away the words as if they’d never been.

Mary’s other hand sought Tom’s gripping her shoulder. His fingers cold, almost … lifeless. She rubbed them under her own, trying to put back the warmth, swallowing the sobs rising in her throat, guiltily aware it not her place to be grieving in front of Nate’s kin. But it was so unfair. Nate only wanted an adventure. To go on one of them big ships and see France or some faraway places.

He hadn’t been afraid to go to war. Not a bit. What did he say? He’d as soon ‘shoot over the buggers’ heads’.

It broke her heart to know his opposite had not been thinking the same.

Later, after she returned from tucking Pearl into bed, leaving the door ajar and a lamp burning in the hallway, she found Tom sitting at the kitchen table, his head in his hands. His shoulders shaking so slightly, she wasn’t sure if he was merely breathing or sobbing. Or if she should leave him be.

Pearl had offered him a bed for the night and, grateful for the excuse, Mary slipped away to fetch blankets and a pillow from the closet to make up the settee in the living room. She tiptoed about the quiet stillness, fighting the urge to turn on every light in the house, overcome the ghosts in the shadows rather than herself. She held a hand to her throat to stem the ache threatening to choke her if she could not let tears come soon.

She’d have gladly done so already, but the three of them had all sat around the dining-room table, after Conor fed and put to bed – their cobbled-together meals congealing on their plates. But for the occasional memory of Nate recounted, the room filled only with the ticking of the clock and the pain of their silent anguish.

Suddenly hands folded around her waist from behind, stalling both her bed-making and urge to sob. Those same hands tugged her around and, before she could reach up to wipe away the tears dripping off Tom’s cheeks, he pulled her tight to his chest.

With his arms wrapped around her, the world could’ve stopped. The pair of them locked in grief.

Then Tom’s chest began to heave. Spasm upon spasm. ‘I should … I should’ve been there with him. Maybe …’

‘It wouldn’t have changed things, Tom. You and I both know we don’t get to decide when we live or die. It’s not up to us.’

Tom shook his head, brusquely, as if ready to argue. But he found no voice.

Poor man. She could not take away the pain of his guilt either.

Instead, she pressed her hands firm to his back and held him close. When at last his convulsions eased, she drew back and her hand crept up to his wet cheeks. His eyes came over shame-filled and he made to pull away.

She shook her head and held his arms firm. ‘Let there be tears, Tom. It don’t mean you’re weak. It’s a blessing to grieve hard. It says you loved hard and were loved back.’ When he nodded, she smiled, relieved he’d not found her words silly in the face of such grief. Or allowed his hurt to turn to anger.

She smiled again when his fingers brushed aside a wayward curl and he kissed the middle of her forehead. So gentle and soothing, she wanted him to keep on. As if he read her mind, his lips travelled down her cheek until they met her own, pressing almost savage, before another sob escaped him and he slowed his kiss to a caress.

It was only then she realised her mouth had answered as hungrily as his own. Breaking all her supposed vows of mere friendship. For that second, Nate forgotten.

A kiss is not an obligation for more. Or about forgetting a friend.

No argument mattered less in that moment. Nor when her hands held Tom’s face again, wiping away fresh tears, her own eyes beginning to brim. ‘Nate will think someone pulled a mighty cruel joke on him, won’t he? A rotten trick. He won’t understand.’

Tom pulled away from her then, throwing his hands in the air as if distraught at himself all of a sudden. ‘I’m sorry, Mary. I wish I could blame only the grief. I’m not being fair to Nate’s memory. He had such a soft spot for you. He’s not gone a day that we’ve known and here I am jumping into his shoes.’

‘No. It was never like that between us.’ Mary shook her head, distress rising in her voice. ‘Nate was a good friend to me, but it weren’t in any way romantic. He only ever knew me huge with a wean on the way, then a misery mourning her dead husband and wanting to run away. Hardly a romantic affair, by any imagination. And Nate never suggested anything other. Not to me.’ She reached again for Tom’s face. Gently, she traced the scar over his eyebrow. ‘So you needn’t fear you’re jumping into his place or his shoes. You’re not second choice, Tom.’

In that moment she knew it true.

A second later, crushed in his embrace, her heart hammered at the mess of it. But it was not the proper time to talk of any feelings between them. Feelings that would open a Pandora’s Box for them both.

 Lord, what are you thinking? It’s a sin. You should be running in the opposite direction.

But she couldn’t pull away. The warmth of Tom’s arms pinning her there and her unable or unwilling to resist. Sin or no sin.


LAZARUS

JULY 1917

In the weeks following, Mary had no chance to speak with Tom alone. She was not fooled that he was avoiding her, as much as she avoided him. The bittersweet agony of their shared kiss on the news of Nate’s death had both soothed her and scared her witless. But, as if an unspoken pact, they acted as strangers apart from exchanges of mutual concern for Pearl at Sunday tea, along with a shared delight in a certain wee boy. The same innocent binding them all in hope for the future.

The once slight creases framing Pearl’s lips deepened into runnels, distorting the bow of the older woman’s smile. Even Conor seemed knowing. He would nestle his small face into Aunty Pearl’s neck and lay his hand on her softening cheek, as if to comfort her. It nearly broke Mary’s heart to see.

So she contained her own grief, both for Nate and for the strain in the silence between herself and Tom. She was grateful for time to think, but not for nights spent thrashing the sheets, muttering the Rosary. The once reassuring refrain gave up no answers or comfort to her while she wondered what could be so wrong that two people could find each other at a time when there was so little love in the world. Tom was a good man. A kind man and caring. Not Catholic. Worse, Protestant. But then Sloy was a Catholic, wasn’t he? And a less Godly man could not be counted in her acquaintance. It didn’t bear thinking about. Any relationship, beyond friendship, between her and Tom was wrong. A sin. Besides, it was not about them, but Nate and Pearl for the time being.

When Charles’ scarce letters arrived, Pearl took an age to read what Mary knew for a fact was only a single page offering nothing more personal than a firm reassurance to his wife that he was ‘right as rain’ and ‘giving the Fritzes curry’.

‘Silly bugger.’ Pearl would fold the notes over and get on with the dusting or any such job requiring regimented action. Though Mary noticed, after the shock of Nate’s death, Pearl never answered the front door or fetched the post if she was home alone.

So the day Mary arrived home from work to a telegram boy standing on the front porch, Pearl shaking her head and refusing to take the missive from his hand, she broke into a run. She scooted through the front gate in time to hear the pair exchanging words, before both turned to stare at her. She barely glimpsed the packet in the boy’s hand until it was in her own and she read the print addressed to herself.

‘Who’s sending me a telegram?’

No-one she could think of. Unless something bad had happened at home. Something very bad. ‘Oh, God, not Da?’

Unfolding the sheet, every sound from the street ceased while the words within banged in her ears along with a rush of blood.
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BASE RECORDS
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Pearl caught her as she slumped against the wall and pushed her into the bent-top chair on the porch. ‘Those imbeciles have their facts more wrong than a beggar on Bourke Street,’ she soothed, reading the advice for herself. But Pearl could offer no explanation as to how such a report could come about, or to Mary.

‘Sweet Mother of God, for a moment …’ Mary turned the page over in her hands, shaking and reading it again, while Pearl ducked inside and returned to tuck a travelling rug tight around her knees.

She pressed a teacup between Mary’s shivering hands and up to her mouth. ‘Drink. It’ll warm you. Sip slowly now; that’s a hefty slosh of my best medicinal brandy.’

Mary barely heard the words, her mind awhirl and fevered. ‘Oh, God,’ she cried, clutching Pearl’s arm. ‘What if Joe got one of them telegrams too?’ The man might drop down dead from the shock. ‘I’ll have to go to the post office first thing in the morning and put in a call to the mine manager in Wonthaggi. He can tell Da to warn Joe, just in case.’

What a dreadful mistake to be made. She shuddered, trying to clear her head of mad thoughts tangling up in one another – pushing away the briefest fibre of wishful thinking cast there against all logic. Even knowing the advice in the telegram wrong, she couldn’t quell the tide of nausea rising in her stomach. God help those poor wives and mothers getting such news for real. Or worse.

She accepted her own upset born more of reading Liam’s name in print like that – as if he were still alive. Had it been real, she’d’ve cried with relief to get such news, even of him seriously wounded. Pity the stupid beggar hadn’t gone away to war. He’d have been safer there than on the road to Melbourne. Damned canny Scotsman, trying to save the few shillings for a train ticket and ending up dead in a ditch. How much had it cost Joe to bury him? Stupid, stupid bugger!

She crossed herself quickly before slinging the brandy down her throat and gasping as it burned the shock out of her.

‘You didn’t swallow it all at once, silly!’ said Pearl, shaking her head and taking the empty cup from Mary’s now steady hands. ‘Guess there’s no point in telling you anything, except you’d better sit still awhile. You’ll be drunker than a drover’s dog and giving the neighbours something to … Now what’s he doing here on a Thursday?’

Mary’s gaze followed Pearl’s hurried steps to the front gate, a sob of relief catching in her throat – Tom’s tall figure reaching for the latch. Her legs refused to get her on her feet and all she could do was wait for him to come to her.

A moment later, his face came over shocked and she guessed Pearl must be telling him the news. When his stunned eyes searched to meet hers, she could scarcely raise her hand in a wave, but willed him to march through the gate, praying she’d find the strength not to fling herself into his arms in front of Pearl.

But no … Were he and Pearl arguing?

Tom made to push open the gate, only Pearl stood in his way – shaking her head.

A wail from inside the house announced Conor awake from his nap. But Mary could not get out of her chair to go to him, not even when Tom glanced her way before he shrugged helplessly and went away down the street.

The appalling thing was that, when contacted, the Australian Imperial Forces insisted the telegram true and correct. One had gone to Ivor Street first, the boy sent away again with Mary’s forwarding address and a tongue lashing from Maw for not handing over the telegram to her.

Joe hastened to Melbourne where he and Mary met with Major Lean, the Forces Officer in Charge of Base Records, who advised he’d been informed that very day by cable to the effect that Pte. L. G. Merrilees was returning to Australia on a hospital ship. Due to arrive in two weeks on/or about the 29th of the month. A letter from the major arrived in Egan Street the following day confirming those exact details.

Joe stayed at Pearl’s house another two days while he harangued the major, until, finally, the man sifted back through the records to Liam’s attestation papers where he’d named Joe as his next-of-kin c/- of a non-existent Brunswick boarding house. ‘No mention of a wife.’

‘I’m afraid your husband didn’t have any of his pay directed to you either, Mrs Merrilees. And since he’s never been injured or ill, there was no call for any previous correspondence.’

The major insisted that Liam George Merrilees – born in the same village in Scotland, on the same date of birth, but by his declaration, two years earlier than the fact – had joined up within weeks of departing Wonthaggi (from the date the major gave) and had trained and gone first to the Dardenelles, then to the Western Front where he’d been alive and well and unaccountable the past two years. His file had only been recently updated, after he boarded the ship to return to Australia, to list Mary as his wife.

Mary feared Joe might have a heart attack right there on the spot, his face turned that ashen. But the chill that settled over herself, at Liam denying her again, would not be warmed by any blanket laid over her knees by Pearl, or heated words out of his father’s mouth.

‘I’m sorry for you, lass. I was mad as Mannix when I thought you’d trapped my son into marrying you, but now, knowing what the blighter’s done to all of us, especially his own wife and son … Well,’ he patted Mary’s hand, ‘I’m grateful his sainted mother won’t ever need to hear what the eejit has done. I’m sorry for you, lass. You might’ve been better off if the bugger had died.’

‘Oh, Joe, don’t say such a thing.’ But Mary could not meet his eyes lest she gave away him not the first to think it.

By the time she hugged her father-in-law goodbye on the platform at the Flinders Street Station, she thought his new wife, Catherine, wouldn’t recognise the man returning to her – his back stooped and hair gone grey overnight.

Joe left with a kiss for his grandson, but no promise to return when the hospital ship docked. In fact, he went with no mention of returning at all, but made clear, without saying as much, that Mary, being Liam’s wife, was stuck with him and God give her the strength to bear it.

No argument reached her lips. More because it took a fortnight before the anger building in her breast managed to rise to her throat to get any words out. For Liam to be alive and not write her or his father a single word. Not direct a shilling of support to his child. Not even enquire after the child. Perhaps if he’d appeared in front of her in those moments, she could have screamed and beat on his chest. But in his absence, she swallowed the words, adding another layer to the hard-grained shell encasing her heart.

When the hospital ship arrived, Mary O’Donnell-Merrilees was not waiting among those crying and waving a welcome on the dock.

Pearl opened the notification delivered two days later, taken from Mary’s rigid fingers, and read that the patient had been transported to the Caulfield Hospital. A letter from Liam followed within twenty-four hours saturated with explanations and apologies that held no sway with his wife.

Dearest Mary

Remember Neddy and how blind he was when he come up from the pit each July? I was as blind myself when I left you. I wanted to prove myself and have only myself to worry about for a time. I never meant to be gone more than a few months. I was going to come back from the war, pockets full of pounds and ready to be your husband. I’m sorry, lass. Time got away from me and I wanted to make good before I wrote you. Maybe even come back a hero. Make you and Da proud of me. But the war wasn’t quick. And I didn’t make a hero, did I? I’m just a man, in fact, one not fit for the mine or much right now. I’m sorry for letting you down. If you can find it in your heart to forgive me, I’m willing to make it up to you soon as I’m well. You are my wife and I need you by my side. Help me and I promise I’ll make it up to you. Always your loving husband and friend, Liam Merrilees

Mary shook the letter, ready to tear it to bits, ‘Loving husband!’ She stopped only when Pearl took hold of both of her arms and held her still.

‘Does he think I care?’

‘Yes, love. He’s your husband.’

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph, so I’m married to him. Am I to give up my job and my son’s future to nursemaid a man who’s supposed to be dead and now decides he’s bleeding Lazarus with nothing to say about it? The dafty spouting his palaver and expecting me to fall at his feet. I may be Catholic, Pearl, but I’m not a bloody saint. What if I don’t want to nurse him back to health? What if I don’t want him back at all? Useless as a husband he was to me alive. And absolutely useless to me dead. Now he’s alive again and in need of nursing and probably wanting money to pay for his doctor bills. What about me? What about what I want?’

She glared at Pearl, eyes bright with tears, guessing them both thinking of Tom. But, for the first time since Mary had known her, Pearl stayed silent on that score, twisting her wedding band around and around her finger without meeting Mary’s eyes.

‘I don’t think it was a deliberate deception, love.’

‘It was, Pearl, if only by omission.’

‘Sit down, love.’ Pearl patted the settee beside her. ‘The man wasn’t to know that the chap he sold his watch and medallion to would keel over in a ditch and you’d all be left thinking he was dead. He’s a bugger I’d choke, but more a coward than a cur. You’re married to him. Happily or not depends on whether you can both move on in your heads and hearts. Otherwise the battle royal will be more in your bedroom than any in France.’

The silence thickened between them before Pearl took Mary’s hand in hers. ‘I know it’s a dreadful thing he’s done to you, love. But … you made vows. Including ‘in sickness and in health’. That’s all I’ll say, except, maybe you’d best talk to your husband before you make any decisions. Maybe there’s things you don’t know.’

‘What do I need to know?’ Mary nearly shouted, jumping back to her feet. ‘He had a wife, with child. He knows how to write and how to send a telegram. It doesn’t cost a pound to say, By the way. Gone to war. Be back whether you want me or not.’ Tears streaked her cheeks but didn’t slow her words. ‘And when the priest said, ‘for better or for worse’, he never said it was all going to be worse and then get worse still.

‘Two years, Pearl, without so much as a postcard, a letter, a Christmas wish for his son. How do you explain that?’

Pearl shook her head.

‘You can’t. No-one can. That’s desertion and, if I’m not mistaken, grounds for divorce.’

‘No, Mary … You’d never forgive yourself.’

In the end it didn’t matter a tinker’s cuss what Mary wanted. After two years of crushing silence, suddenly mail arrived in Liam’s hand or on his behalf.

If it wasn’t himself, it was the Sister-in-Charge from the hospital, or the AIF chaplain, or the doctor pleading for her to visit, along with the thinly veiled suggestion it time she reacquaint herself with her husband.

Then Pearl handed her a postcard on the Monday – after Tom missing Sunday tea.

Glad to hear your husband is home safely.

Yours faithfully, Tom Robbins.

‘Yours faithfully’. Mary bit down on her lip so hard a drop of blood leached out, before she glanced across at Pearl, busying herself draining a pot of vegetable water and waving her sit down at the tea table.

‘When are you going to visit your husband?’

The agony of indecision dogged Mary, day and night, knowing that Liam waited and a decision needed to be made.

What if she didn’t want to go to see the lying bugger? What did she owe him?

The only thing stopping her from putting pen to paper and telling him such was the parade of accusing faces trespassing her nightly dreams. Maw’s and the priest’s and Pearl’s. Da’s too. But it was the vision of a wee innocent that proved her undoing.

How could she deny her son a father? Didn’t she owe it to Conor to find out if there was any feeling left between his parents; if not for the sake of her vows?

Even the Mass gave her no comfort after the priest asked her in confession: What kind of woman would she be if she refused her poor husband come back injured from the war, after fighting to protect them at home? How could she tell him, Liam’s going had been more about an escape?

And what if she gave up her apprenticeship at Duffy’s? She’d never get the chance again.

Arguments raged in her head until she was that exhausted, she couldn’t settle to sleep or think – or fight the nagging refrain, the marriage had never been tried.

Why? Why didn’t you try, Liam? Why didn’t you wait to enlist until after your son born at least?

Why hadn’t he waited to see if things could come right between them? She’d go and see him, all right. Demand some damn answers. Like why did he have to turn up now when she’d found feelings for someone else?

What of Tom? What was he thinking? She closed her eyes, scarcely able to put her thoughts or feelings for Tom into words. Or hold back pricks of tears. If the man hadn’t wanted to step into what he saw as his cousin’s shoes, she could jolly-well guess what he’d think now about a husband’s. No wonder he was staying away.

The pain of betrayal she’d long thought healed began to ache again in her breast.

Even going to work failed to bring relief and, as the pressure of each day passing grew, spite began to jag her tongue, especially around Genevieve Willets.

Under the weight of her indecision, her stitches at Duffy’s began to run ragged. She’d no time to fix her own shabby workmanship let alone anyone else’s. What did she care? Why should she cover for a lazy little bitch bludging off her efforts. It was all she could do to hold her tongue and not tell Genevieve as much. Her tongue would have stayed silent too, excepting a body can bear a hell of a lot, but the mind can snap at a change in the wind.


MOMENT OF MEETING
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‘The best thing you can do, Mrs Merrilees, is distract your husband. Don’t talk about the war or try to make him talk about it. Private Merrilees needs to forget the war ever happened. He’s bound to improve faster under the ministrations of a devoted wife.’

Mary could scarcely answer the doctor’s curious gaze at her failure to warm to his instructions. As if Spooner really believed she cared or was listening.

Her facial expression didn’t alter as she followed him into the long ward, past the rows of beds. Some poor buggers lay swathed in bandages. Worse were those exposed and unrecognisable as men. She dropped her eyes, trying not to gasp at the sickly wafts of carbolic and phenyl, quelling her urge to swoon. She concentrated instead on the patterned linoleum at her feet.

She stopped behind Dr Spooner, beside a cot, grateful he couldn’t see into her mind when he leaned across the counterpane and gave the figure sleeping beneath a gentle nudge, unlike the teeth rattling she’d sooner give the beggar.

In that moment, she wondered if God were playing some fool game with her – moving his pawns about to set her back firm at Liam’s side. Holding her fast by a vow that meant diddly-squat to her husband two years ago, yet everything now to their families, the doctor and the priest. Trapping her by Liam’s side ’til death they did part.

Did anyone care that Liam had been the one to walk away from her, their marriage and their child? No. Wasn’t he a poor digger, wounded and heroic? Fresh from the same battlefield he chose over her.

Not a flicker of her internal warring did she allow to show in her eyes, the crust coating her heart thickening another layer as she shook the doctor’s hand. ‘Of course, my husband will get all the love and care he deserves from me. Of that, you can rest assured.’

She didn’t know what to expect from Spooner’s earlier warnings that Liam was no doubt ‘changed’ from how she remembered him, making it sound as if he must be disfigured and not the boy, or man, she recalled. But the figure in the bed, waking up eager and sizing her up every bit as critically as she him, didn’t appear ill a bit. The same emerald eyes and lips crinkled into a grin like he’d just overslept his shift and she’d only come to rouse him.

‘Mary, lass. You’re bonny to eyes that thought they’d not see you again. Come closer.’ Liam struggled into a sitting position and reached out his hands to her. The rasp in his voice and tremor in his bloodless fingers her first clues some things had changed.

She stood rigid. Her bones transformed to brittle china, fearful that if she moved an inch they’d craze along with her mind. She couldn’t guess how it were possible to be so near to smiling at one so missed, yet in the same moment wanting to scratch out his eyes. She did neither.

Liam began to cough, the harshness tearing through his chest while his eyes apologised and his hands flailed, reaching for her.

She passed him a handkerchief off the night stand and, while the doctor explained the effects of gas poisoning, busied herself shuffling the fountain pen, ink bottle and small, tarnished money clip in its place, focusing anywhere but on the eyes she well knew could twist her sympathy and mesmerise her against her will. The same eyes that had her following his every whim throughout her childhood. Whose game of knucklebones did they play in the Pailis when she’d come out determined to jump rope? And how many times did she get conked in conkers when she wanted to play hopscotch? Liam always got his way – none more so than the last.

She ignored him patting the bed beside him and refused the chair the doctor carried across for her. Instead she turned a dismissive stare on the physician, waiting on his leave-taking.

The man had the good grace then to falter. ‘Of course, I should go and let you two get reacquainted. Remember, Mrs Merrilees, a short visit this first time, please.’ Still, he lingered, darting concerned glances from one to the other of them as if waiting on some rapturous reunion. Finally, rendered powerless by Mary’s refusal to appease his expectations, he left.

Liam appeared not to notice.

‘I thought you were never coming, lass. Every visiting hours they made excuses.’

She couldn’t answer or meet his eye, the removal of her gloves requiring every bit of her concentration. ‘I wrote you, I have a job, Liam. Also, a son to feed and clothe and care for, in case you’ve forgotten him too.’ She flinched at his pained reaction, regretting the harshness of her tone.

Liam’s pyjamas hung on his thin shoulders, but it was his hair cropped so short and the moustache grown in his absence, ageing him beyond her memory, that made her want to weep. For the boy who’d gone away and not come back. Except, suddenly, she was boiling mad at him again for making that choice and she added, ‘As widows have to work, you know?’

He tried to hold out his hand to her again. ‘I know they told you I was dead all this time. I’m sorry for that, lass, but I did write you I was going to enlist if I couldn’t find work. I thought you’d be running to meet me off the boat. I thought you’d be happy to see me come back.’

He withdrew his hand hanging lost in the air and slumped back on the pillows. In the empty silence following, his merry emerald irises glinted off to thistle green. ‘You’re still me wife, Mary.’

Only her teeth, gripping the flesh of her tongue, held back the retort she bloody-well knew it – more’s the pity. She’d have liked to have added that if anyone had forgotten the fact, it certainly hadn’t been her. Perhaps she should ask if he remembered the last time he saw her she was bloating out in front and if she was not doing so now, how was the wee bundle come into the world without a da? She wasn’t allowed to bring their son into the hospital to see the father he’d never met, or she’d have brought him, plonked him down and said, ‘Now deny your son.’

Not that she wanted the poor wee laddie to witness such horrors, the smells in the room enough to upset anyone.

The misery of the place not only in the tragedy being played out by Liam’s bedside. A woman sat on a chair opposite, her head buried in the sheets of the bed, crying for all to hear. The patient lay unmoving, but he wasn’t asleep. His eyes stared unblinking at the ceiling, but, even from across the room, Mary could tell unseeing. It would be weeks before she learned from his mother that he could in fact see, but no longer wanted to look. Her son’s mental stupor the result of being buried alive in a mortar blast at Pozieres.

Coming into the ward, her eyes had registered nothing beyond her own misery. Now, avoiding Liam, they snapped image after image like stark photographs burned into her brain. Until she was unable to close the shutter.

A few beds further along, a young man, no more than a lad, lay flat with one arm flung up over his bandaged eyes like he wanted no-one to see him. The rise and fall of his chest irregular under the sheet as if even breathing difficult.

Mary followed the line of his torso to where it ended abruptly in a square-shaped box under the bedding and was reminded in horror of the magician’s sawn-in-half trick – one gone terribly wrong. It made her tremble and think of Nate. She wondered which was the worse fate and offered up a quick prayer. She couldn’t have borne for Nate to end up like that. Or Liam either, if she were truthful, though it might have served that one right running away to war without a word the way he did.

A shout rang out, over the low babble of visiting hour voices, from the man in the bed nearest the row of windows on the back wall. His mania grew in volume until it screamed out, loud and frantic. ‘Where’s the Captain? They’re coming again.’ The terror in his tone sent every head in earshot ducking. Mary couldn’t bear the embarrassing silence of an entire ward of people ignoring the man’s pleas. She wanted to go to him, say she didn’t know where the captain was but she could ask someone. Only a nurse hurried over to calm him. The sister wasn’t a yard from leaving his bedside when he began to call out the same again.

Without intention, Mary backed up against Liam’s cot.

He grasped her hand, tugging her around to face him. ‘We both made mistakes, lass. But we’ve got a second start. It’s not too late. Marriage is forever. You told me that yourself.’

Her glower of contempt held his eyes. But she waited. Remembering the tingle of emotions that once pulsed through her body at his touch.

Not a flutter rippled beneath his fingers. Her sigh escaped loud enough to turn heads from the beds nearest. At one time she’d have fallen into the eejit’s arms to hear the same words out of his mouth. Except a mind tells many lies alone through long dark nights. Too many times the pendulum had swung traitorously between resentment and those times when her husband might’ve been Saint Liam – patron saint of beloved husbands everywhere. Not to mention the would-be-if-he’d-lived perfect father to their son, with not a thought on how he’d abandoned the very same child before the wean was even born. Mr Bloody Perfect who’d never gotten into trouble and run away from anything. Nothing was his fault at all. Why? Because the poor bugger had died.

How fast the pendulum swung back on his miraculous resurrection. These past weeks, he’d become the devil incarnate to her. With no blessed virgins to think well of him, least of all herself – no thanks to him.

‘I mustn’t tire you by staying long, Liam. Doctor Spooner’s orders. I’ll come again next week, if you can stay where you’re supposed to be ’til then.’

She didn’t even know if he answered; she was running down the ward without giving him the chance. Out into the corridor and straight to the women’s lavatories to lay her burning wet cheeks on the cold tiled wall until the tight band of pain in her head dulled.

If she couldn’t make it through ten blessed minutes with her husband, how was she going to manage the rest of her life?

Hadn’t she only ever wanted to be Liam’s wife? Was it her fault she’d had no husband to be a wife to?

To her shock, the guilt blazing back in her reflection showed her to be no better than a dirty liar with a list of omissions and untruths to equal any of Liam’s telling. How much responsibility was hers?

For so long she’d been too blinded by his rejection to recall drunk was the only way he’d have her. Or that she’d ignored every consideration bar his lips and hands and being one with him. She’d trapped him as surely as he now trapped her. And if she took back the mistake? What of Conor? Could she look at her son and wish him away?

No.

Liam was her husband and her responsibility, whether she wanted him or not. Just as she’d been his when he’d not wanted her. Was it wrong to think him the luckier, having had the war to run away to? Would she not run now if she had a choice? As if a woman ever had such a choice. Besides, no matter how much she wanted to, she had nowhere to run. And no place to hide, least of all from herself.
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With the truth laid bare, Mary couldn’t hide from herself or blame Liam any more. But any hope that the love hardened to coal in her heart might transform into a bright diamond had dissolved in their moment of meeting. Coal is coal, not diamonds; not in her lifetime anyhow.

‘Good food and some peace and quiet and your husband will be right as a roast on Sunday,’ Pearl insisted at the news Liam was to be discharged. She would take him in too, ‘and, we’ll see how things work out’.

Mary wasn’t convinced, though it seemed the whole world thought the decision foregone, but it was the lines come quick in Maw’s hand floored her most.

Thank the Lord your son will have a father now and you a husband. Father O’Sullivan agrees it’s your chance to put things right and be a good wife. I’m sure your husband is regretting his rashness now. Remember Julia and Joe Merrilees raised a good son. As his wife, it’s up to you to be forgiving of his mistakes.

‘Mistakes!’ Mary nearly choked on her porridge.

Only the severity of Pearl’s frown prevented her from stuffing the note back inside the envelope and sending it straight back to Wonthaggi.

Of all the women in the world to preach forgiveness, Maw had no right. But it seemed her mother could line up behind the bunch of them expecting the same. Even darling Pearl, who might not come straight out and say it blunt as Maw, made plain she’d think the lesser of Mary if she didn’t bring her husband home.

Tom continued to stay away, whether by design or order Mary did not know. Her desperation to know what was in his mind worried her awake at night. Along with an ache to feel the comfort of his arms. But she could not fight the fact, Liam was her husband. Tom knew it as well as herself.

And so the decision was made.

No-one said she had to like it though. What did Liam expect? Lying bugger.

Maybe her lie was worse, being to herself, and she set her mind to righting that score. If they were to have any hope of happiness, she must forgive Liam. And so she made a silent promise. She would stand by her husband. Do the right thing by him and her son. Maybe it could work. She’d believed it once. Only she couldn’t bear to give in her notice at Duffy’s just yet. She snuck around the workroom as guilty as that spy Mata Hari, pretending to be one person on the surface while hiding a double life on the side, all the while choking on her duplicity. It might have been castor oil, it had the same effect on her.

The next Sunday evening, for the first time in weeks, Tom came for tea. The pair skated pleasantries across the table, but a previously unknown awkwardness had crept into their conversation. Until later, in the kitchen, when Mary looked up from washing the dishes to find Tom studying her from the doorway – his face grimacing with concern. ‘What’s wrong?’ She peered back at her reflection in the window glass, raising a soapy hand to check her face.

‘You’re thin as a wraith. And too pale. Are you sure this is what you want?’

Mary inhaled a sharp breath of air, but bit her tongue, afraid every fear and wish might come pouring out her mouth. Instead, she shook herself along with the suds out the dish rag and nodded. For all their sakes. ‘Yes.’

‘Then a good day out is what you need.’

‘Oh, Tom,’ she laughed, relieved at him talking normal. No further awkward questions – needing lies in answer. ‘I go out every day to work and on the weekends to the hospital.’

‘No. I mean a proper outing. A picnic. This Saturday. A last chance to … spend time with you and the laddie.’

So a plan was made. Pearl never argued. Mary didn’t know whether by Tom’s insistence or Pearl deciding it was safe to let the two of them be alone together now that Mary’s husband had returned. She could only offer up a prayer that Pearl not see her evil ingratitude for the fact, or the bounce in her step at the thought of one last outing with Tom. A chance to laugh and talk and not worry over what might be coming her way. A chance to be sure she and Tom could still be friends at least.

It could never have been anything other.

Six days later, on the first day of spring, picnic basket resting on her arm, Mary followed Tom, bounding out the front door ahead of her, piggy-backing her son.

Neither bees nor bugs could mar the mood while she laid out the picnic food on Pearl’s best rug in the Hopetoun Gardens. Conor rode the swings by the bandstand, pushed by Tom. She had to keep an eye on the both of them; Tom acted as much a child himself when let loose with her son. Immediately he proved it by carting Conor over to a fairy floss vendor.

‘Don’t get him any of that stuff. He won’t eat his lunch,’ she scolded after them, smiling in spite of her warning.

Tom ignored her completely, handing over his coppers in exchange for a cone of floss and inciting anarchy by telling her son, ‘Tastier than an old bread sandwich, eh, matey? I know which one I’d rather choose.’

He returned with Conor atop his shoulders, then ran the pair of them around the edge of the rug, arms outflung like he was flying, mindless to any sticky fingers in his hair.

Mary shook her head but couldn’t keep from laughing. Tom was dear to suggest they go to the gardens near the hospital and for his offer to leave Conor with him while she ducked in to pick up Liam’s dirty laundry. And to pay her husband a visit, of course. She worried though that Tom kept his cheery banter mostly for Conor. She wanted to ask him outright if he were cross, or hurt or angry that her husband was coming home to Egan Street. But when he plonked down beside her on the picnic rug and leaned back on his elbows, so near she could smell his soap, see the crooked line in his part, as if he’d combed his hair in a hurry that morning, she almost lost her mind to ask anything.

Maybe it was a good thing Liam had come back when he did. Any later and …

No. It was useless to think any such thing. How could anything more than friendship ever have worked between her and Tom? Anything more a sin. A mortal sin in the eyes of God and her Church. Not to mention her mother. Lord, wouldn’t Maw set Satan among the angels her daughter taking up with a Protestant. Besides, Tom never even troubled himself to go to church – any church. Least he said he hadn’t since the war began.

Mary rested her hand on his forearm. ‘I need to ask you something, Tom.’

His muscles corded under her touch as if he might pull away from her. Instead he took up her hand in his own and, turning over her palm, traced the forks in the lines as if reading a map – waiting on what she had to say.

‘We can still be friends, Tom, can’t we? I mean when Liam comes home? I’ve already lost so many dear ones. I couldn’t bear to lose you too.’

Was it deliberate he took back his hand at the mention of her husband, before he tugged the laddie’s hat down over his eyes, starting up a game? ‘Of course, we’ll stay friends. We’re mates. All mates together, aren’t we, Conor?’

‘Is that what we are, Tom, mates?’

‘Of course. Always and forever.’ He nodded, keeping his eyes on the laddie. ‘Nothing can take that away. But we can’t always have what we want. And, it’s all right, Mary,’ he looked back at her then steadily. ‘Hurt as you are, I think in your heart you want your husband back. I think you’ve got to know if …’

‘No, Tom, don’t say it.’ How could she deny what she guessed coming when the same thought had railed against her every protest for weeks? The what-ifs. The marriage untried.

‘You loved your husband once, when you married him, didn’t you?’

She shrugged, chewing on the side of her thumbnail instead of answering. This time it was her refusing to meet Tom’s eyes, until he placed his hand on hers, stilling the biting while his fingers brushed over her lips.

‘Of course you loved him. I know you, Mary. So don’t you worry about me. Or about us staying friends. Now, Conor, my lad,’ Tom dropped his hand and bounded up, hefting her son onto his shoulders, ‘we’re going on an adventure, aren’t we? An aeroplane ride, in a big silver bird flying high in the sky. Maybe we’ll fly all the way across to the other side of the world. A long, long way from here.’

Then he ran the both of them out of view behind the dazzle of the sun without seeing the tears fill Mary’s eyes.

When she wiped them away, she tipped back the brim of her straw hat to watch after them and froze in sudden shock.

‘Genevieve!’

Mary struggled to her feet, praying Tom had seen the girl coming and made himself scarce. With a flick of the picnic rug, she flung the corner over the plates and cups and food laid out.

‘Good day, Genevieve. Fancy seeing you here.’

‘And you, Mary O’Donnell. Are you here alone?’

At Mary’s answering nod, Genevieve glared evilly. ‘Fancy going on a picnic – all by yourself.’

Mary licked her lips, gone drier than a desert well. ‘Well, it is a beautiful day to walk in the gardens.’

‘I wouldn’t know about that,’ Genevieve retorted. ‘I’m only walking through on the way to visit my brother in the hospital. ‘Of course, he can’t walk with me, or see me either, thanks to the bloody Germans, but then you know how I feel about them murdering Huns.’

Mary recalled the poor young chappie in the bed a few to the right of Liam – eyes bandaged and no bumps showing below the sheet covering his waist and shuddered afresh. She’d dared not read the name board above his cot, not wanting to attach a living, breathing person to such a fate.

‘Our returned brothers and husbands need all the care and company they can get, don’t you agree?’ Genevieve insisted.

‘Course they do.’ Mary kept her voice calm. ‘I’m going along myself directly. You know – to visit one of them blokes who don’t have family near to come see them.’

‘Which one?’ Genevieve demanded. ‘I know pretty much everyone awake to talk to by now. We can go along together.’ The girl didn’t waste a second bending to flip back the corner of the rug and sniffing disparagingly. ‘I’ll help you pack up your things.’

Mary juggled the plates and cups into her basket, praying Tom was watching and could work out what was happening.

During the short walk to the hospital, she prayed harder than she ever had: to be struck dead by a runaway tram, fried by a bolt of lightning, or even buried by an erupting volcano.

If Genevieve Willets found out she was married and a mother, those sails-for-lips would flap and she’d not keep her job a day, especially if the girl decided she was no longer useful. Look how fast she’d got rid of Lizzie Baumann and poor Lizzie never broke the cardinal rule of her apprenticeship by being married.

As usual, the Lord was deaf to her pleas. She entered the hospital foyer not only alive but with bloody Genevieve still by her side.

‘Come and meet my brother in West Ward.’

Mary’s face flamed as red as her hair. Couldn’t she have guessed it – the very same ward as Liam? ‘No. I can’t, really, Genevieve.’ She clutched her stomach and began to run, calling back over her shoulder. ‘I think I’m gonna be sick.’

She didn’t even have to confess to the lie, because she did heave her stomach out in the women’s lavatory for a full five minutes.

She never did see Genevieve again that day and spent the next making her visit to Liam, all the while praying Genevieve was not so loving a sister as to bless her brother with her presence again so soon. Mostly though, she anguished over what or who the girl might’ve seen in the gardens, knowing that if she added up the sum of what she’d seen, she’d surely spread it around Duffy’s.

Still Mary didn’t hand in her notice; though the doctor said it was time to bring Liam home. Even her talk with Tom told her it was time.

But as she told Liam, he’d have to trust her to give in her resignation in her own time, despite his argument he’d receive a good pension when he came home – the Government promised.
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Come home, Liam did. Not to his home, but to her home.

When Mary brought Conor forward on her hip, the child stared gobstruck at the man leaning on his crutches and shrank into her shoulder, shoving his wee thumb into his mouth. It seemed her son was no more eager to make his da’s acquaintance than she had been to see him again.

Liam motioned for her to put the boy down and, reluctantly, she set Conor on his feet. The child backed up and grabbed a handful of her skirts, holding them as tight to his cheek as the soft material of his night-time blanky.

The frown on Liam’s face was not concealed fast enough to hide his displeasure. Nor was it lost on his son.

Conor turned his face into Mary’s skirts and rebuffed her small shove forwards.

‘Come and say hello to your da, laddie. I’ve been waiting a long time to meet you.’ Liam sat down in the armchair, resting his crutches against the side table.

Mary nodded. Perhaps removing the threat of Liam’s height and the strangeness of the walking aids would ease her small son’s mind.

Still Conor refused to turn around or answer.

‘Do as you’re told, son,’ Liam rasped, leaving no mistake it an order and not a request.

Mary made a mental note to ask the doctor if the harshness in Liam’s voice was temporary. She imagined it quite alarming to a child. The tone she’d take up with Liam later.

‘Can’t the lad talk yet?’

She wanted to cover her angel’s ears against the derisory tone, but stilled her hands. ‘You’ve been gone a long time, Liam. But not that long. He’s only a wee boy. What can you expect? He’s shy of you, is all. Give him time.’

Some things were going to take her time too. Like the first time Liam removed his trousers. She had to hold onto the edge of the dressing table not to swoon at the chunk of flesh missing from his calf. Corded scarring knotted up his leg, the tissue twisted and purple with anger at such summary damage.

She swallowed hard but held Liam’s gaze, locked firmly on hers and daring her to react. Nothing could mask the colourless porcelain of her skin reflected in the dressing-table mirror, but Liam nodded as if she’d passed some type of test. Clearly he’d been expecting worse.

The absent leg muscle and flesh weren’t ever going to grow back, but when she questioned the doctors at the Repatriation Clinic, no-one could or would tell her when or if Liam would ever be able to walk properly again.

The tension between father and son persisted, made worse the first Sunday that Tom came to tea when Conor threw himself onto Tom’s legs and clambered all over him.

Mortification crossed Liam’s face, dictating any possible friendship between the men gone bad before even begun.

Tom and Conor threw more fuel on Liam’s anger by marching up the hallway, clanging pot lids together, pretending to lead a marching band. Her husband crawled under the bedcovers. No coaxing could tempt him out to his tea, a silent affair with Conor sulking and Tom confused. Even Pearl had no cheeriness to offer.

Liam shuffled out for his meal only after Tom had left and Conor was tucked into bed.

More worrying to Mary than any hurt feelings was how Liam ducked for cover at even a tram bumping over a rough spot in the road. A simple stroll became fraught and no amount of reassurance made a difference.

‘Nerves,’ Doctor Spooner said. ‘No real cure for them bar time.’
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Even as a child, terrified of the dark, Mary had taken comfort in the steady breathing and snores of her parents and sisters in their shared room in the rows. Once those days were gone, and while at Sloy farm, she’d found the same comfort running her hands over the swell of her belly knowing her wee babe near.

Except for those few nights after the false news of Liam’s death, Conor had slept each night beside her. His fresh baby smell and snuffles helping her to grow strong and protective.

One week after his father’s return home though, Conor was banished from his new cot beside the bed to Pearl’s room. For his own good.

Lying in the blackness, the bedroom in Egan Street seemed to close in on Mary. The signs she was coming to know started early. Not even midnight yet. Fingers of fear squeezed around her heart while the noises in the bed beside her grew, same as they did most nights. A slow build to moans … like she imagined the trees talking in the mine below the earth. Their first low rumbles warning of something shifting and amiss. The growls beside her increased in pace and volume, resulting in arms and legs thrashing amid the sheets. Despite the warning, there was nowhere to run.

An arm struck hers. She flung out a hand to ward off a fresh bruise. ‘Wake up, Liam. You’re dreaming again.’

This time his fury struck back, hurling her across the bed. She gasped, unable to cry out. Her arms flailed as fingers crushed down on her windpipe – giving her no choice. Her knee reared up, connecting between Liam’s legs, and his fingers fell away from her neck in blessed release.

He rolled off her, moaning in horror on his waking. Then he crawled onto his knees, clutching himself and staring back at her. Dismay etched on his face. ‘Jesus, lass. What have I done to you?’

She threw herself out of bed, choking, and stumbled to the light switch. She leaned against the door, coughing and struggling to catch her breath, each gasp an agony as air passed over her bruised larynx. She could only hold her throat and rasp. ‘Have you gone bloody mad, Liam?’

He crawled towards her, stopping at the edge of the mattress, hunching over, as if in pain, clasping his hands – frantic. ‘Forgive me, lass. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I know it sounds doolally, I didn’t recognise you. It’s the dreams. I can’t make ’em stop. I’m always back there.’

Mary wiped her nose and tears across the sleeve of her nightgown. ‘Where, Liam? Where are you, if not here?’

He shrugged helplessly at her. ‘You won’t believe me. But believe this, I’d never hurt you, lass. Not knowing.’

She spun around to the mirror on the dressing table, tugging down the neckline of her nightgown and running her hands over the angry red welts and finger marks pressed into her skin. ‘Look.’ She turned back to him. ‘Is this the throat of someone you’d never hurt?’

Liam’s hands shot up to clutch at the side of his temples. He rocked backwards and forwards on his knees. ‘Jesus, Mary, I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened. I can’t stop seeing him. His brains. His feckin’ brains all over me. Dripping off me hair and down me jacket. Bits of him – all over the bloody ground.’ Liam’s fists pummelled at the sides of his head like he could punch away the images.

She didn’t know how to stop him. Or comfort him. She could barely get any words out. ‘Who Liam? Whose brains?’

‘I wrote you. About me mate, Jenkins.’ He glared back at her incredulous, as if how could she not know.

She shook her head. ‘No, Liam. You never wrote me. Not once in the two years you were gone.’

His anguished wail seemed to rock the house. He buried his face in his hands, while Pearl’s bedsprings creaked through the adjacent wall.

Mary rushed back to the bedside in panic at having disturbed the woman’s sleep a third night in a row. ‘Hush. It’s all right. Forget it now. I’m okay.’

Liam blinked back at her through bloodless fingers. ‘That’s the problem. I have forgotten. Forgotten how big he was. Big and proud and full of shite most of the time.’ He grinned for the briefest second, before his face scrunched again into furrows of distress. ‘Now I only see him like the last time. That’s the picture I can’t get out of me head.’

How could she not forgive him then, tears raining down his cheeks?

Or when, ever so gently, he reached out, running his fingers through the loose strands of hair hanging over her shoulder? ‘You think I’m here, with you now, don’t you, lass, seeing the same things you do? That I look out the window and see our son making mud pies in the yard. I don’t. Everywhere I look I see the glaur and putrid earth of the trenches. Brown uniforms. Smoke haze from the fags of men waiting. Waiting on getting killed. The noise in your head never shuts up. Even when the bloody canons do. Even here, now.’ His breath rasped, panting in desperation. She wasn’t sure if he needed her to understand. Or himself.

A sudden pounding outside their bedroom door startled the pair of them and only then did Mary hear Conor crying next door in Pearl’s room.

‘Mary, love, are you all right? Do you need any help?’

She glanced at Liam and he shook his head.

‘No, Pearl,’ she called. ‘Thank you. We’re sorry for waking you again. Kiss my babe sweet dreams for me.’

She sighed at the answering silence. A moment later, Pearl’s bedroom door shut and soothing noises floated through the wall; the thought that Pearl the one to settle her son’s cries a thorn in Mary’s heart.

She turned to Liam. ‘Did your friend have a wife and weans?’

He shook his head.

She didn’t know if in answer to her question or because he didn’t want to talk. He was already lighting a fag and lying back down in the bed with the ashtray resting on his chest.

‘Turn out the light, would you? I’m tired.’

‘Liam …’

‘Ain’t nothing more to say. The war is over for me now. A man doesn’t want to talk about it.’
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Liam’s lung troubles and cough were enough to make them all nervy nutcases. He could hack all night to the point Mary expected to find his tonsils spat up on the pillow in the morning. All she wanted at those times was to sneak out of bed and go sleep in the washhouse. Instead she gritted her teeth and dragged herself out of bed to fetch his linctus. During the daylight hours, Pearl shepherded Conor out of the room at the merest hint of the bark or the child would cry out in terror.

‘Come and see the birdies in the yard, my lovely. Have they been pecking Aunty Pearl’s apples again, do you think?’

It took all Mary’s control not to flee the house with them. Her attitude didn’t go unnoticed, for all her trying to hide it, and Liam took to scowling at her as much as at his cough.

To her shame it was a relief on the nights he went out walking, to clear the noise in his head, he said. Except those times he arrived home stinking like a brewery. Yet weren’t the pubs all shut?

Mary didn’t know if it a sign that Liam was improving the first time he brought home his so-called new mates. Rough necks and boozers, the lot of them, and none of them working. ‘They’re recovering diggers,’ said Liam. Though one, Reg Priestley, was fit enough to wander the house without problem or permission.

She told Liam not to bring the fellow to Egan Street again after his second visit. She strongly suspected Pearl’s silver teapot, a wedding present from her father, was not going to turn up in the spring clean as Pearl insisted, but had gone out the front door with Priestley instead.

As Liam swapped his crutches for a walking stick, she renewed her vow to give him the time he needed. Once he’s feeling better in himself, his mind is bound to improve. And his tongue. She hoped.

‘At least he acts normal in the daylight hours and might get himself a job,’ whispered Mrs Oliver over the side fence to Mary and Pearl pegging out the wash. ‘Not like poor Beryl Phillips’ husband down the street. They had to lock up her Reg in Mont Park – in the military mental part – after he belted the daylights out of her and the children. Ran down the high street calling ’em dirty Huns. Off his rocker, he was, before they took him away.’

The Repatriation agreed that Liam had improved and pronounced him fit to work – fifty percent able at least and halved his pension to match.

But the next week the Repatriation weren’t the ones to fetch him out the bushes beside Connell’s dairy. For those minutes Liam was lost to her, crouched on his haunches, white-faced and trembling, rocking back and forwards, fat tears dripping off his cheeks. All because a bloody dog ran out barking at him.

‘Poor chappie flew into the bushes like a bloody cannon ball on his tail,’ explained the milkman. ‘Is he your husband, Missus? He got frightful upset about it.’

Perhaps the Repatriation could explain to her then how her husband could fight battalions of Germans in the trenches, yet a wee dog send him barmy in the bushes?

Small wonder their son would huddle behind her, fists rammed into his mouth, studying his father but not creeping close. She might nudge him forward but Conor, cursed with the same stubbornness as his father, refused to be pushed. Sometimes she resorted to bribing him with a sweetie, ‘See what your da’s got for you,’ she’d say, plonking him in his father’s lap, but the moment the treat gobbled down, Conor shimmied off Liam’s knee and curled up hidden in the wing chair facing away to the fireplace.

‘He needs time, is all.’ Mary answered Liam’s bitter glares.

‘No, what he needs is a good walloping. Then he might do as he’s told.’

‘Don’t you dare lay a hand on him, Liam Merrilees. How can you expect a wean less than two years old to recognise a father who refused to recognise his own child?’

The sting of her accusation ricocheted in the silence. Mary closed her eyes to the hurt in Liam’s eyes, the sneer on his lips marking her treason.

No matter how often she renewed the vow in her mind to leave her hurts in the past where they belonged, or back in Wonthaggi, or France, or Timbuktu, she couldn’t block out the bitterness that snuck up on her some days. Of course it were wrong to guard the child against a father who’d not raised hand against him. Trouble was she couldn’t forgive that Liam hadn’t stayed around to raise the laddie either.

Was it her fault Conor had no father to speak of except Tom Robbins? And therein lay a fresh cause of distress.

The green of envy in Liam’s eyes at the vision of his son hero-worshipping another was not lost on Tom. Or Pearl. All spontaneous visits from Tom ceased. He came only now for Pearl’s much-loved Sunday tea. But the old camaraderie around the table was gone. Tom no longer came whistling down the sideway, casual and familiar, picking a posy for Pearl on his way past the hellebores, as though he’d spent the whole afternoon choosing the perfect blooms. He took instead to knocking at the front door like a visitor. Mary had no doubt Liam the cause and Pearl distraught over it. Distraught as those times Liam staggered into the house in the middle of the afternoon – nothing to do with his gammy leg – belching fumes to intoxicate them all.

That she couldn’t forgive.

But Liam was not the only worry on her mind.

For three whole weeks Genevieve Willets never said a word about their meeting in the park, until one Monday morning she leaned across her workbench to invite Mary to Friday tea. ‘And bring that lovely Mr Robbins too. Unless he’s gone to the front?’

Mary mouthed her excuses, checking to see if Rose or any of the other seniors were giving them the evil-eye for gossiping in work time.

‘Well, Saturday then?’ Genevieve hissed.

When Mary shook her head again, Genevieve insisted, ‘Sunday?’

Why couldn’t the damn girl get the message before they both got their wages docked?

In the dinner hour, Genevieve cosied up to the new apprentice, handing over a fistful of gumdrops. No doubt cultivating her new lackey. On sighting Mary, the girl’s eyes frosted over. Any hand of friendship snatched back.

Mary only waited on the slap.

The next morning, a familiar ripping of stitches ensured every worker’s eyes focused keen at bench level; no-one wanted to witness the poor bugger in trouble with Rose.

Unusually, this time, the supervisor’s tones clipped hushed and brief.

Mary couldn’t help but steal a glance upward. Both Rose and the culprit Genevieve glowered back at her. Genevieve rocking an invisible baby in her arms. Mary never thought to deny it but fled the room in tears.

When the outer door of the women’s lavatories banged open, it was as well she was sitting on top of the lavatory seat with her knickers up because the cubicle door flew open.

‘Don’t think I don’t know all about your dirty little secret, Mary O’Donnell. You waltz in here, day after day, grinning like an innocent schoolgirl and the whole time you’re a married woman. How dumb can you be thinking you could get away with such a charade? Cheating on Mr Duffy and not even telling your friends you’ve got a husband hidden and a brat. My dad says the authorities should take your kid off of you. What type of mother denies her own son? And leaves her poor, brave soldier husband lying in a hospital bed? I even seen him crying one day and where was his wife? Only gallivanting in the park with another bloke, not even in uniform, and letting him play daddy to her son. You should be ashamed of yourself, Mary O’Donnell. If that’s even your real name.’

Mary breathed slowly to calm the rush of blood to her hand, itching to slap the smirk off the witch’s face. Instead she pushed past Genevieve, keeping her eyes focused on the high ceiling with its pressed-tin squares repeating around the perimeter, working their way inward in smaller and smaller templates to the centre, holding up a cream fluted light fixture hanging on a chained cord. Or did those squares start in the middle and work their way out? No matter, they didn’t change course whichever way they wended. No snakes or ladders to carry them suddenly up or plunge them down a different path. No war or unexpected babes to hurl them off track.

Not that Genevieve noticed her musing, intent on squawking her accusations. The girl’s words reverberated around the room from the tiled floor to the grey-hazed windows atop the outer wall, until they struck Mary full force. Her shock evident in the horrified face staring back at her from the line of mirrors running down the length of the room.

She twisted on the handle of the nearest tap, hard, and let the water splash onto her hands, dashing some over her face, already slick with perspiration. Genevieve’s accusations ringing in her ears. She couldn’t quit Duffy’s – not yet. Be stuck home with Liam every day.

A vicious poke to her shoulder snapped her from her panicked thoughts and she squinted through wet lashes to find Genevieve standing right in front of her. The roar of water gushed about her, like she might be standing right next to the Falls of Clyde. To her surprise, when she glanced sideways, every tap along the wall of sinks was spouting full blast.

‘Now are you listening to me, Mary O’Donnell? Or are you struck dumb, you daft Irish midge? Do you honestly think a chap like Tom Robbins would be interested in another man’s wife, if he had any clue? Wait ’til I tell him.’

The girl might have slapped Mary, her words stung as hard. Yet Tom knew better than anyone how impossible her situation.

She answered then in a voice colder than the chill running through her veins. ‘Stupid, stupid girl. Tom Robbins is not interested in me in any such way. Any more than he’d be interested in, oh, let’s be kind and say, only the biggest flirt in Richmond.’

Genevieve’s scream of indignation echoed off the pipes. Her face puffed up more bloated than a pouter pigeon.

Then a fresh bang of the outer door announced newcomers and Rose appeared in the doorway, her eyes narrow and mouth pursed tighter than a cat’s bum. Behind her, Mr Duffy peered over her shoulder, his eyes darting up and down, clearly mortified at having stepped inside the sacred confines of the women’s lavs.

Rose had few words to say, other than, ‘Pack up your things, O’Donnell. You’re finished at Duffy’s.’

With a sense of deja vu, Mary packed away her kit and undid the ties on her coverall. The finality, the suddenness, and relief that the decision was no longer hers to make crowded in, finding her tear-bags close indeed. Mr Duffy was nowhere to be seen. Nor the traitor Genevieve.

In the foyer, Mr Jobling nodded and bade her good day, his whiff of disapproval told her the story had reached his ears too.

‘Wait, Miss O’Donnell.’ A voice called from the stairwell.

Mary turned, Mr Duffy coming down the steps, shaking his head reproachfully. ‘I’m disappointed in you, Miss O’Donnell, though I’m sorry to let a good worker go, just the same. We might’ve made a decent seamstress of you one day.’ He shook her hand and stiff paper scratched her palm, but she was out in the street before she unfolded her knuckles to find a five-shilling note crumpled inside.

‘God bless you,’ she whispered, breathing her gratitude. Just knowing Mr Duffy thought enough of her to make such a gesture, maybe she couldn’t be so awfully bad after all.

At the sound of strangely familiar, cross voices, carrying through the still morning air, Mary ducked into the shadow of the portico and craned an ear around the edge of the brickwork.

‘It’s out of my hands, cousin. Tell my uncle I did my best for you and I’ll try to get you a reference. No promises now. Mr Duffy is wild at the mention of your name.’

No miserable sobs ever held less interest to Mary than those belonging to Genevieve Willets. She waited until she was sure the girl had gone, before she stepped onto the street – her step a little lighter. Some days it seemed God might be in his heaven after all and even listening to her.
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‘Turn off the light, will you?’

Mary obliged, snapping off the wall switch, swallowing her agitation and fumbling her way back to the bed.

With Liam now two months in Egan Street, she guessed he was feeling better because she’d recognised this night coming all week. He’d dropped enough hints, but he hadn’t tried to climb on top of her yet. She didn’t know whether to wish herself right or pray she was wrong. A small part of her hoped the very act might set things right with them. How many upsets went to bed between Maw and Da but didn’t get up with them in the morning?

Lying rigid on her back, stiffer than any over-starched sheets, she chewed on her lips thinking back …

Her one and only experience of sexual intercourse might have happened to a different Mary O’Donnell – a girl she wouldn’t recognise now. Still she recalled the soft kisses and the Liam who’d held her, made Conor with her, as a man gentle, wanting and needing her.

The rattle in Liam’s chest grumbled irregular in the dark. He hadn’t rolled away to the wall as was usual but lay facing towards her.

Her muscles tightened with each passing second and she begged herself to relax. He’s your husband. This is what’s meant to happen. Perhaps once it did, all would come right between them. Please, please, God, let everything come right.

She was grateful the light put out, so Liam couldn’t see her face to know how terrified she was one moment, the next wanting him to reach out. To make things right. Her heart yammered faster than one of them new electric sewing machines at the factory. But the bed that once seemed big as a boat, keeping her and Conor safe from the world, shrank now to a hard, claustrophobic canoe with no space to escape the smell of Liam’s asthma powder, his ointments or boozy Friday night breath. Don’t think like that; just let it happen natural-like.

She barely breathed when a slight tug on her scalp told her he’d picked up a length of her hair and was running it through his fingers. In the gloom she could make out his hand held up against one cheek, like he was holding her hair to his face. Such tenderness made her want to reach out and cup her palm to his cheek. No. She wanted to put both her arms around him and squeeze away the great gulf grown between them.

Suddenly the mattress groaned under the weight of movement. A rough hand pushed up her nightgown. A man’s body-weight shifted on top of her, leaving her winded and panting in painful gasps. Hands groped and squeezed her buttocks, her breasts, tugged through her hair.

‘Oh, lass, how I’ve missed you,’ he moaned in her ear.

She couldn’t answer for a sudden thrust inside her, tearing through the dryness. She could only stifle sobs at the resultant pumping, gyrating against her softest flesh. Four, five times, before he collapsed on top of her as if spent.

‘I’m fucking useless in every way,’ he rasped bitter in her ear. Then, as if desperate, he began to pound into her again, hands grasping her shoulders roughly, with no break in the motion, not even when a wounded cry broke her lips.

He rolled off her at last with a tormented sigh, one she couldn’t guess if aimed at her or himself. He moved to the opposite edge of the bed without a goodnight. The strike of a match brooked a moment’s hope he might talk to her at least, but the turn of his back snuffed out any such chance.

She lay in the darkness testing her bruised lips with her fingers and nursing her tender breasts. Where were the long probing kisses, or gentle talk of his need of her like last time? Stupid, stupid girl, he doesn’t need to woo you. You’re his wife. She swallowed the sour fact. Even a dopey eejit should know the tiny spark in a girl’s heart needed a wee bit of fanning to get it going. Instead Liam had taken her with all the savagery of a rutting animal. Mindless of her beneath him, her shame or her disappointment.

The act repeated every night for a week, both of them suffering, Liam determined to prove his manhood.

Each afternoon when the shadows began to stretch across the backyard, anxiety took hold of Mary. And, as much as she might call herself a fool for thinking it, she believed she experienced a similar dread to that soldier in the bed with his screams of, ‘They’re coming.’

Some days she rose with the rooster’s crow to scrub the back step or weed the vegetable garden in the pre-dawn light, anything to get herself out of the bedroom and out of the sex.

She wondered if it was her imagination, the next time, how roughly Liam’s hands groped and squeezed, but would not shame herself to say. If only he could be a little gentle, a little kind, surely they might make things work between them. You just need to be patient, is all, like the doctor said. You’re his wife.

Instead, as time went on, it more seemed Liam was mocking her. It hurt worse though when his derision was aimed at their son. He made fun of the lad’s efforts to dress himself and, when Conor wailed in protest, called him a sooky lad, though didn’t he always insist later he were only teasing the child?

Even Pearl began to snipe within earshot. ‘If the man’s hand found itself empty of a beer bottle on occasion, he might find a civil tongue in his head. Else …’

Mary pleaded with Liam to stop drinking in the house at least, but his bloody ears might’ve been shot off for all the notice he took.

She worried watching Pearl’s face crease in anxiety each fortnight when she handed over the shillings for their board from Liam’s pension, knowing it wasn’t enough to keep the three of them, but all she could give, what with Liam’s medicines and grog ration. Many an evening she took over the cooking and on Mondays she lit the copper before Pearl woke up, anything so she could feel them less of a burden. She always knew when the purse strings strained, because Pearl would remind her, gently, of course, that they could only stay until Charlie came home. ‘A man’s home is his castle and two men together …’

Mary guessed Charles couldn’t come home soon enough for Pearl, whereas she prayed, yes, for Charles’ safe return, but always for a little more time.

Time to find somewhere to go; time for Liam to be well enough to find a job; time for the pair of them to find some love in their hearts to make the days and, God forgive her, the nights more tolerable.


MERRY BLEEDING CHRISTMAS

DECEMBER 1917

Mary knew Pearl mourned another Christmas with no Charles home, a third year in a row, as much as she herself lamented not going to Wonthaggi to see Da and Maw – again. Her sisters would be unrecognisable at twelve and nine. She was missing their whole growing up; Kate was lousy at letter writing – Hannah at least sent her drawings. But there was no money for anything so extravagant as train tickets and, as much as she cursed her sin of pride, she still held out the hope that Liam would at least have a job before they showed their faces to their families.

Personal misery faded against the bigger fear that the allies were losing the war. Newspapers reported not enough men enlisting. Even those fit of frame and mind to do so hung back now. The second conscription referendum had been defeated on the 20th, the vote going against Mr Hughes. Even diggers overseas voted ‘No’. Polar to last time.

‘What does he bloody expect, their mates put under, or bloody cannon fodder for the generals and Huns?’ Liam swore, rending the newssheet in half.

Shortages, rife around the country, continued. Ill feelings remained over meat, wool and wheat, locked up in cool-stores and warehouses marked for Britain.

‘Never mind if us poor sods in the dominion go hungry,’ fretted Pearl. ‘We’ll all have to bring extra cheer to the Christmas table in the shape of our own good selves, because at this rate we’ll be feasting on dry bread and dripping.’

‘Oh, Pearl, how could you worry?’ Mary gasped on Christmas morning. ‘Look at the beautiful table you’ve laid. I told you we never had such fancy Christmas dinners in the rows.’ She rubbed her fingers over the delicate crochet of the snowy cloth, overlaid with Pearl’s best silverware. She marvelled at the candlesticks in brass holders, red ribbons tied into bows around their middles and the centrepiece of fresh ivy picked from the sideway twining around Pearl’s mama’s prized crystal cruet set. The same set Mary had refused to carry from the sideboard last year, until Pearl waved away her protests.

‘It’s only a bit of crystal, love, not the King’s coronation crown.’

Still, Mary knew it was special the way Pearl washed each piece so carefully, filling the little salt and pepper shakers and setting them back on the wee tray beside the matching mustard pot and miniature silver spoon.

The previous afternoon she hadn’t dared breathe while she’d carried them to the table and set them down. She and Conor had made paper crowns out of gay wrapping paper from Pearl’s bits-and-bobs box and stuck names onto each. Seven settings: one for Pearl; one for Tom, joining them this year, with his family gone to visit his sister’s new babe in Queensland; one for herself; one for Liam and one for Conor; plus two extra special places set – one for Charles Williams’ return and one to remember Nate.

She grimaced noticing Tom’s crown more elaborate than some others, but really it was only because the green was Conor’s favourite and there no more to it than that.

She fussed over each setting, teasing a sideplate a smidge across, straightening a knife here, a fork there, wanting everything to be perfect. The table sparkled with the good glasses and it wouldn’t have mattered to her if the plates were served empty to look upon such an extravagant sight when all was done and ready.

She could hardly drag herself away to help with the cooking or suffer the airless kitchen, the oven baking more than the bird, the pudding boiler on the stove heating the small kitchen beyond stifling.

‘Don’t you lift that lid again, my girl, unless you want your pudding a soggy mess with custard on the side and the cook a puddle on the floor,’ said Pearl, waving her away from the range a third time.

Mary ducked Pearl’s teasing hands, gobbed up with bread stuffing for the bird. A bit on the scrawny side, but they were lucky to have it at all. The newspaper reported hundreds of the poor creatures had died in their crates on the railway station platforms during the week gone, expiring in the heatwave Pearl swore would see them all out after seven straight days over ninety.

And after Pearl insisting no gifts, the woman had gone all out knitting little singlets and sewing flannel rompers for Conor’s Santy stocking. Mary couldn’t believe the palest blue, striped cambric suit lying on her bed, made over by Pearl on the sly. ‘Put it on, love. Wear it for dinner, but watch out; it’ll heat your husband’s juices and he’ll want to eat you instead.’

Tears pricked Mary’s eyes at Pearl’s generosity and she was thankful Pearl believed her tears all about the gift. She didn’t want to wear anything to heat her husband’s juices. She had her suspicions it wasn’t only the heat overcoming herself the past few days and making her lightheaded. Her heart hung heavy thinking her belly soon would too. Please God, don’t give me another wean yet. Not until my husband loves me again, or, more to the point, I can love him.

‘What are you doing out here all on your own?’

Uncommon drowsy – Mary hoped only with a food-full belly – she opened her eyes and smiled up at Tom standing beside her. Her back rested against the wicker settee, her legs stretched out across the seat. At a small shove from his foot she swung them aside to make room for him to sit down beside her. The afternoon breeze beginning to blow cool on her face a blessed relief.

Tom sat down in the companionable silence. Pearl was in her room napping, Conor alongside her. Liam had taken himself out directly after lunch without so much as ‘I’m going’. Mary could’ve dozed off but shrugged herself awake, happy to have Tom’s company since she saw sweet little of him these days.

‘I’m enjoying the peace, is all. What are you doing?’ Her eyes closed again and she felt, rather than saw, Tom’s gentle fingertips push aside a damp curl fallen over her eyes.

‘I didn’t buy you a gift, Mary, not a real one, but I came across something I thought you might like.’

Her eyes flew open to Tom holding out a small package, wrapped in gaily hand-painted paper and tied with string. ‘Oh, it is a real present,’ she said, jigging in excitement. ‘Wrapped up and all, I mean.’

‘Call it what you like. It’s not much, but Merry Christmas to you, Mary.’ He kissed her on her forehead.

‘Oh, thank you, Tom. But I didn’t get you anything. Pearl said we weren’t to give gifts. Then everybody does the opposite. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.’ She pouted a moment, before taking the parcel and turning it over in her hands – squeezing the hard, rectangular shape beneath her fingers.

‘Well, go on; open it.’

‘It’s near as exciting to look at.’ She grinned.

‘You’re mad, woman.’ Tom rolled his eyes. ‘It’s nothing grand. Go on; bloody open it.’

Mary peeked up at him, shy now. ‘Okay, here I go.’ She took her time over the tiny knots and untying the string before she pulled the flaps of paper away and let the wrapping drop to the cement step beside her. ‘Oh, Tom. A book.’ She yelped with pleasure, turning over the cover of the small hardbound volume – The Jungle Book by Rudyard Kipling stamped in gold letters on the opposite side.

In her excitement, she reached up and kissed Tom a smacker on the lips. ‘Thank you, I know this one. I read it back in school. I don’t even need illustrations to imagine it in my mind. That means the writer is pretty good, don’t you think?’

‘Hmm, yes, Kipling is considered “good”,’ Tom said, smiling. ‘I remember you said you liked it and I happened across this copy and thought of you.’

Mary couldn’t be sure if it was the effects of the beer or the excitement of the day, but Tom seemed a little flushed. Or … was he embarrassed? She turned over the book’s bent cover and loved it more than a rich man’s first edition. Of course, she’d treasure it like a holy bible. Sorry, Lord, not quite as much as that, but you know what I mean.

On the inside front page, she read the inscription in finely wrought copperplate:

For Mary, who should one day have a house full of books, fondly yours, Tom Robbins.

‘Oh, Tom, it’s the best present I ever got. Thank you.’

He was so close beside her, she could’ve kissed him again, but the screen door behind them clicked shut as if a ghost had stepped inside. Then Liam began hawking up a cough in the kitchen. She stuffed the book inside her apron pocket. ‘I’ll read it tonight,’ she promised, pulling herself to her feet. ‘And you can borrow it anytime you like.’

Tom was on his feet already. ‘It’s only a book, woman. No need to get excited. I’d better go and see if Pearl’s awake again and get on my way.’

Mary grinned, waving him off on the far side of the screen door, but she stalled, delaying the moment she’d have to go inside. Only one thing could have made the day more perfect – if Maw and Da and her sisters had been there with them. Perhaps next year the war would end and everything would be easier. She sighed. How long had they all been saying that? Maybe the war wasn’t ever going to end until both sides ran out of troops and food, and wool for their clothes, and then they might as well all give up and climb into the hole.

She shivered, wondering where such misery thoughts sprang from of late.

When Liam started to cough again and the cutlery drawer slammed shut in the kitchen, she called through the screen door, ‘Are you okay?’ She couldn’t hear any answer, if there was one, over Conor running down the hallway blowing his tin trumpet, a present from Tom, loud enough to herald the King.

She counted the chimes of the clock striking four and supposed she should go and see if Liam was sickening for something, especially after all the heat and the sudden change in the weather. He was better than a bleeding barometer. His leg ached when it was going to rain. His chest played up when the weather turned dry. His frequent headaches needed nothing to start them off, but sent him out walking often. Not that walking brought him any relief or quieted the noise in his head, so he said.

She braced herself before stepping into the kitchen, Liam swatting a mosquito that hard on the window with a newspaper like he didn’t care if he broke the glass.

‘You’re back quick.’

‘Just going again now,’ Liam said, striking a match and lighting his fag. He blew out the smoke, then snatched his hat off the table. ‘Merry bleeding Christmas, Mary. Hope you liked your present.’

‘What … ?’ She called after him, but he was gone. Moody beggar. She rubbed her hand tiredly across her forehead, and picking the boiler up off the table, she carried it and the pudding cloth out to the washhouse. She scrapped the last of the flour crust from the rag into the compost bucket and turned on the tap over the concrete sink to fill the pot with water to soak the cloth.

She tripped on something jutting out from down beside the trough – a slash of red and pink and green stalks. She bent to pull out a huge bunch of mangled pink geraniums tied with a red ribbon.

‘Someone’s lucky getting flowers.’

Mary turned.

Pearl stood in the doorway, Conor in her arms.

‘I don’t know where they came from. They were poked down in the gap there like a bunch of old rubbish.’

‘I’m sure Mrs Oliver will tell you in top voice when she sees her geraniums have suffered such a pruning,’ Pearl said, peering over the top of her spectacles. ‘This looks familiar too,’ she said, flicking the ends of red ribbon tied around the stems with drips of candle wax dried on.

Mary followed Pearl back into the kitchen and glanced across to the candlesticks on the window ledge, only one wearing its red sash now. Oh, God, Liam! Why didn’t you just give me the bloody flowers? Why’d you have to go and dump them like so much garbage as if something’s got up your nose – again?

Her hand went to the pocket of her pinafore. Jings, did he see her kiss Tom? Aw, so what? It was only a thank you for a present. And Tom almost family. Oh, who are you fooling? She didn’t dare show her hands, in case Pearl saw them shaking. Sometimes she could strangle Liam. He behaved worse than an eejit with no brains under his hair, for sure. She didn’t know whether to be cross or glad he hadn’t gone out drinking like she’d assumed. Only now, she didn’t know whether to put the flowers in a jar or throw them in the compost. Either way, she’d pick the wrong thing.

Pearl handed her a vase off the shelf and Mary smiled, grateful. Of course, she’d keep the stupid flowers. It was a sweet thought and she’d have told Liam so if he’d given them to her instead of taking himself off in a snit. Or maybe the flowers said he wasn’t waiting for the promise of the new year to play happy families.

She sighed. Wasn’t a happy family all she’d ever wanted?

‘Come on, Conor. Maw will read you a story about a faraway land with tigers and bears and a cheeky little scamp like you running wild in the jungle.’

She sat him on her knee and took the book out from her pocket.

Pearl settled herself beside them, sipping an afternoon sherry. The clock chimed five and, holding her small son in her lap, Mary couldn’t think of anywhere she’d rather be right at that moment.

‘It was seven o’clock of a very warm evening in the Seeonee Hills when Father Wolf woke up from his day’s rest …’


FINAL STRAW

NEW YEAR’S DAY 1918

‘Oh, my God, Liam, how could you? Pearl’s in there crying in her bed and saying she wants us out of her house by the end of the week. You could have broken anything. Anything in the whole damn place excepting that. She thinks you’ve mozzed her Charlie and now he’s going to die.’

Mary didn’t care if it were Liam or one of his drunken mates who’d knocked the picture frame off the wall, crashing into the thing so drunk it jumped off its hook. All that mattered was Pearl, heart as broken as the frame she refused to let go of, not even for Mary to see if it could be fixed.

She could hardly bear to look at Liam slouched over the kitchen table, his clothes mussed and dirty. A bleeding eye and his once shiny curls manky for want of a wash, stinking of booze and sweat. Bad enough he didn’t care enough about her reputation, making a show and fighting on the street in the middle of the day, but what about Pearl? She had to go on living in Egan Street long after the Merrilees moved on. And Liam near naked in his singlet. She’d not forgive him for that. Or his mates wrestling like a pack of louts, shouting and drinking straight out of beer bottles in front of the whole neighbourhood. She’d tried to shoo them off, not back inside the damn house to stampede down the hallway like a herd of drunken rhinoceroses hell-bent on racing one another to unstopper the next bottle.

How could the five of them empty so many in the short time she and Pearl had gone down the street to Mrs Phillips’ for a cup of tea? Only an hour to cheer the poor woman, distraught at her husband being put back in Mont Park.

The louts must have been ten parts sozzled to start and brought around enough booze to hammer them ten times more – like Liam had been warned not to even think about doing. Bloody Kevin Wilks couldn’t hold a puppy, let alone his beer. And Priestley. She couldn’t believe Liam had let him back after her warning. Especially when he knew damn well from the grocer, the man only enlisted to get out of going to prison. She could hazard a guess as to why too.

Crouched on the kitchen floor, picking up fragments of broken glass, she stared up at Liam, waiting on his answer. She might have spoken to the ducks hanging askew on the hallway wall for all the response she got. ‘Drunken eejit,’ she muttered, but shimmied further along the floor at a sudden shuffle of his boots. Her heart thumped savage in her chest to think what life had come to when she’d call her own husband such a thing to his face? Mutter it to his shoes, more like. He’d heard.

‘Oh God, Liam, no!’ she cried, picking up a tiny silver spoon from between a gap in the boards. Only then did she recognise the fine shards of glass she’d been picking off the floor and dropping into a dented cigarette tin. Her hands shook so badly at the realisation that the last wafer-thin sliver of crystal sliced up under her fingernail, biting into the tender quick. Her cry of pain turned fast to attack. ‘Jesus, Liam, this was Pearl’s mother’s crystal cruet set. She treasured it. We can’t never replace it, not if we had a thousand pounds.’ Her hands flew to her mouth at a creak in the hallway lest Pearl overhear and come out and get all upset again.

‘I can’t even ask Pearl to let us stay now,’ she hissed. ‘Look at the damage you and your fool mates have done. What were you thinking, Liam? No, but you don’t think, do you? Not about anything, or anyone but yourself.’

‘Mawwww.’

The sudden wanny sight of Conor trembling in the doorway, his cheeks raining tears and head soaked with sweat, saw her quickly on her feet and sucking the blood from her finger. ‘How proud you must be for your son to see you in such a state. Are you proud, Liam?’ She rounded on him again.

Liam ignored her, and the child, puffing on his fag, head hung in his hands.

In that second, she saw the room through her son’s eyes – the litter of empty beer bottles, along with the playing cards and cigarette ash scattered over the floor like a bunch of drunks had been boozing down the pub. ‘Get back to bed now and don’t come out again.’ She didn’t mean to shout at the laddie. She just wanted him out of the room, to not see his father’s dirty habits strewn over the bleeding floor. But the stubborn minx stood there bawling louder.

With no mind to think straight, she sent him off with a stinging smack on the back of his leg. He ran away down the hall whimpering like she’d turned into one of them monster mothers from Canaan sacrificing him to the heathen god Moloch.

‘See what you made me do, Liam? I’m ashamed for the both of us. First thing in the morning we’ll have to go the post office to send a telegram to your da, tell him we’re coming home on the Friday train. He’ll have to take us in, cause we’ve no money and no place else to go. And no matter how long it takes, we’ll pay Pearl back every cent for her repairs and compensation. And you’ll apologise to her before we leave. I won’t have no more of your nonsense, or you either, if you ever let me down again.’

Her breath panted in short angry gasps. Trying to calm herself, she pushed back her hair and smoothed it down, hoping she didn’t sound half the shrew bleating in her ears. More afraid her son might remember the she-devil she’d turned into in her anger.

Liam used the edge of the table to haul himself to his feet. His face and lips set grim while he picked up his beer bottle and pushed back his chair. She wondered if an apology coming when he stopped in front her. He stared down into her eyes and raised the bottle in a mock-salute, before he drained the dregs and licked his lips. With a scowl, he lobbed it over her head.

She cringed waiting on the inevitable crash in the sink behind her, probably cracking the tub and costing them more money. Dumb with shock, she couldn’t even open her mouth to roar when he staggered out to the hallway.

At the slam of their bedroom door, she fell to her knees sobbing, ‘Go to blazes, you manky Scot.’ She cried all the harder, Conor wailing in his cot and Liam shouting at him through the wall.

‘Shuddup, you bugger, or I’ll give you what for.’

In the ensuing silence, Mary noticed the once soothing night noises of the house had fled. The clock ticked on the mantle in the living room, same as ever, but the muffled sobs from Pearl in the front bedroom she’d heard only once before.

It pained her to know that she’d be no more comfort to Pearl this night than the night they’d news of Nate’s death. At that moment, she hated Liam. Hated him like a leech out of the Clyde.


THE PRODIGAL SON

WONTHAGGI – JANUARY 1918

Heat haze shimmered across the paddocks, lending their homecoming a surreal air. Mary held her hand out the train window, feeling the patter of soot on her open palms and fingers. She tried to catch some to show Conor but her hand came back empty, though she knew that when she washed the laddie’s hair the grit would be all through it. She held the wriggler tight out the window to watch the breakers rolling onto the beach at Kilcunda, but had to haul the wee brat back when he squirmed and threatened to roll down the outside of the train and into the saltbush lining the track. The wheels click-clacked over the trestle bridge telling her Wonthaggi was near and her heart jolted knowing Maw and Da were waiting at the end of her journey. Waiting would be right, but not at the station. She’d no doubt have to seek permission to call, being the errant daughter returned.

She sighed then for Pearl – for all the hugs given for no reason, just the woman showing her care. And for their last hug, words dry in Mary’s mouth for her shame and sorrow at leaving. Pearl’s forgiveness shown in her tight embrace. Mary closed her eyes on the memory of Tom Robbins helping carry their bags to the station, before shaking her hand and nodding her off like some nameless porter. His eyes tight and unreadable, he’d hugged the laddie and bid him look after his mother while sobs swamped her throat.

Liam spoke few words to her on the train other than to spit accusations.

‘You couldn’t stand to see me content with me mates in Melbourne, could you? We weren’t hurting no-one. Only Priestley got carried away. We could have dealt with him. I don’t know why you always have to force me to your will, woman. You can never just let me be.’

Mary would not answer nor give him the satisfaction of hearing tears in her voice. The way he put it sounded selfish, meaner than the truth. Only she did want him to change … for his own good and for hers and Conor’s too. She wasn’t asking him to chop off his drinking arm, only slow it down.

No words made it to her tongue; they festered in her head instead. Be a bloody crybaby. I’m not your maw. Wipe your own arse in future and then get off it and get yourself a job. The Repat says you’re able.

She pulled her nose back off the window glass after gazing out at the near empty Wonthaggi railway platform. Empty of anyone she knew. ‘Not quite killing the fatted calf for you either, eh, Mr Prodigal Son?’ she muttered, unable to hold back the snipe, while she lugged her son and bags and baskets along the corridor and got her own self out the door and down onto the platform.

No matter she had a small extra load of her own to carry. She hadn’t even told Liam yet.

Joe met them coming into the road, running the last few feet, stopping to peer into his son’s face, and determine him real, before clutching him to his breast, a father’s tears damp on his lashes. His gaze locked onto Mary’s over Liam’s shoulder though, suspicion etched his features, as if to say, ‘What’s the bugger done now?’

Mary dropped her eyes, not wanting to break a father’s heart so soon. The truth would out soon enough, not by any word from her but through Liam being no more than himself.

Joe carried her bag and parcels the rest of the way to Hagelthorn Street, the Government cottage newly painted blue with a cream picket fence. Roses bloomed in the small front garden, suggesting the cheeriness of the second Mrs Merrilees.

Joe helped set their worldly goods down on the floor in the living room, now done out with cherry-red curtains and a gaudy chintz sofa.

Mary searched the room. Finding no sign of Julia Merrilees’ precious wean chair, she breathed a sigh and closed her mind to the room the last time she’d seen it.

Joe’s new wife, Catherine, nodded and held out her hand to greet Liam. A moment later it hung limp in Mary’s. An unspoken line drawn.

Catherine surveyed Conor as if sizing up his potential. Clearly she found him as wanting as his mother. Contempt burned on the woman’s face, along with her school teacher’s glare: I’m not putting up with any nonsense from either of you and I don’t really want you here anyway.

Mary gave her son’s hand a reassuring squeeze to let him know she understood why he might be hanging back.

‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ Catherine said, before she waved Mary pick up her valise and follow her towards the back door.

There was no giving over of the good front room this time and Mary followed along behind, wondering if they were to be shoved outside in a tent. Well, she’d got on fine living in one before, but Liam’s chest would not stand up to any cold night air.

She needn’t have worried – the June just gone, Joe had purchased his Government cottage and as soon as the deposit paid, he’d tacked on a lean-to off the back door for Samuel, as he told them, standing tall as two men with pride.

It were the lad scowling hardest at them across the table, having been put back in a room with his sister and forced to give over his own to them.

Mary tried to reassure him with a smile. ‘We won’t put you out for long, Samuel. Just ’til Liam gets work and we find a place of our own.’

She was grateful for the cup of tea Jane placed before her, especially when the lad’s huffy shrug belittled any such hope.

Darling Jane had hugged her hard, shining bonny eyes on her as if their homecoming a joy instead of a disgrace. She passed currant cakes and topped up Mary’s teacup on every sip, restoring pieces chipped from Mary’s heart during her years of absence.

Liam’s sister had grown into a handsome young woman keen on books and learning, taking after Mary’s own heart. A kindred-spirit and friend, Mary hoped.

Catherine – she learned through Jane’s aside, when her stepmother out of the room – had insisted Jane leave school the day she turned fourteen and go into a dressmaking apprenticeship, in spite of Catherine’s own education and training. It seemed Jane had had no say in the matter and no support from her father, so eager had Catherine been for her to start bringing home the wages and stop beholding to them, as she’d put it.

Jane confided to Mary later her burning wish to study school teaching and said she’d find a way yet, regardless of what her sour duck of a stepmother insisted.

It reminded Mary of her own quiet dreams, long ago. She wished better for Jane, but plastered a smile on her face and held her head high. She’d not let that Catherine, nor Maw, nor anybody have reason to find fault, nor look down their noses at her this time. The babe on its way deserved to come into a happy home. Lord knows, they couldn’t offer it much else.

She could only pray that being back under his father’s roof would cheer Liam. That he’d be well again soon. And not drink so much. And get a job. Any job making enough shillings to rent a room of their own. Maybe with the new wean coming, they might yet become a real family.

‘Give me that child.’

Mary had scarcely handed Conor over to Maw than she had to blink in surprise at the fat tears sliding down her mother’s cheeks.

‘What’s wrong, Maw?’ she cried in alarm, thinking Maw must be dying.

‘Get away with you. Nothin’s the matter. Old eyes weep at a change in the wind, is all. Jesus, Mary and Joseph, girl, what are you feeding this child? Fat as butter he is and weighs even more.’ Maw bounced the boy on her knees and hugged him to her fiercely – until Conor’s wee mouth began to scrunch in protest. Only then did Maw let him wriggle down to run outside and chase the chooks around the backyard.

‘Cup of tea for you, lass?’

Mary smiled at Da, saddened by his grizzled hair gone hoary and his once deep blue eyes faded to grey. ‘Yes, Da. Lovely. How are you, Da?’ It grieved her to watch him shuffle to the stove, his clothes hanging off him as if he’d stolen them from a man three sizes larger. By her reckoning he’d aged ten years in two.

Any enquiries after his health stalled when halfway across the kitchen he doubled over in a sudden paroxysm of coughing, dragging out his handkerchief to catch an inky expectoration. His convulsions worse than Liam’s.

‘Whatever’s the matter, Da? You sound at death’s door.’

‘Don’t go putting ideas in your fool father’s head,’ Maw bit in. ‘Haven’t you enough of your own business to worry about with that husband of yours out of work still?’

Mary clenched her teeth on the retort, why was her husband’s employment, or the lack, her fault? What was she supposed to do when Liam not fit to walk out of the house some days? With his boozing, he was about as reliable as a bear watching over a beehive. She’d worried herself sick on the train that Joe might try to push him down the mine again, but from the furrowing on Joe’s brow at the sound of Liam coughing and vomiting up his supper the night of their homecoming, even Joe recognised Liam couldn’t go down the pit with his lung troubles.

Liam’s nightmares seemed to be getting worse too. She’d long learned waking him when he was rising to them not a wise move and had more than once worn a new bruise for her pains. Not that any malice lay behind them; they were merely accidental fall-out from his thrashing. Many a night she finished wrapped in a rug in a chair. She caught glimpses of his horror in his anguished mutters, but never again had he confided in her the terrors behind them like he had the night in Egan Street when he’d told her of his unfortunate friend.

It made her defensive when Joe rode him with enquiries on where he’d called to that day. Had he spoken to this one or that one? Did he see the advert for the job in Malloy’s timber yard in the Sentinel ?

She didn’t know how Liam was supposed to work, his leg dragging and paining, and his cough set to put him in a box. Nor did she know how to ease the suffering in his mind, yet suffering she knew he was. No amount of nerve tonic eased the problem and his bloody drinking didn’t help.

The doctors at the Repatriation Clinic gave him powders at his monthly visit, and pushed him to get a job, riling his temper enough without Maw starting.

Would being back in Wonthaggi help or make things worse? Please, Lord, let it make the difference.

Mary tried not to let her concern show on her face and turned instead to gaze around the Ivor Street kitchen, pleased for Maw – a brand new Hoosier cabinet on casters in the corner. The wood workstation buffed to a high polish and she didn’t miss Maw checking that she was checking it out. ‘Lovely, Maw.’ But even in the mid-afternoon the room rested in semi-darkness, the one small window not catching the light. Electricity had not yet reached North Wonthaggi and God forbid anyone heading the O’Donnell house would waste a candle or light the kerosene lamp to save their eyesight in the middle of the day.

The one window faced out onto the backyard and the open expanse of weeds and stumpy bushes beyond. A few tree stumps dotted the scrubby earth, waiting on Da to dig or burn them out, while large gum trees stood sentry on the back boundary line. To the right his vegetable plot thrived, marked by the greenery of carrots and cabbages and the litter of potato leaves hiding a feast below ground.

It made her wonder – was she a potato to her parents? She might be – so much of her value lay hidden to them – caked in the dirt of sin that even a good confession and a wedding ring had failed to wash clean. Or was she, worse, blighted? One to be shunned and burned in order to save the rest from taint. She sighed, recognising her fanciful musings returned around her parents. She searched through the window for her son and found him running in circles, dragging a stick behind him in the dirt and mapping his path in his wake. She breathed again and the floorboards steadied beneath her feet.

She resolved to ask Joe what ailed Da, since clearly her parents didn’t count her adult enough to confide in. There could be no denying something was wrong, Da’s back hunched like that poor cripple in the story of Notre Dame and him sighing like a man done in. He refused her attempts to help with the tea and continued to steep the leaves, adding a cosy to the pot. She wanted to wrap his skinny frame in the warmth of her arms the same, but, at a glare from Maw, contented herself by sitting down instead.

‘When’s your wean coming?’ asked Maw, stilling her knitting needles and eyeing Mary’s belly, lips pursed.

‘I don’t know that there is one yet,’ said Mary, but knew Maw thought her a liar the way she raised her eyebrows and peered over her spectacles, giving her a chance to recant.

‘Maybe August, if there is any such wean.’

‘Well, I’d be planning on it judging by the state of your skin. A wee girl, I’d wager – if sinful enough to put money on it.’

‘Maw, don’t be superstitious. I’d like a girl. Don’t go jinxing it.’

‘Lie down and I’ll let me wedder tell you.’

Mary frowned. ‘None of your gypsy nonsense, Maw. You should know better. I’ll leave it to the Lord God Almighty to make that decision and surprise me in a few months’ time.’

‘It’s a bit of fun, is all, and I’ve not found it wrong more than once.’ Maw was already removing her thick gold wedding band and threading it over a length of wool bitten off from the end of the skein she was knitting up.

Mary shook her head.

It was unthinkable to lie down and let Maw swing her ring over her naked belly so as to reveal the gender of her unborn child. A silly superstition and one no good Catholic would take seriously. Maw acted holier than thou, yet at other times she was downright blasphemous.

‘No, Maw. I’m not playing. You wanted me to grow up. Well, I’m grown.’


THE PUNISHMENT

AUGUST 1918

‘I’m sorry to have to ask you, Jane. You know how he gets.’

Don’t worry, Mary. I’m always happy to come play with this wee boy. Aren’t I, Conor, laddie?’ Jane jigged the wean on her knee.

Mary smiled across the rickety table, grateful to Jane for calling at their new lodgings in Watt Street in the hope it might keep Liam’s tongue civil. In the month that they’d been living in the flat, his vocabulary had deteriorated along with his temper. His visits to the Repat always heralded a day of misery for all of them. Or days, as it was becoming. Though there wasn’t much anyone could do, or say, when he was in one of his moods.

Both Mary and Jane jumped at the slam of the boarding house front door.

‘Come on, Conor, laddie. Let’s go play hide and go seek.’ Jane hurried the boy into the bedroom.

The next second, the flat door crashed open – no doubt chipping the paint and into their bond again.

‘Them feckin’ doctors are useless,’ raged Liam. ‘I’m not copping their shite any more. And don’t give me that look, woman. The wean ain’t even in the room.’

Mary couldn’t fathom how Liam could even tell, when the largest of their miserly two rooms crowded in with a Dover stove; a table and two mismatched chairs dumped by the previous tenant; an overstuffed chair, losing its stuffing; and, to her mind, the ugliest, oldest sideboard in the whole of the world. She couldn’t be sure if it was the drab closeness of the place, the mingy chimney that refused to draw properly, or her husband being back in the house that was smothering the breath from the air.

She held her tongue while Liam attempted to stomp about, growing wilder at each obstacle blocking his path, glaring dagger eyes at her like it her fault there was no room to move. The dafty dropped tobacco shavings in his wake, unable to roll his cigarette, too busy doing his temper.

‘Those bastards are the ones bleeding mad, asking a man the same damn questions and pushing their useless feckin’ powders.’

Mary wrung her hands in case Jane was hearing the scene and her brother’s language, but even Conor racing out the bedroom and into the melee didn’t stop Liam from wrenching off his boots and hurling one at the wall. His next round of expletives turned Jane’s ears beet-red and sent her scurrying out the flat door with their son.

‘What happened this time?’

Liam didn’t answer, but thrust a scrunched up bit of paper into Mary’s hands. ‘I’m not a feckin’ head case. I’ve got a fucking pain in me head, is all.’

Mary glanced down to the crumpled page, gnawing on her lips at the sight of the Repatriation insignia. Stalling the moment she’d have to read it, she stared around at the dingy walls and dark ugly wallpaper of their new home, gulping in fear over what ill news the page was going to give up. The same terror hiked in her belly as the day Catherine held firm, ‘If you plan to grow a family, do it under your own roof.’ Thank you very much.

She had to sit down, her knees shaking so much at the news Liam’s pension was to be halved again – the only words she could make out in the typeset dancing on the page, before she folded the sheet in her lap to stop her hands from shaking too.

Even though she’d feared the same decision coming for months, it took the wind out of her. How could they survive on half of what they’d been getting?

The pronouncement pounded like a punishment in her head, along with the censure of the military doctor the last time she attended the clinic with Liam. She’d gone along to insist on some relief for the pain in his head, but was told firmly, instead, her coddling was threatening her husband’s ‘manly independence’ and it was time ‘he got back on the job’.

Didn’t she know it, not a penny in her purse. Her babe only days off coming and her belly near to bursting. Risking a glance at Liam, a wonky fag hanging out his mouth, rocking on the edge of the chair and scrunching his head between his hands, grimacing like a rat were gnawing inside it, the same question of months gnawed at her – how could he possibly work?

She wrapped her arms around her bloated belly, resisting the urge to start rocking herself. You will not cry. Think. Think of something. Say something. Look at him.

But words would not come to her lips. Liam hated sympathy. Hated people treating him like an invalid. But … wouldn’t it be worse, if people thought him … ?

Don’t you go thinking it too.

Was it too cruel then to think the cut to his pension could be a prayer answered? Even if it the reverse of what she’d been praying for? If Liam couldn’t get his regular grog money, mightn’t it force him to get a job? Prove to him that he could work?

If the doctors said he was well enough, surely he must be. Maybe if he got a damn job, he’d come to believe it himself.

Julia Ellen Merrilees, the second, arrived fair and bonny in the third week of August. The joy was buoyed even further by twelve days of headlines leaping across the newspapers. ‘Enemy surprise, ground won, prisoners taken’ and the gains of the allied offensive sweeping across the Western Front. Could it at last be the turn of the tide? Mary prayed her daughter’s birth was a like good omen for them too.

The wean slid out bawling and kept right on as if she’d be satisfied only once they all understood she was now the boss. ‘Another blessed angel,’ Mary whispered, kissing the babe’s forehead, bragging her Granny O’Donnell’s carroty locks and sure to have the same gene of temperament.

‘Oh my God, Mary, can you believe what we made!?’

A sob snagged in Mary’s throat at the tears glistening in Liam’s eyes as he gazed down at his tiny daughter, him reaching out to take her. Again to watch him walk the wee bundle around the room, cooing to the child, ‘You’re the loveliest lassie in the whole of the world.’

When he turned the same beam of pride on Mary, a sob broke her lips for all the smiles and kind words not passed between them since his return.

‘Everything’s going to be all right now, Mary. You’ll see,’ he reassured her, jigging the babe in his arms. ‘We’ve got to look after this wee princess. I’ll get some kind of job. I promise.’

Mary pinched herself under the bedcovers and offered up another prayer that the wean might yet be their saviour.

In the peace of the following weeks, Mary fell a little in love with the babe herself, all pinkness and sweet-smelling. She forgave the brat much through colicky, sleepless nights to see the smile back on Liam’s face.

He doted on his daughter in a way he never did his son, walking the floor with her of a night, and all over Wonthaggi in her pram of a day to settle her, no mind to his damaged leg. Never mind it might twitch and pain the few minutes he did lie down in the bed at night, keeping both he and Mary awake more than the babe, and driving Mary to distraction, he would be ready to march another five miles the next day if the babe fussed or fretted.

Mary grieved that her small son stood back, watching his da, hawklike, as if to make sure he didn’t hurt the wean. Conor adored his baby sister from the start and scrabbled to be first to her side if she squawked so much as a squeak.

‘You’ll ruin that child, the both of you,’ Mary chastised. She’ll be wanting attention every minute of the day and, when the novelty wears off, who do you think’ll have to run to her cries?’ Secretly though she delighted seeing the two united in their passion for the babe, almost like the family of her dreams.

True to his promise, Liam did get a job. He got about eight of them over the next six weeks. As a barman, he pulled beers, but peeved the publican when he drank more on the sly than he served up to his customers. He swept floors in one of the picture theatres, but the work tickled up his asthma and by the time he returned from his sick bed, the job, of course, was gone. He touted for Jack Ryan, the SP bookie, at the Dalyston races, but got the boot when Jack caught him laying his own bets with a few insider tips. Mr Perkins, the accountant, kindly gave him a trial adding up his ledgers ’til the numbers sent Liam home, blind with the pain in his head. He even bagged sugar at the Co-operative store for a day’s wage. Harold Briggs, risen up the ranks from shop-boy to assistant, his boss for that one shift. Mary could imagine fat Harold’s delight in sacking Liam when he caught him with his fingers in the liquorice jar and would not hear it only one piece for his wife, who liked the allsorts.

She could understand Liam wasn’t able to do a lot of jobs with his bad leg and that his headaches drove him out walking more often than old lady Garter’s chooks went off the lay. But when she saw Robbie Clarke, the poor man’s leg blown off in Fromelles, hobbling around the blacksmith’s shop on crutches, not able to go down the mine anymore with his Da, yet carrying a load of steel and about to drop the lot trying to wave at her, it occurred to her, not everyone got through their pain or days with a bottle in their hands.

The exasperated expression on Joe’s face, when she caught him dragging his son home from the pub a third time, said he knew the way of it well enough. Joe’s back bowed not just from the weight of Liam’s body.

No prayers or tears from her, nor anger from his father, could prompt Liam to even try for work again. It was as if he’d given up. Yet he refused to hear one word about her getting a job, but instead would glare at her as if she’d shot him in the leg herself at the suggestion.

So she shut her mouth. Until the afternoon, a few weeks later, when shutting the door for the second time that day to threats of eviction from Mrs Garter, Maw’s accusations ringing in her ears, she could put off the inevitable no longer.


THE NIGHTMAN

LATE OCTOBER 1918

‘Ain’t no shame in an honest day’s work. Now, don’t look at me like that, my girl.’

Mary had no argument for her mother, but busied herself instead bluing the sheeting, more fit for the rag-bag than a bed. She could not meet Maw’s eyes. Much as Maw was probably right, she didn’t see her volunteering to speak to her son-in-law. Not to repeat Harry Judd’s offer.

Jesus, Mary and Joseph, she could only imagine how the nightman’s offer would go down with Liam.

How was she supposed to speak to him when there was sweet little talk between them at all these days? Anyone would think it was she who’d cut his pension, when the only thing you could cut between them was the air.

No relief came from the codeine molasses, nor from a darkened room or children bribed to quietness. Nor from the cold flannel laid over his forehead and replaced on the half-hour.

His teeth were growing flatter, milling the pain all his waking hours and half the night. Agony squinted in his eyes from sunup ’til down. Sometimes he would scream at her near mad with the pain, eyes afire and enraged. Like that changed anything.

Why couldn’t Maw and the doctors see the damage was not in his body but in his head? If only it was in his leg or his lungs, then maybe someone could help him.

‘You’ll not help your husband by coddling him.’

‘Not you too, Maw. Leave off. Liam’s not well.’ Mary wiped the steam from the washtub off her forehead. She’d not hand her mother more fuel by making excuses, but it seemed Maw needed no extra fuel from her.

‘He’s well enough to get himself to the pub. And well enough to walk all over town in the middle of the night scaring poor Mrs Wilkins silly, whistling past her outhouse and calling to her in the wee hours! Poor woman nearly wet herself.’

‘You can’t blame Liam for Mrs Wilkins’ leaky bladder, Maw.’

‘Don’t be disrespectful. Or changing the subject. We’re talking about your husband. He’s always been too prideful and we all know very well what pride comes before. Oh, give me that sheet, girl; it’s dingy as a dust rag. Have you no clue? And look at you, a bag of bones. Your son the same.’

The accusation over Conor grated in Mary’s ears. Did Maw not think it grieved her to see his once plump wee cheeks shrunken? She was not eating most nights herself, to be sure he got enough.

‘It’s up to you to make your husband get a job. Don’t let him be an invalid. He’ll be one for life and you’ll be wiping his backside the rest of it. You don’t see your Da taking to his bed, the man coughing up his knee caps half the night. No! Liam looks well enough to me. I think that one fancies himself too high and mighty still to get his hands dirty. And, I hate to say it, God rest her soul, Julia let him get above himself. Coddled his high ideas. It’s done him no good. Or you either.

‘Now, daughter, are you going to let your children starve?’

Mary flung the dripping sheet off the potstick into the rinse tub, fury steaming her cheeks, fighting the urge to abandon it there. Maw too. Walk out the door just like her husband and keep on walking. But she kept herself calm – and nice. How could Maw accuse her of letting her children starve when she was sewing herself blind of a night to bring in a few extra shillings? Wrestling what little she could out of Liam before he threw what was left of his pension down his throat at Taberner’s. She’d written to the Repatriation Department pleading, if not begging them to reassess his pension, explaining that her husband could not work for the pain in his head. Only Liam put his hand to the reply before she could get a hold of it. Shaking it and his disgust at her. ‘Have you no damn pride at all, woman – begging?’

Neither found strength to summon the words to argue with the Repatriation. The letter stating Private Merrilees was deemed fit to work and, in not so many words, it up to Mary as his wife to make sure he did.

How could she defend herself, or Liam, against such thinking, as if it were simply a matter of will?

She’d tried – again and again – to convince him to go back to the Repat, make them see what was wrong. Or get some relief from the pain.

‘I’m not bloody mad, woman. Just sick. Sick and tired of you on my back.’

He’d screamed at Joe for making a like suggestion.

‘They’re feckin’ useless them doctors, the whole lot of them. Don’t offer me hope where there ain’t none, Da. Just give it up. I have.’

Mary agonised if she should mention the nightman’s offer, but even Joe stared her down on the subject. Thanks to Maw’s big mouth.

‘A man has his pride, but when the day comes his family is starving and wearing rags, that’s the day he’d better climb down off his high horse and get a job. And if the only job a man can get is carting muck on his back, then that’s the job he should take.’

Still Mary stalled. Another three days, until she didn’t know if Judd’s offer still stood, yet knowing she must raise it with Liam before Maw saw him for Sunday dinner and attacked where there no need – if the job gone already.

Who was she fooling? They could be tossed out onto the street and it would make no difference. Liam would be dead before he’d accept Judd’s offer. The eejit just never got that he was too up himself, no better man than Harry Judd.

She could not admit, even to herself, it was a shame on her too. If she couldn’t speak the words to bring up the offer, what more could she expect of Liam? But what if Maw and the Repatriation were right and she was coddling him? If, in fact, she were the one stopping him from getting a job?

It wasn’t like Liam couldn’t walk. His leg might look a fright but it walked well enough. Most days, he never even used a stick anymore. And Maw was right about one thing. If he was going to tramp all over the countryside half the night, what would it matter if he threw a can on his back to go on his way?

Oh God, I don’t know. I don’t know.

There was only one thing she did know. If Liam wouldn’t or couldn’t get a bloody job, she would damn well get one herself. And hear no more argument about it.

She wasn’t going to let her children starve.

‘Do you want to shove me in the hole, woman? Why don’t you just slit me throat? Carve me heart right out of me chest. I might as well be dead. A fucking night man. Slinkin’ into people’s yards in the middle of the night to cart their soil. Jesus, Mary, I knew you hated me, but so much …’

Liam’s voice rose shrilly and Mary thanked God she’d had the foresight to take Conor to his granda’s, warning Joe that the boy might have to stay there until his father calmed down or surprised them all and spoke to Harry Judd.

When Julia began to sook, she wished she’d done the same with the babe. At least she’d thought to put her in the bedroom, out of earshot of her father and her from him.

Liam, playing patience at the table, froze with the Queen of Hearts in his hand. He turned it over without laying it down, glaring at her, before flicking it across the table-top to flutter down to the ratty excuse for a rug on the other side.

‘I’m not asking you to do it forever, Liam,’ she pleaded. ‘Just for a wee while. We owe Mrs Garter a month’s rent. And there’s no money for the account at the Co-operative store. They won’t put another penny on tic.’

For the merest second, Liam’s head drooped and she grew hopeful that shame might bring a compromise. But when he raised his eyes again, the hatred greeting her left her in no doubt where he saw the blame.

‘You must be laughing your damn head off, Mary. Ain’t it funny to see Mr High and Mighty come a cropper? You never wanted me to raise meself up, did you? Not even to get out of the mine. How pleased you must be to see me brought so low.’ He flicked the next card off the deck, not watching it sail over the table-edge, staring at her instead.

Unable to fight what she feared a ring of truth, Mary kept on, missing the warning in the quiet of Liam’s voice.

‘It would only be ’til we get on our feet. Don’t you want us to hold up our heads in the street? Pay our own way? Your da is bringing us food. He thinks I don’t see him putting tea and sugar and flour on the shelf when my back is turned. We’ve children to feed. We have to be responsible. Please, Liam. Harry Judd won’t wait on you forever.’

Still Liam sat silent as a bog toad. One by one, he flicked the remainder of the cards across the table onto the floor. Until the last.

With a damning sweep, he sent those already laid out on the table-top cascading to the floor. Keeping his eyes fixed on her, he stood up and tossed the table aside as if it were light as a paper box.

She shrank from the resulting crash and the scalding hatred in his eyes, afraid that this time he might lash out at her deliberate. But he did not. Instead he rammed on his hat.

‘Since you’re the only one with any balls in this family, Mary – why don’t you take up Judd’s offer? Da’ll be right proud of you at least.’

With that, he was gone out the door.

She wouldn’t have known what she’d have dared say had he stayed. Only what she dared do next.

The next afternoon, Mary stood gazing at her reflection in the mirror in the tenants’ bathroom, naked after her bath. She ran her finger tips over the silvery scars on her chest, barely discernible to her touch these days. How long since she’d really looked at them. Her husband, never. Though he’d have felt them for sure in his gropings, she laughed bitterly. Perhaps he feared them too ugly to see.

In dark moments in the months after Liam had deserted her, she’d sometimes wondered if her scars the reason. For her mother’s disdain and distance too. The lines and ridges a map to both their scorn. Well, she’d survived that awful time and burn and illness and them both too. The fading of the scars in her mind at least proof she was stronger than she’d once believed. She stood up taller and breathed in deeply. She would be strong for her children too.

Staring at the determined face in the glass, another image sprang to her mind. A slip of a girl, hair sticking out in bunches – the handiwork of that nurse aboard ship, whose name she couldn’t even remember. And Julia Merrilees’ sweet face, soothing her upset and telling stupid stories about Liam loving her ‘faerie’ hair.

Well he couldn’t have loved it that much even back then. She’d bet she could shave every hair off her head now and the dafty would never even notice.

She took the pins out of her bun and unwound the thick auburn length, letting it cascade over her shoulders. Taking up a handful, she held the scissor blades open around the strands and, closing both her eyes and the blades, sheared a goodly swathe before opening her eyes again. The short section left bounced up into soft curls around her ear.

‘You’ll have to do a proper job of it now, won’t you?’ She poked her tongue out at the mirror, refusing to let emotion get to her this time.

Minutes later, the job was done. The best she could manage at any rate. Turning about, as far as she could see, it wasn’t all that bad. Curls helped hide a lot of sins. Not like that, ah … Nurse Britts’ evil job of it all those years ago.

And Liam can be mad as he likes. He’s gonna be madder than hell about the other thing. Besides, you can do what you like with your own damn hair.

Stepping back into flat, she jumped when Liam stepped out from behind the door – scrunching a ball of material in his hands, before shaking it in her face. ‘What’s this, then?’

Mary faltered, cursing her carelessness in not putting the garment away out of sight. No matter. It didn’t change the facts. ‘It’s my uniform. For the hospital. Matron’s given me a job.’

‘You’re bleeding joking, ain’t you?’ Liam scowled, wringing the mess in his hands to the point Mary feared he might tear it.

She blanched, but resisted the urge to reach out.

‘Well, that’s just fucking grand, ain’t it? Now you can rub my nose in it. Show how bloody clever you are while all your useless husband’s capable of is carting shit. You’re laughing at me, ain’t you, Mary? You got the bleeding balls all right.’

Liam thrust the rag into her hands.

She snatched it back, nearly tearing the thing herself, recalling that morning, standing by the row of concrete wash troughs, eyes closed against the billowing steam and putrid smells while she poured bucket after bucket of boiling water into the concrete sink, flinching as drops scalded their way around her rubber apron to sting through her skirt.

The stink lodged in her nostrils even now, hardening her to the scorn on Liam’s face. And loosening her tongue.

‘Do you think you’re the only one to give up your damn dreams, Liam? Where do you think mine ended up? Buried under bedpans and vomit bowls, but do you hear me complaining? No. No matter my job foul and disgusting and not just carting but cleaning up other people’s shit.

‘Neither of us has to like it. I’m not blaming you that you can’t work, but don’t blame me that I can. All you have to do is mind the weans in the mornings, till after their naptime and I’ll be back.’

Slamming the bedroom door, a moment later, she barely recognised the woman glaring back at her from the looking glass, still wobbling on its stand. But she couldn’t help liking her. And her hair.

Through the following weeks into November, the silence between her and Liam grew deafening. But at least he stopped home and minded the weans while she was at work. And when she could bear a lecture on all the things she and her husband weren’t doing right by their children, she dropped them to Maw for a shift.

Some days, coming in, catching Liam larking about with his daughter, it seemed not such a bloody burden on him after all. Once, she even came home to her small son laughing and running in the yard, pulling a kite made of newspaper and sticks and trying to hurl the rag tail into the breeze. ‘Look, Maw. Look what Da made for me.’ The grin on the laddie’s face making her hopeful that Liam was trying with his son at last. Perhaps it was talk of the war ending that had brought a change in the air.

For a week, the newspapers had teased on armistice demands, the Kaiser resigning, Austria’s collapse, the eve of Victory, but no capitulation yet from Germany.

A small part of Mary cringed in fear at what the end of the war might mean for them in the Merrilees’ house. Would Liam recover in his mind without news of battles and fighting and death constantly about him? Or would he become even more bitter if he found no improvement in himself, realising he wasn’t ever going to live the life of his dreams? Because it seemed unlikely to her that the Liam she’d known back in Scotland was ever going to come back.


THE PLAGUE

EARLY 1919

The New Year saw troopships bring the heroes home – to victory marches, welcome speeches and reassurances of the bright future that now lay ahead.

Only it turned out, it wasn’t just soldiers teeming off the ships. Mary read in horror of a new plague sailing home with allies and enemies alike, dropping their menace in every port from pole to pole. It too late by the time anyone realised the poor weak buggers dropping from the pneumonia were not merely debilitated soldiers, but victims of the same plague that had ravaged Europe the previous summer – pneumonic influenza.

Joe and Da arrived to their shift one morning in March to a sign posted at the union office, standing down the men for a week and warning them to avoid congregating in crowds. Across the country, people were warned to stay home, fumigate, disinfect, and steer clear of even talking to others in the street. Theatres, schools, sporting clubs and major events across the country were closed or cancelled.

Neighbour eyed neighbour with suspicion and phenyl manufacturers piled up profits while Mary and every other housewife tried to scour and bleach their way clear of the scourge.

It was a serious concern when Kate took to her bed on the Sunday and the house in Ivor Street put under quarantine. Three days later, Da went down to it quicker than a dry-nosed dog. His recently diagnosed phthisis not helping and his lungs filling with fluid faster than he could cough it up.

Maw dosed them with aspirin and quinine, but by the Saturday following, Da contracted the pneumonia and was transferred to the state school, converted to a makeshift hospital. Maw was beside herself at being quarantined in Ivor Street and unable to visit him. She sent messages for Mary to take him broth and bread and fresh nightwear. All in the hope Mary might get a foot through the doorway and press into his hands Maw’s rosary beads and report back that he wasn’t going anywhere without her permission.

Sister Mary Roberta met her at the door and Mary pressed the packages and rosary beads into her hands. ‘He’s not good, Mrs Merrilees. You might want to prepare your mother.’

If Mary had been in two minds over a plan growing in her head before, the nun’s words made it up for her in a moment. She shivered in the shadows until the muffled voices and crying in the corridors beyond the doors grew quieter, then she slipped inside and along the corridor to the bub’s grade room where she knew Da to be incarcerated.

She found him in a cot in the corner and sat beside him on the floor, listening to the litany of coughs and moans through the ward, wishing all those past her prayers blessed relief. All bar one whose hands and soul she was not giving up, not even when Nurse Ridgeway came and tried to pry her loose before the good sister gave up her objections as too late now and flung a mask at Mary to replace her grubby handkerchief – likely three hours too late.

Da deteriorated in less. Mary could feel him going. His eyes dim before she got to him; the râle in his chest unmistakeable.

By midnight he clung to her hand, his skeletal fingers grown so rigid he couldn’t keep his rosary beads clamped between them. The ones Maw insisted she take, ‘Give these to the bugger whether he wants them or not. If necessary tie them round his neck and tug them tight. I mean it, Mary. He’s to keep them with him.’

Da tried, but couldn’t close his hands around them. Mary could not bear it.

‘It’s the rigors, dear,’ said Nurse Ridgeway, her eyes radiating the kind of sympathy Mary did not want.

‘It’s okay, Da. I’m here. You’re going to be better in the morning.’

She woke around three to feel his hand fall away – told herself sleep was blessing him at last. But her eyes opened on the fixed stare of the same sweet man who’d laughed with Conor, just one week ago, smoothing out the laddie’s hand so he could feed the pit ponies a carrot. No-one was dying then or even looking in that direction.

In the quiet of the big room, a shadow passed alongside her with a soft swish of skirts. The moans and groans and crying of earlier started up again in her ears. Only then did she notice Nurse Ridgeway bend down beside her and close her father’s eyes, then take her hands and haul her to her feet. ‘I’m sorry for your loss, dear. Go home now. Your husband’s at the door. Report to the health officer if you show any symptoms.’

Mary walked trance-like out of the hospital, sick in the knowing she’d not been able to fulfil her promise to Maw.

Liam took her arm at the door and walked with her home.

In silence, she stepped in time with each rise and fall of his boot steps. Funny she’d never noticed before how small her husband’s feet.


THE SWING TREE

MARCH 1919

Her mind might’ve shut down in the days following. Few moments held meaning beyond what had to be done – bar one.

‘This is no good for you, lass,’ said Liam. ‘Come for a walk with me and the weans. It’ll help clean out your filthy liver.’

Mary could muster no energy to tell him it weren’t her liver in need of cleaning. Neither did she have the breath to argue. So she walked – putting one foot in front of the other, seeing nothing and no-one.

Liam pushed the perambulator while she held Conor’s hand, warm in her chill one.

Only one hundred yards from home, she halted. ‘I can’t. I want to go back.’

Liam’s hand appeared firm under her elbow, ushering her forward. ‘Just a wee bit further, lass. I’ve something special to show you and the laddie. Something Julia and I found on one of our jaunts.’

‘Can we, Maw? Please, can we?’ Conor tugged on her sleeve.

She might have refused one set of pleading eyes, but not two banded together in common want for the very first time.

‘It’s not far now,’ said Liam. Without waiting on her answer, he guided her onto a dirt track through the vacant land behind Fahey Street, freshly carved into new house blocks.

Building had started on some and, by the looks of the trench markers hammered into the ground nearby, several more would shortly join them.

‘Old Ketter’s sold his field, but there’s something I want to show you before they cut down all the trees.’ The ripple of excitement in Liam’s voice contradicted his typical snarl.

By his prattle it might be any day of the week bar the day before her father’s funeral. But then, she couldn’t argue when she was struggling to make sense of a happening she could not possibly let penetrate as real. So she stepped on, neither listening to Liam rave on about the loss of the field, nor caring very much. Since when had he an affinity with any piece of land – anywhere? What could he want to show her when she’d no mind to think of anything beyond tomorrow?

When they’d put Da in the ground. Never to see his kindly face smile at her again? If she knew her father, he’d be banging on the Pearly gates already, insisting Saint Peter tell him where to find that bloody Limbo’s edge so as he could go and fetch up his sleeping babe and bring him to his brothers. If anyone could get Saint Peter to tell, Da would. He’d be up there scolding her too, telling her to get on. The same motto he’d lived by his whole life. With never a word of complaint. Giving up his home and migrating twice. Determined to build his own house and going down the pit, even with it making him ill and taking him before his time with all his damn coughing. But … I’ll try, Da. For you. And for my children.

Liam pushing the carriage and Conor reaching in to tickle his sister’s belly, setting the child to laughing, she believed the promise true. She could put up with just about anything for the family they must look to the world, out strolling in the sun.

Her feet tripped on small stones scrabbled loose in the dirt under the paddock grass. Step upon step, until Liam stopped under a gum tree in the middle of the field. Aged, with thick pink-and-grey boughs and a full-leafed canopy, the breeze rustled through its ancient branches. Hanging from a limb above their heads, a rope tied onto a roughly sawn spar.

Even a boy of Conor’s tender age recognised a rope swing when he saw one.

‘Can I swing, Da?’ Without waiting on an answer, he tried to hook one leg up and over the spar.

‘Give your Maw first go.’

A week ago, she’d have delighted in a rope swing, but today Mary shook her head and reached into the perambulator, plucking out her daughter to head off any argument. Curls bounced around the angelic wee face, now seven months old and knowing no sadness. As was only right.

Right too that Conor should ride. Why should a child, unknowing, have to mourn his granda dead at so young an age?

The boy’s eyes lit up expectantly, but he said nowt, waiting on a nod from his father. Only his hands clasping into bunches gave away his impatience.

To her mind, Liam made the boy wait overlong before he picked him up and set him on the crossbar.

‘Better hang on tight, laddie. This swing goes higher up than heaven.’

The child’s eyes bulged with sudden fear.

But Liam gave him no chance to wonder, along with a hefty push.

Conor flew through the air on an upward sweep.

Standing to the side, Mary could see the thrill flush his wee face. On the downward rush, he glanced back at his da, shrieking with joy. Liam responded, laughing loudly.

Never had she seen so close to a tender look pass between the two. Her heart swelled for the normality of it. If only this was the way of it always, not but a sliver in time.

Maybe the Liam she’d once known still existed somewhere inside of him. It seemed possible, his face missing its usual guarded countenance. Only his pushes prodded a little firm.

‘Gently, Liam. He’s not used to it.’

‘Do him good, lass. Sometimes I come here with the wean – she likes it fast, soothes her right to sleep in my arms. Even scared off the pain in my head the odd day.’ He smiled as if he’d told her a secret.

Swinging like a child, with a child. Who would have guessed? Mary nuzzled her face into the softness of Julia’s cheeks and lost herself in the rhythm of the swing. Up and down, up and down.

On a downward sweep, Conor turned his head, eyes afire. ‘Faster, Da. Make it go higher.’ His carefree laughter pinched off the caution tripping on her tongue.

The wet sheen glistening in Liam’s eyes wiped it away completely. 

On the next pass, Liam’s hand reached out, as if to stroke the back of the child’s head. To Mary’s mind, longing burned bright in his eyes. He could so easily ruffle the boy’s curls, but … Liam held back his hand – ’til the swing and the moment passed.

Go on, Liam, love him please.

As if sensing her accusation, Liam glanced her way. In an instant, the softness in his face firmed, making her want to yell, not to take her every blessed look for the worst possible meaning.

Except Conor’s wail broke in. ‘Faster, Da.’

The sudden shriek of the mine whistle drowned out Liam’s reply and reminded her, painfully, it would never again signal shift end for Da.

‘It’s late. Your maw’s tired,’ Liam spoke gruffly.

Mary shook her head, frantically trying to think of some way to restore the moment.

Except Liam reached out, bringing the swing to an abrupt stop and pitching Conor off the spar into the dust. He had the good grace to grab the laddie’s arm and set him upright. But at the boy’s shriek of indignation, he landed a clip under his ear in less time than it took Mary to open her mouth to protest.

If she weren’t numb with grief and dumb with shock to see the gulf between father and son so close to being bridged, even for a moment, she’d have begged Liam to stay awhile longer for the child’s sake. She vowed then they’d return to the swing tree when everything was not hovering in Limbo, the way things always did waiting on a funeral.


GUARDIAN ANGEL

MAY 1919

Apart from the blessed sweetness of her children, only one other saving grace lit the days following Da’s funeral. Tom Robbins. Though Mary would admit it to no-one, least of all her saviour.

She was grateful Tom stayed on after the Requiem, taking a job at one of the pubs, claiming it got him away from miserable Melbourne and the teeming influenza germs – said he’d be mad to travel back in a stifling train and risk that contaminating incubator again.

Mary didn’t believe his argument. Closer to the truth, he was wanting to escape the city having given up his flat and moved in with Pearl when she and Liam came away to Wonthaggi so as to help Pearl make ends meet. Pearl’s letters since had brought news of Charles’ return. No doubt Tom didn’t want to get in the way of the newly reunited lovebirds.

Mary was happy for Pearl and knew from the delirious tone of her letters the reunion meant Pearl had head and heart only for her beloved Charles – for now.

At the sound of footsteps outside the flat door – more than the one set – she picked up her teacup and swirled the cold dregs, giving the cup all her attention.

She stayed seated without raising her eyes to meet the pair staggering in through the door. But it wasn’t Joe dragging in her husband. And it wasn’t the one red-faced who should be looking embarrassed. Tom Robbins kept his eyes cast down studying his feet, making excuses but failing to shush Liam’s drunken laughter and smutty mouth. Only her mortified silence forced Tom’s eyes to meet hers.

He glowered at the bruise dusting her cheek.

‘Where’d you get that mark? Was it from him?’ Tom shrugged off Liam’s arm and shoved the drunken sod onto the scrubbed wood chair.

Mary reached out and grasped Liam’s coat hem in time to stop him sliding off the seat onto his arse, glaring at Tom instead. ‘Don’t you start. I tripped over the wash basket is all and that’s the truth of it.’ She dropped her eyes from his dubious gaze.

Sighing, she stood up. Even if she told the truth, it would come out sounding evil.

Bad enough that she had to know the making of the mark. It wasn’t going to help for Tom to know unless he could somehow magic Liam’s nightmares into one of his storybooks and bless it with a happy ending.

The second Tom went off home, Liam found an energy she envied to sober up and start in.

‘Go to bed, Liam. There’s nothing to argue over or to eat. You might’ve drowned, heaving your heart up in that horse trough if Tom Robbins hadn’t come along and fetched you home. You’re an ungrateful louse. I’ll say that for you.’

She held her breath in the ensuing silence. Risking a sideways glance, she recognised trouble coming when sure enough, Liam started to nod.

‘That’s it, ain’t it? Robbins fancies you. That’s why he’s hanging around here. And you fancy him back. A bleeding Prod. What’s been going on between the pair of you then? Why’s he still here?’

Liam fronted up to her then, blocking her path, waiting on an answer.

Mary tried to sidestep, clear the teacups off the table. ‘You don’t care what shite you go on with, do you, Liam? Me and Tom? For pity’s sake. It’s you he’s walking out with or should I say dragging home with – not me.’ She placed the kettle on the hob as much to distract her traitorous thoughts, as to cook the water to rinse the tea things.

But Liam grabbed up the kettle, waving it in the air above her head like he wasn’t about to be put off. ‘I saw the man’s hands all over you at your da’s wake. Cosying up to each other like lost lovers. Is that why you were so tardy-arsed coming to meet me off the ship? Was I the wasp in your honey-pot plans?’

‘You’re talking nonsense, Liam. Tom Robbins and me are friends, nothing more. He was hugging our son hello at the wake, not me. Could I help it if I was holding the laddie at the time, you paranoid ass?’ She turned away to hide the heat in her face at the memory of Tom’s gentle fingers squeezing her own in sympathy at the cemetery. The reassuring familiarity had brought tears to her eyes. Of course, it had been an emotional day in all regards. Including Conor’s excitement at seeing Tom again. Excitement he never showed with his da. If truth be known, Liam was more jealous of the bond between Conor and Tom, likely using her as his excuse to rant and rave.

‘You might think you’re only friends, Mary, but I don’t think your friend sees you quite the same way. Tell Robbins not to come round here. He ain’t welcome.’

‘Hah!’ Mary spun back around, laughing in panic and contempt. ‘No, Liam. You’ll not bring more unhappiness to this house by denying me my friends. Tom Robbins can call whenever he’s a mind to and you might act more grateful the next time he lugs you home.’


THE TREAT

MAY 1919

Liam found his own way home the next few nights – alone.

Mary didn’t care. Only that she didn’t see Tom.

So when Tom did appear, competing to pass Harold Briggs in the aisle of the Co-operative store the following Thursday, she had to subdue the unnaturally large smile on her face, less it be misunderstood.

She and Harold maintained an unspoken agreement these days to never share words; she was always served by another assistant. In a wicked way, it pleased her that he still had his uppity nose in the air and his hand in the sweetie jar – going by his apron ties straining to meet around his middle.

Huffing and puffing and red-faced, he tried to squeeze past Tom, shooting him dagger looks, as if he expected Tom, the customer, to get out of his way.

Mary laughed while Harold nodded his way past until a sudden dawning realisation came over his face. Spying her and the children, Tom hauled them outside. He and Mary laughing fit to burst while Harold glared them all out the door.

‘Come and have tea with me?’

‘No, Tom. We’ve got to get on our way.’ Her answer shot out her mouth, unconsidered, and just as quick she wished it back, seeing both Tom and Conor’s disappointment. It was only that Liam would be along directly, heading for Taberner’s, no doubt. The last thing she needed was another quarrel over Tom.

‘Oh, you’ve got time for a scone and a sip of tea. Look at this young man here, his tongue hanging out for a lemonade. You can’t be so wretched as to say no to him, if not to an old friend?’

‘Can we, Maw? Please?’ Conor pleaded, tugging on her skirts.

Mary smiled down at him, nodding. ‘How can I say no now? To either of you.’ Besides, didn’t she have the right to spend time with a friend? Hadn’t she insisted on it to Liam, yet here she was running away as if a cup of tea and a chat somehow adulterous?

Course not! It’s only a pot of tea between friends. Get a grip, ninny.

Hah! Who are you fooling? Do you think the Almighty can’t hear your heart yammering, or see your knees going weak at the thought?

God, was Liam right? Was she lying to herself again? Well, she’d just have to play it careful, not give Tom, or Liam, any wrong ideas. Or herself. Foolish girl!

She let Tom take over the baby carriage and wheel it into the nearest teahouse. Let herself be seated and play the lady, ordering scones and jam and cream.

How odd to make small talk, waiting on the tea, as if she and Tom were strangers now, after them being such good mates.

Until he stared at her in earnest. ‘How are you, Mary? Really?’

‘Fine, thank you.’ She held his gaze and her head high. ‘Going on well, as you can see. Look how much the laddie’s grown. And then there’s this one.’ She blew a kiss to her daughter in the perambulator, changing the subject.

Tom nodded at the babe, but his doubt showed in his sceptical squint.

‘Why are you still here, Tom?’

‘Don’t pretend you don’t know.’ Tom shook his head, staring back at her hard. ‘To make sure you’re all right. How can I leave knowing you’re not. Are you?’

He reached for her hand, but Mary pulled away, busied herself instead settling her son to the plate of scones placed on the table by the waiter. Ensuring the teapot out of his reach. Focusing her every thought on her children and the feast set out before them, the silver service and snowy white cloth.

How could she have thought for a second to deny her son – him ogling the plate of strawberry jam and the cream piled high in a crystal bowl like it some magical confection?

She fixed her gaze on the laddie in fear she might well look up and tell Tom exactly how she was. The real reason her hands shook in passing him the sugar bowl. But she could allow nothing to ruin Conor’s treat; saliva washed her own tongue at the luxury. Especially when she spied her son’s eyes big as saucers, finger thick with cream halfway to his gob.

His grin turned to a worried grimace when he caught her frown of censure. His wee finger halted mid-air, the dollop of cream threatening to fall.

Quickly she pushed up the corners of her mouth into a smile with her fingers, then dipped one deep into the cream dish, scooping up a generous glob. Under her son’s incredulous gaze, she licked at the sweetness, sucking off every last delicious skerrick. She winked at him then, pulling her finger out of her mouth with a loud and deliberate pop. Grinning, she bid him eat.

Whooping the unfettered delight of a three-year-old, the laddie stuck his finger into the bowl again while across the table she and Tom traded smiles.

She refused to be drawn by the reproachful sniffs of the matrons at the next table, except to remark over-loudly, ‘That’s how cream is supposed to be eaten, son, when you use your best tea-party manners.’

She was saved their response, spying Jane, waving madly through the teahouse window, pointing first to herself and then inside.

Mary nodded, waving her in to join them.

Once introductions were made and Jane seated, laughter rang around the table at her discovery of the newfound cream-eating etiquette and she joined their little rebellion.

‘Would your wife and the young lady care for a fresh pot of tea, sir?’

Mary grinned, ridiculously pleased at the waiter’s error, but to her shock Tom was not laughing. Anguish pained his face as if the fellow had poured hot tea into his lap.

‘Oh, they’re not married. They’re just friends, aren’t you, Mr Robbins?’ Jane giggled, poking her tongue out at Conor, missing the awkwardness of the moment and Tom’s grimace across the table.

Mary stood up. ‘We’ve got to go now. These two will be getting cranky for their tea. Come on, Jane. Walk me part of the way. Thank you for the outing, Tom. It was good to see you.’

She walked out of the teahouse without looking back. The memory a bitter-sweet taste in her mouth when she recognised Liam on the corner.


THE LESSON

MAY 1919

The next afternoon she cursed having missed the lesson on holding her tongue.

She never could, never had, and now look …

She might’ve known Liam would punish her for defying him. But what right had he? Obey might be written in her marriage vows, but why didn’t a man have to obey his wife? Liam was not her bleeding Lord and Master.

So he’d seen her coming out of the teahouse. His sister was with them, for God’s sake.

How long had he kept her out of her bed last night, ranting on what did a man have to do to get her to do what he asked for a change?

She pulled aside the sheer curtain in the front hallway for the tenth time, gazing out into the gathering dusk. Jings! Where were they? Julia would be wringing wet by now, crochety and hungry. What was Liam thinking to keep a nine-month-old out in the night air?

Earlier, when he hadn’t brought the child back for a nap by three, she was grateful to find the infant bottle had gone out along with them. Now its absence told her Liam was staying out on purpose. Julia would be fretting for her egg and custard tea and hopefully giving her da grief in a way that’d bring his feet marching home before it got much darker. Mary flung the curtain aside one more time, so roughly it near tore off the rail, and marched back to their rooms.

‘Come on, Conor, we’ll go and see Granda Joe. He might know where your da’s gone off to with your sister.’ She didn’t hold out much hope Joe would know any such thing, but waiting hour after hour was getting on her nerves. Even Conor scraping his wooden truck over the rough floorboards set her teeth on edge, her tongue ready to spit at him in anger.

She tied his muffler under his chin and tucked his pullover warm into his waistband, before bundling him towards the door. She stuffed a jam crust into his fist and cast an angry glare at the potatoes and pumpkin peeled and soaking in the pot on the stove. ‘We’ll get you a proper dinner when we find your da. Even better, let’s see what Nanna Catherine is cooking for Granda Joe. Maybe she’ll have some nice mutton chops or a lovely thick soup. I’m sure she’ll have some to spare for a bonny boy like you.’

She flung open the flat door to find Tom, fist raised ready to knock, waving an envelope in his other hand.

‘Oh Tom, I can’t stop now. I’m on my way to Joe’s.’

She didn’t repay his quizzical glance at his pocket watch with an explanation.

When none forthcoming, Tom swung Conor into his arms and manoeuvred him through the air, flying him to the bottom of the front porch steps. ‘Well, let me walk with you at least. I’ve got good news and you’re the one I want to share it with.’ He handed her a folded sheet out of the envelope and held out his hand to take Conor’s.

Mary took the page, curiosity winning out over worry, and walked the path to the street by memory while she read. Dusk blurring the words. She pulled up with a delighted gasp. ‘Oh, Tom. That’s grand. Your stories to be published in a book, along with your drawings. Congratulations. I’m so happy for you.’ The thrill of it made her gush and for the briefest second she wondered why the world couldn’t be full of such good news and happiness, and husbands who came home when they were supposed to.

She handed back the letter. ‘I’m so glad your hopes and your dreams are coming true, Tom. Truly, I am.’

‘I want the same for you, Mary. You don’t deserve … this.’ Tom waved his hands around the scrubby paddocks beyond the few buildings on Watt Street.

‘Oh, Tom. Life’s not about what we deserve. It’s about what is. Plain and simple.’ She laughed, Conor staring up at her curiously.

‘No, Mary.’ Tom reached out a hand and held her still. ‘Sometimes you’ve just got to say, no. Enough. Else you start to die inside.’

Mary stared back at his earnestness, shaking her head. How could she tell him, some days she thought part of her dead already. But then she’d only to look at her son and wee daughter to know that wasn’t true. She could bear anything for them.

A sudden short blast of the mine whistle shrieked the lateness of the hour. She took up Conor’s other hand and began to march him apace, forcing the little boy to run to keep up, tripping on muddy ruts in the path. ‘I see you’ve to go to Melbourne to meet with your publishers soon.’ Mary changed the subject.

Tom nodded, but she could sense his concern at the edge she couldn’t keep out of her voice. She bit her lip hard rather than spoil his moment with talk of another drama involving her husband. Nothing should ruin Tom’s triumph. He’d waited long enough to taste it.

She was pleased, he was a happier man in all regards since the war over. Few fellows still wore the uniform. Now Tom could be an everyday man, living and working and dreaming; the years of accusation and guilt behind him.

‘Go and celebrate with your workmates at the pub before closing.’ Her encouragement fell on deaf ears. Tom still dogged her footsteps when they trod the path to Joe’s front door.

Joe squeezed Conor onto his knee at the dinner table without a word of reproach. Mary refused his entreaties to join them, the mere thought of food gagging in her throat.

‘We’ll search after we eat,’ said Joe, nodding to Tom as if his agreement a given. ‘Liam might be a daft bugger, but he loves that wee daughter more than his own life. He won’t let any harm come to her.’

The set of Joe’s jaw told Mary he’d give his son the hiding of his life if he did and she suspected he’d a mind to do it regardless.

Her heart hurt to bring more distress to dear Joe. The lines on his face seemed beaten in by a stick of despair in recent years. How many could be put down to her and Liam she dared not think, but she planned on making Liam answerable the second she laid eyes on him. If it weren’t for Julia gone out along with him, she wouldn’t care or tread a step to look for the louse. But her daughter …

The meal over, she nodded to Joe and Tom in thanks and pulled her coat tight about her before gathering Conor to leave.

Joe shepherded them along the hallway like lost lambs, reassuring, ‘We’ll bring the wean back to you, with or without her father or his permission. Even if I have to knock his bloody block off to do it.’

Tom returned alone after eight and Mary shook her head in answer to his eyebrows raised in question. She met him at the door, Conor in her arms. The warm comfort of her son enough for her to keep him out of bed and close.

The boy barely stirred when she tucked him under the covers and pulled the bedroom door closed. She offered up another Hail Mary, her fingers rolling the ball of a loose rosary bead in her pocket, praying Julia safe home. Judging by the silence on the stoop, God wasn’t making any deals with her yet. She wanted to go outside and scream at the heavens. ‘Will you bloody listen to me for a change. Please make my husband come home and I promise I won’t complain to you about him another day in my life.’

She bit her lip, knowing any such promise a lie. Her anger twisted relentless, blackening her soul no doubt, and unlikely to settle even if Liam strode through the door that minute.

I want to be a better person and a better Catholic, I do, Lord, but you shouldn’t have blessed me with my mother’s Irish temper or the red of her hair.

Jesus! Now she’d committed another sin, berating God Almighty. Questioning his creation. What next, Liam? ‘What do you bleeding want from me?’

‘I’ve not said I want anything yet, have I?’

She jumped at Tom’s voice behind her. So it was mad she’d finally gone.

What mother wouldn’t be witless, her wean gone out and not come home at this late hour?

She was trembling when Tom’s strong hands hustled her into a chair by the stove.

‘Mary, listen to me.’ He had to shake her gently to get her proper attention.

‘Forgive me, Tom, my mind’s out there searching … W … w … what did you say?’ Despite the warmth of the evening, her teeth began to chatter like she was caught in an icy draught.

Tom passed her a steaming teacup off the table and she nodded, grateful. ‘I’ll go out and look again soon, Mary. Unless Joe comes in with them first.’

‘Drink your tea. I don’t know where else to tell you to look. I should be out there myself.’ Her voice shook and she wondered how she could search on legs that were all but failing her. Where could they be? Liam had few friends and the clubs and pubs all closed hours ago. Or were supposed to.

‘Hush. We’ll find them. We’ll bring Julia home safe.’

‘What then, Tom?’ She shrugged, chewing on her fingers.

He pulled her hand gently into his. ‘I don’t know how I can leave you here – with him. But my meeting is on the seventeenth and I have to tell you, Mary,’ he waited until she looked up at him, ‘when I leave, I won’t be coming back.’

Her teacup began to rattle in the saucer and she drew her hand back to still the clatter. She gave it all her attention, reaching to place it on the table, before she answered. ‘That soon, Tom. Only a fortnight away.’

He nodded. ‘The publisher wants to see more of my work, but I’ve got to be fair and serve out my notice at the pub.’

Unbidden, tears filled her eyes and she shook her head.

He snatched up both her hands. ‘Come with me, Mary? You and the children.’

‘Tom, don’t. You know I can’t. I’m married.’

Tom shook his head fiercely. ‘Doesn’t mean you have to be a bloody punching bag to your husband, or a martyr to vows that mean nothing to the man.’ He ran his fingers over the faded bruise on her cheekbone.

‘It’s not like that, Tom. Liam can’t help himself. He’s got the war sickness.’ Her pleas did nothing to stop Tom’s words from racing on.

‘He’s getting worse. You only have to look at him to see that. You need to leave before he really hurts you or one of the children.’

‘Liam would never do that. Not deliberate.’ Mary gazed at Tom, reaching out to pat his arm and reassure him. How could she explain? Liam would never hurt his beloved Julia, and, he held himself so far distant from his son, he’d never get close enough to harm the laddie.

Tom pulled back from her with a worried grimace.

‘There’s no reasoning with you, woman. I’ve never met anyone so stubborn.’ Then his face softened and he reached for her hand again. ‘I won’t push you now, but I want you to think about something. I could give you and the children a good life. A happy life, like you deserve. I’m going to make a living from my writing. This book is only the first. I’ve sold five of my paintings too. We’ll get a house, not like my old room on Adderley Street. A proper home.’

For a moment the vision of such a home filled her head: laughter in the hallway, her and the children waiting on a porch to welcome the man coming home through the gate. A bag of sweeties in his hand. Long evenings spent reading around the fireplace. Tom’s gentle touch lighting each morning, warming each night.

His words rushed on, carrying her along on his raft of excitement. Only a whistling starting up out on the street caused her to draw back, seeing the rocks ahead. She pushed back her chair and stood up abruptly, flinching at the familiar tune, but the pain in her chest eased thinking it meant her daughter home safe, and no harm come to her. She could wish Tom gone to save the pain in his eyes at her unspoken answer and the mood and sulks coming the second Liam recognised their company.

But Tom was already ramming on his hat.

Before she recognised his intention, he hugged her to him. His arms drawing around her, lips in her hair. And for the merest second, she let her body relax into his. At the softest kiss on her forehead, a deep ache dragged down to her groin. But her lips found only the scratchiness of the lapel on his overcoat, him mindless to their touch. Dear God! She must not risk being alone with him again before he left for Melbourne.

Ninny. She pulled away. What was she? A slip of a girl blushing fanciful at foolish suggestions and daydreams? She’d made her bed and didn’t she know Tom deserved his with a virgin bride and no stigma of divorce.

Sweet man that he was, his suggestion another mortal sin. If Liam had never come back … If things had been different … But they weren’t, were they? It did no good to chase daydreams. Wasn’t that being unfaithful, if only in her mind?

At this rate, she’d be saying Hail Marys every minute she drew breath and still spend all eternity in purgatory, if not hell. More likely the latter when Tom tugged her chin up to look at him and her traitorous body betrayed her again.

Tears welled in her eyes, her longing reflected in the sadness in Tom’s. She raised her hand to soothe the anguish in his face. ‘It’s wrong, Tom. Wrong to even think about.’

He closed his eyes, leaving his cheek cupped in her palm, and shook his head helplessly. She knew then, he would not see her again. She doubted he heard her whisper, ‘Thank you for asking me but.’

In a moment, he was gone – out the boarding-house back door, Joe and her husband coming into the front hall. Liam whistling like not a thing was wrong in the world, while she couldn’t help but burst into tears.
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Barely a word passed between her and Liam in the miserable three weeks that followed.

Julia fell so ill with the croup, the poor lamb whooped to heaven and back. Every splutter tearing at Mary’s heart and keeping her home from work. Seeing her newly walking daughter a crumpled, helpless babe again, all her terror for her sick brothers in the Pailis returned.

Not a night did Mary lie in her own bed; instead, she slept nursing the child on her chest in the armchair, listening to the coughs crackling on the babe’s lips.

And where was Liam? Gone out walking, complaining that his headaches pained worse than a bandsaw chewing into his brain and a man might as well be dead, but since he weren’t to have any such relief, his only choice was to walk – walk away from the pain as far as he could go. The soles on his shoes told Mary it was a bleeding long way, but never far enough because the next night he’d be out and gone again. His concern for the wean never in question.

When he’d come home in the wee hours to find herself and Julia huddled under a towel over a steaming bowl of herbs and boiled water, he’d run his hands gentle through Julia’s damp curls and drop a kiss on her watery lashes.

Mary’s own eyes watered to watch them, but no kind word fell from Liam to her. A pain squeezed in her chest at the memory of a small boy bringing her a cup of tea, rattling on its saucer. Shame reddened her face at leaving the kettle boiling for a three-year-old to drag off the hob.

Sitting out on the porch, despite the chill air, she flattened the front of Conor’s pullover across her knees musing how it weren’t long since Maw had presented it to him along with the stern warning. ‘This is your Sunday best now. Don’t go wearing it climbing over or under fences or I’ll strop your wee botty next time I see you, you hear?’

Mary smiled recalling Conor’s solemn face and his hesitation in taking such an offering from so fierce a granny. Now she stared at the pullover, too small for him already, even though Maw had made it big enough the sleeves dangled off his arms to start.

With a sigh, she snipped through the thread binding the side seam and used a crochet hook to tease out the stitches of the still good wool, ready to knit up some old yarn for new cuffs and a waistband, even if the colours did not match. Drawing each stitch through mechanically, she was grateful for the distraction of a dog barking up the road and muffled voices filtering down from Bourke’s flat on the second floor. The air empty of Julia’s coughing was a blessing and she mouthed an Our Father to thank him, drinking in the promise of five minutes’ peace, of time to think. Liam likely dozing in his chair by now and Conor asleep too.

Did it make her a bad person to wish them all stay that way until the morning?

She’d not even had time to think of Tom’s departure. Knowing he was no longer in the town left her with unreasonable fear. Relying on him to have rescued Liam and, in turn, herself, a fruitless wish and wrong.

It wasn’t fair to daydream of anything other, even if it only the one time.

She deserved her lot. And the likes of Liam. But … she couldn’t hate him. She could only hate what they’d come to. She wanted to hate him. With all of her heart.

Joe stopped her.

That kindly man who’d brought her daughter home safe and set a pot of tea on the table after putting his son to bed and sitting himself down.

‘It’s not Liam’s fault, lass. You cannot be angry with him. He’s lost – in that France. Or maybe even back in Scotland,’ Joe insisted, his hands trembling. ‘I was wrong to drag my son after me own plan … coming to this country. He’s a right to blame me. If we’d stayed in Scotland, his sainted mother might be alive. He might never have gone to the bleeding war.’

‘No, Joe. Don’t say such things.’ Mary tried to reassure him. ‘The same happens in birthing every day. It’s God’s decision. Nothing to do with geography. And Liam was more likely to go to war from Scotland than from here; you know their need the greater. It was the mine he wanted out of, not away from Australia. Or from us. Except myself.’

She shuddered. Perhaps Liam had recognised her want of him in Scotland, even before she had, and had turned away from her even then.

That too, her fault.

All heat had gone out of her anger in the days since, but the chill in her spirit was one no amount of coal could warm.

The squeak of the screen door behind her told, bad to wish it or not, peace was not to be hers. She gulped down her disappointment, it settling as a hard ball in her gullet.

‘Why are you sitting out in the dark?’

She glanced up to Liam standing in the half light of the window, pain lines keen on his brow. When he leaned forwards to strike a match to light his fag, his fringe fell aside and the mask away. A lost laddie looking back at her – the Liam from the Pailis.

With no thought to do so, she reached out her hand to him.

He squinted back in confusion, handing her the cigarette.

She stared at him and sucked on it, expecting to take down the smoke and blow it out languidly. Instead it burned its way down her throat, doubling her over, while the makings of the pullover fell down the steps into the dirt beyond.

At once, Liam was beside her, laughing and banging her on the back and taking the fag out her hand, while she coughed ripe as Granny Wallace from the Pailis chewing on her filthy black plug of tobacco.

She was happy to let her mind ramble back to the village, if only so she could ignore Liam sitting so close beside her. Closer than they’d been for years, if not for clinches under the bedclothes. Was it months now?

When her coughs quietened, she moved to fetch the pieces of pullover.

Except Liam jumped up and followed the thread to the escaped wool. Once he was sitting beside her again, he placed it in her hands and folded his fingers over hers.

‘We’re like the wool in that jumper, ain’t we lass? Unravelling. And no-one can untangle the mess of it.’

He stared at her then as if waiting on an argument both knew she wouldn’t raise. Their eyes might meet, but it was their only meeting place.

‘You’re not happy, are you, Mary?’

She grimaced, waiting for the trick – the reaction if she dared to tell him the truth. She wanted to pull back her hand; instead he squeezed it tighter.

‘Nothing turned out like we planned, eh, lass? We never should’ve got married.’

‘We have two beautiful weans, Liam. Would you wish them away too?’ Hurt spat in her words.

He patted her hand, then lifted his own away and drew the cigarette out of the side of his mouth. He exhaled the smoke, blowing a ring into the air and watching it haze into a misshapen blur. ‘No, Mary. I would not wish away me children. Or you either. I told you, long ago, you were the one good thing to happen to me after me mother. Now there’s two more added. But it don’t change the facts. We never should’ve got married. Just ’cause you start out friends, don’t mean it should be forever.’

‘Marriage is forever, Liam. Much as you fight it and hate me.’ There, she’d said it. She waited for his words to twist bitter now.

‘No, lass.’ He shook his head, holding her glare. ‘I think it’s you who hates me.’

By reflex, she shook her head in denial. Her mouth opened, but the words … ‘Well, we are married, Liam. Like it or not. You can resent me ’til your dying day, but our names’ll be scratched on a stone together in a cemetery until that crumbles into the dirt too.’ She said the last with a bitterness of tone she recognised blotted out all hope of more talk.

Liam confirmed it, standing up, grinding his fag butt into the timber boards of the porch deck. ‘You’re wrong, lass. I do care. But I can’t be the man you think I should be. That laddie died in the glaur of the pit. And a second time when he saw the disappointment in your eyes when he turned up alive. I’m sorry for you, Mary. Every damn day I’m sorry. I can’t do nothing to change it, but I would never wish you away – you or me children.’

He stepped off the porch, mumbling, ‘Just meself,’ and in two strides he disappeared into the shadows.

Each footstep damned her again, knowing her husband more honest than herself. She dashed tears from her eyes and snipped through the stitches on the hem of the pullover, tugging the threads loose and ripping out row after row while the body of the jumper disappeared in front of her. All the work in the making undone in minutes.
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For a whole week, Liam kept his tongue civil. He even stayed home most nights, though Mary would wake to find him out of the bed and pacing the yard. The red glow of his fag tracing the boundary. She’d drop the sheer curtain in the hallway and go back to the flat, grateful he was safe at least – but heartsick too.

One night, falling into bed exhausted – the babe at last improved – she was surprised when he came and sat down on the bed beside her, taking up her hand and running his fingers gently over the scar on her palm, then the same over the one on his own. She waited, what seemed an age, seeing the struggle on his brow, giving him proper chance to speak, but, the next minute, she was left in confusion when he ran out the room – crying.

She gazed into the shadows of the small room, stinking of sweat and pain and medications that made no difference. She could not help him.

She could not even get out of the bed to go to him but lay gnawing on her thumb, fretting over going back to work tomorrow and leaving the babe home with such a da.

But when she rose the next morning, Liam was up before her, both weans fed and dressed.

She was not so foolish as to leave Conor home with him. Instead she wished away a year of the laddie’s life and him to school while she walked him to Nanna Catherine’s. A compromise, but at least he’d be safe, if not wholly unscathed by the sharpness of the woman’s tongue.

Half an hour later, it was her guilty relief to be back at work, washing bedpans and sluicing sick trays, out of the four walls and away from the coughing and crying and misery. Wicked wife!

But in the dinner hour, after a promise made to the matron that she’d be back as soon as she checked on them at home, she arrived back at the boarding house to be greeted by the flat door hanging open and Julia’s screams choking the hallway. She flew inside to find the babe red-faced, her bed wet with vomit. Liam nowhere to be found.

She soothed the child and changed the linens, stone-faced. Unable to talk save through gritted teeth.

Once Julia was asleep, she paced the living room, or paced over what little space she could find, sensing in that moment Liam’s frustration – his urge to leave or lash out. The stifling over-crowding in the room closed in on her as each second passed. Waiting. The only thing stopping her from packing her bags, guilt over where she might flee and whether in her deepest heart she was looking for the excuse. You can’t leave him. Heaven knows what the dafty would do next without someone to watch out for him.

A minute later, the mine whistle accompanied Liam through the front door. His Cheshire grin might’ve set her screaming, only he demanded first, ‘What are you doing home so early?’

‘Where have you been, Liam?’

The smile faded from his face and she was relieved to think that he’d not gone entirely stupid.

‘Don’t get your bowels knotted up. I only went out for some air while the wean was sleeping. Me head hurts. Must be a change in the wind.’ He grinned at her again, hiking her ire.

She faced up to him and instantly regretted it, trapped between him and the overstuffed chair. No matter, it had to be said.

‘No, Liam. I’ve been waiting here near on an hour. Your daughter sicked up over her bed. The pet was near to choking when I came in. Left home alone. The door unlocked, you gone.’ She crossed her arms tightly over her chest, waiting on his response. Calm. Too angry to be other.

‘Aw, don’t start. The wean’s better now. You said it yourself this morning, bursting your brains to get out of here. What am I, a bleeding wet nurse?’

‘We’ve been all through this, Liam – a hundred times. Me working is just for now, to earn some money. When you’re better …’

‘When I’m better. When I’m better. Stop saying that all the bleeding time.’ He squeezed his forehead between his fingers, grimacing back at her – furiously. ‘I’m not sick, or sick in the head. It’s just the pain. It only hurts – around you.’

The babe started to fuss through the wall; her cries growing to wails while her father continued to rant.

‘You can say what you like to me, Liam. But you can’t leave our daughter home alone – ever again.’ Mary stared at him, decision made, a shake starting up in her knees. ‘And if you want be alone with her, you need to get yourself better first. Get some proper help.’

‘What do you know? Nothing about me. Nothing at all,’ Liam’s voice rose to a shout in her face. ‘You’re always telling me what to do. Thinking you’re better than me, bringing in a wage. Never caring how I feel. Never asking what I want. You never did care what I wanted, did you, Mary?’ Suddenly he was towering over her, hate steaming in his eyes.

Trapped, her feet mired in the battle, so much so she could not step aside for the wean now crying hysterically in the next room. It took every effort to force herself to step around Liam, but he spat venom in his words.

‘You’re not running away this time, Mary. Snivelling like you’re so hard done by. Filling me with the guilt for not measuring up. You got what you bleeding-well wanted. I might not have loved you in that way to start, but I always liked you. I never asked a blessed thing of you.’

Her face might have turned to stone at that. Instantly he recognised her accusation.

‘You wanted the sex, much as me. At least the first time. I am your husband. You were the one who wanted that too. Insisted on it, as I recall. It’s me right, Mary. God and the Church and everything holy will tell you that much. It’s me feckin’ right. If you had to have me name, it’s the least I deserved in return.’ He rasped each word like he’d swallowed the bitterest powder.

She couldn’t argue. And with Julia screaming the place down, she expected the police to come banging on the flat door. The stomps on the floorboards above said the neighbours were listening to every word. Her face flamed knowing such intimacies would be about the building by nightfall.

Liam pressed his hands over his ears, shaking his head, before flinging his arm in the direction of the wall. ‘Can you not shut that brat up? What have you done to our children, Mary? They hear my voice and bawl and whimper. What do you tell them when I’m not here? It’s you making them scared of me, isn’t it? Do you tell people I beat my children? Whip them for nothing?’

His eyes bulged frantic like he really believed she’d do such a thing.

‘You’re being stupid, Liam. Of course I don’t tell anyone any such thing. No-one would ever think such a thing. What’s wrong with you?’

The baby’s cries filled every space. Her screams choking as if on indignation for a miserable family, an unhappy home and parents who hated one another.

Did she? Did she hate Liam? No. But she did not like him. Much as she might understand all his reasons to be miserable. All that had gone wrong for him. But life for them was never meant to be more than it was. Even marriage didn’t mean you had to be happy every bloody minute of every bloody day. Where did he get such ideas?

Her heart ached then – for Julia. Not the wean screaming in the next room, but her namesake. Liam’s beautiful mother, who never but on a rare day spoke a cross word and had graced them all with her singsong voice. Placid, good, gentle Julia.

The type of wife and mother she could never be. She’d always be one to question the justice, or the lack. No, she’d not bark like her mother, or snipe wicked like Joe’s Catherine, but she’d open her mouth if she felt herself wronged without always taking time to consider the other side.

None of it mattered now. She needed to go to the wean. It was not the babe’s fault being born to such eejits.

As if Liam read her mind, he threw out his arm blocking the doorway. ‘We’re going to have this out, Mary. Now. Once and for all.’

Knowing Julia the light of his life and the babe halfway to heaven a week ago, Mary couldn’t believe he meant her to ignore the child choking on her sobs. But then, hadn’t he left her alone?

She ducked under his arm and, before he could register her defiance, she was in the room, stepping around the bedstead and reaching over the sides of the crib.

Liam’s revenge came swiftly, flinging her backwards against the wall. Her elbow cracked on the panelling while a madman stood in her stead – reaching for her child. Lifting Julia up under her arms into the air.

‘Shut, the fuck up, will you? Ain’t it enough you got your maw’s attention every minute of every damn day for weeks? Crying and crying and driving a man mental. Everyone thinks it’s the war, but it’s you. You won’t shut up. Now … be … quiet.’

‘Liam, stop it,’ Mary screamed, tripping on her skirts, trying to get to her feet.

Liam dropped the toddler back onto her bed and glared at the rumpled heap hiccupping hard into the mattress. Terror stealing any whimpers the child might make. He turned back to Mary, loathing ripe on his face. But the next second, it crumpled. Shattered into a sea of recognition and his frantic eyes tore back to the crib, then to Mary. He stumbled out the door with a wail.

For a second, Mary’s throat swelled like it might close over and never let her breathe again. Then she was at the crib, the babe in her arms. The wean’s silence scaring her witless. Then came the crying, Julia’s bawling a relief.

Mary breathed again. For long minutes, she paced the room, forcing each slow step to counter her racing mind. Only the child’s hiccuppy sobs broke the silence, but easing. Until the babe moulded to her shoulder and, with Mary’s fingers running rhythmically up and down the wean’s back, the wee girl’s breath slowed to a sleeping rhythm.

Still Mary did not set her down, knowing once she did her path would be set. No question in her mind on that score now. She would not risk her children again.

Three weeks ago, she’d asked herself if she’d cast the fear in her mind as an excuse, but now … Liam had proven what she’d once believed impossible.

Had the pain in his head eaten away his good sense? No matter. No matter how sick he was, there could be no excuse. Nor changing her mind. She’d not listen to any argument from her mother either. Or seek counsel from the priest, as Maw would insist, believing the views of the visiting Father spouted in last Sunday’s sermon. The same views, no doubt, taken as Maw’s own too now.

A man who’d never been married, preaching that men couldn’t help a show of temper on occasion. Not when they’d suffered a thousand tortures for King and Country. What burden was it for wives and mothers to carry some small, if bitter load in payment for all the sacrifices made in their names?

Seeing Agnes Holloway, in the pew in front, cringe to the left whenever her husband raised so much as his lips in a smile, Mary couldn’t fight the devil thought a bullet aimed better might not have gone astray.

No, she did not wish Liam dead. But he was never going to admit he was ill. Or seek help. Months of begging had shown her that.

She kissed the damp curls on her daughter’s head, willing the pounding in her breast to slow and her mind to calm. No pleas would change her mind. Not from Liam or from Maw. Not even from God Almighty.

Liam could make no excuse this time. She would never trust him again.
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Mary closed the door of the bedroom on the babe asleep at last. The living room settled so quiet she could hear the magpies warbling out on the wash-line. Yabbering as if they too had their two-penneth to say about things. As always, the ticking of the clock measured another frigid silence. She shivered, the measly fireplace giving no quarter to the misery in the house.

She glanced around, relieved to find the room empty. She hadn’t heard the front door slam but guessed Liam had gone out. He wouldn’t dare stay. Like as not he’d gone to the pub without a backward look.

She bent to pick up Conor’s blanky fallen under the table. She’d have to go to fetch him from Joe’s before bedtime. Only where bedtime would see them, she did not know. Her decision to leave had not yet taken that small practicality into account. She wound the material of the blanky around her hands and placed the softness up over her face, taking comfort in the warm smell of her son. Knowing she’d never found that comfort where she should – with her husband.

Her mind strayed to the bed in Egan Street, reaching for Conor’s soft skin and rumpling his baby hair. God, how she wished back those early days at Pearl’s. Those first strange days in Melbourne, where the bed seemed big as a boat, the two of them safe inside.

How simple the world had seemed then. But, of course, she couldn’t go back. Hadn’t she told Liam the exact same thing? Only now, there was no place for them to go forward to either.

A strangled cry of anguish broke from her lips as she registered the blond curls visible over the top of the overstuffed chair.

‘Liam.’ Her gasp outed before she could stop it.

The figure in the chair groaned and stood up. Like a man drugged, Liam stumbled towards her, arms outstretched as if pleading.

She took a step back from him and he crumpled at her feet, snatching for her skirts when she tried to step aside.

‘Please, Mary. You don’t understand. Julia’s the one good thing I’ve done since I came back from the war. Now it’s ruined.’

It’s ruined. Never he ruined it. Unable to move, Mary thrust the bit of blanket into her pocket and turned her glare away to the window glass. She’d have thought herself more likely to scratch out Liam’s eyes or beat on his chest for scaring their daughter silly. It was a strange, disjointed emotion to find an absence of anger. In its place, a chill spread through her body as cold as their room in the rows on a mid-winter’s night.

Liam’s sobs penetrated no further than her ears. She suspected nothing could pass through the ice crystallising in her veins.

He tried to reach out to take her hands again, but, to her relief, at her warning glance, he held back. ‘Mary, I didn’t mean it. I would never hurt … never mean to hurt the wean. You know I love her to the stars and back. More than I do my own self.’

When he stopped talking, she was taken by the silence. No boots stamped their protests upstairs now. Probably all ears were pressed to the floorboards, waiting on the next serialisation to play out in number three below. She could have been watching from above herself, so distant did she feel from the man tugging on her skirt hem and beating on his chest. She only vaguely became aware of her head shaking back and forwards like one of those clowns in the carnival arcade. ‘You won’t ever hurt her again.’

Liam’s wretched nails tore at his cheeks and his hair. Red-rimmed eyes pleaded with her to see him.

But she could not.

From some deep place inside of him, an animal wail keened, telling of an agony beyond help, no escaping its fate. He buried his face in her skirts, his bitter tears soaking in.

Similar scalding sobs yearned to break from her own chest then, and, against all good judgement, she longed to collapse in his arms, cry with him for all they had lost. But to do so would be to betray her daughter, forsaken once this day already.

She stood impassive. Knowing she could reach out to the curls she’d once adored and hold that hot, desperate head in the coolness of her hands. Turn Liam’s face up to hers and forgive him. If she had any love left in her heart. If he’d had enough for her and their children.

Liam’s sobs quieted.

Still she stood, not moving the fingers that itched to reach out.

Until Liam stood up, blowing his nose into his handkerchief. Then he picked his hat up off the floor and set it on his head. He stepped up close to her.

She met his eyes and was stunned when they stared back clear and determined. Perhaps something had broken clear in his mind at last.

When he spoke, his voice rang strong. ‘It’ll be all right, Mary. I’ll make things right for you and the weans. No more pain or disgrace,’ he said, glancing up at the ceiling. ‘You won’t need to worry. And, I want you to know, it’s my fault. All of it. But it will be all right now.’

Mesmerised by his eyes, changing from the cold green of a winter loch to the warm fronds of a summer conifer, she did not flinch when he reached forwards and pressed his lips against her forehead, gentle as a babe.

He only broke away when Julia’s cries started up again beyond the wall.

Mary had no chance to even tell him her decision.

He bolted out the door like a skittish roe deer, fleeing the bowman’s arrow.
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One quick cuddle and Julia fell straight back to sleep. Mary rocked the wean in her arms, willing her to sleep soundly so as she could clear her mind and set it in some direction, any direction away from here. Today the child weighed heavier than usual and Mary’s arms pained with the effort of holding her. She lay Julia down in her crib and left the room, leaving the door ajar in case she should wake again.

The blaze of light gone from the window glass in the hallway told Mary the sun had dipped below the row of pine trees across the road, the afternoon disappearing fast. She peered through the sheer curtain out to the street, making sure Liam wasn’t lurking at the gate or doing the unthinkable and skulking back. No doubt gloating that she’d likely lost her damn job by now, never having thought to phone the matron.

Back in their rooms, she bent to pick up two stray leaves off the arm of the overstuffed chair; brittle, they crunched in her hands. She sank onto the seat trying to ignore the fact she should be on her feet and packing, not collapsing like some aged granny. She closed her eyes at the thought of her mother. Knowing Maw’s probably the only direction she could turn. Maw would take in her grandchildren at least. If only to protect them from the shame of their mother deserting their father.

What would you prefer, Maw, I stay and something God awful to happen?

‘Ah! Think, will you?’ Mary rubbed her temples as if a rat was gnawing inside her head too. Her mind refused to order, chants from the doctors, Maw and Pearl repeating in her ears. None of it true. None of it right.

How long had she put her faith in professions of time? Well, time wasn’t working. Not quick enough for her and her children anyway.

She could wait on time no longer.

Oh, she’d not bring the disgrace of divorce to Maw. The woman might never recover. But she was going to leave Liam. Today.

And Liam would have to do whatever was right for himself.

Much as Joe might despair, he’d take his son in. At least until Joe threw him out again. Or Catherine did. Perhaps without herself or the children to drive him to tears, Liam might yet improve. Who could know what was in his head?

The man begging her earlier had sounded right enough. He could convince a barrage of doctors and lose half his pension acting normal outside their four walls – when his pride chose – yet act mad as a mullet at home. What indeed was in his head?

Even Liam couldn’t expect things to come right, not after today. For them, it was done and over. Yet he’d insisted he would make things right. How?

Could he turn back time and change things? Roll it forwards to a moment when he was well again? Hateful of her to think it, but it wouldn’t matter now. Wouldn’t change her decision. She could not live with him, even if he woke up well tomorrow. Perhaps if there’d been any real love between them to start, they might’ve overcome their troubles, but … the lack had always been their problem.

As if Liam would ever accept a lesser life than the one he dreamed of. Believed he still deserved. He’d be dead first …

‘Oh, Jesus …’ Mary’s hand flew to her throat. The image of his wretched face burned into her eyes – him kneeling before her, hopeless. Her with her cold disdain.

She leaped out of the chair and ran into the bedroom, had Julia in the perambulator and bouncing along the hallway to the landlady’s door with barely time to think what she was doing.

‘Please watch the babe for a bit, Mrs Garter. I’ve got … an urgent errand to run. Bless you. I’ll find some way to repay your kindness.’

She ran out the front door without waiting on an answer, leaving the woman gaping after her. She ran, her legs like jelly, hardly holding her upright. Terror scalded in her temples. She turned right, out the front gate, before spinning around in a panic, and scurrying left, colliding with Fred Bourke, from upstairs, swaying down the street with his huge beer belly.

‘Have you seen my husband, Mr Bourke? You know, Liam Merrilees?’

‘No, but it’s after five. I dare say you’ll find him at Taberner’s.’

She scowled at the man’s cheek and ran on. Why did everyone in this bloody country act like it their God-given right to comment on another person’s comings and goings? She never asked the man where he thought Liam might be at this time of day. Only if he’d seen him. Hot tears burned in her eyes, because it wasn’t Fred Bourke she was mad at, but her damn self. Racing around the countryside, letting her imagination run riot. All for a father scaring their children silly. Was it his intention to scare her this time?

Where are you, Liam? What are you thinking?

Every urge in her wanted to turn her feet towards Taberner’s. To find Liam there, rocking the pub chair on its back legs, swilling down pence they could ill afford. Instead she stumbled the other way. Heading towards Hagelthorn Street and Joe’s, but then, sighting the new houses going up in front of Ketter’s field, she stopped, fear hiking the stitch in her side.

She recalled the last time she’d stood in the field, glimpsing the boy she remembered in Liam’s eyes. It might’ve been only the dazzle behind the leaves of the swing tree, but on that day, it seemed the sun and the light reflected the warm emerald of his youth in those deep pools. Especially when he’d gazed down at Conor and his hand reached out towards his son. Her memory burned on the second he’d pulled it back. She’d known Liam still visited the swing tree on occasions; she found its leaves perished in his pocket. Collected like a wee boy collects shells on the seashore.

She stumbled on the uneven ground, snatching at a handful of paddock grass and cringing when it ripped through her fingers, cutting into the palm of her hand. She sucked on the pinpricks of blood breaking through the flesh and raised her eyes to scan the distant outline of the swing tree.

The sun blazed behind it, blinding her, dazzling through the leaves until her eyes adjusted, the rope looped over the branch hanging taut – a limp bundle suspended at the bottom.

She staggered forwards with a scream.
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Her mind faltered, drunken with fear. Unable to think beyond recalling the tan twill of the trouser legs over the back of the scrubbed wood chair that morning, the black stain on one knee causing her to curse. The same mark now boring into her eyes, growing surer the nearer she came. No, Liam Merrilees. Don’t you do this. Don’t you dare do this. Her eyes fixed ahead, not blinking. Ignoring the jar to her ankle, on finding a rock. Don’t you take him, Lord. Her lips bruising together as she reached the near side of the tree.

Feet hovering inches off the ground. Oh God, Liam, you could’ve just stretched out your toes.

With sudden hope this might yet be some nasty trick, she looked up.

The pale face tilted sideways – resting so peaceful. The only giveaway, the tip of the tongue poking swollen between the lips.

‘No, Liam. No.’ A fresh scream raged out her mouth.

She grabbed onto the legs lolling in front of her and hefted them up, twisting them to swing the rope free. Oh God, was she making it worse? Useless girl. Frantic, she let go and ran to the tree. Searched for a foothold to shimmy up its trunk.

Finding no such grip, she ran back to fling her arms about the legs, hoisting them up again. Praying some small amount of air might reach Liam’s lungs. If only she could hold him up until someone came.

Her gaze darted desperate to the road, along the boundary of the paddock. One hundred yards away, timber frames of the first new estate houses stood abandoned. She sobbed to think, half an hour earlier they’d have swarmed with men nailing and hammering the trusses. All of them gone off home.

Not a soul stepped out from the rear of the shops and offices backing onto the paddock. The only hint the town not deserted, an automobile horn tooting over on Graham Street. The only sign of life a crow shrugging in a dust bath by a clump of blackberry bushes.

The crush of Liam’s weight grew heavy against her chest. Jostling him higher, his hand brushed her face. She started in relief at the movement. Then she stared at the still, tiny blond hairs on the back of his hand. The veins swollen, near to bursting, yet she willed the fingers to reach out, to cup her cheek.

Her hand crept up his shirtfront, held still against his chest.

The truth in its stillness strangled the breath in her throat. Her arms fell loose, causing his body to swing. She flung her hands back to steady Liam’s legs as if it might hurt him less. Then, letting go, she sank onto her knees on the rocky ground, sobbing, ‘I can’t help you, Liam. I never could help you.’ She clamped her arms about her chest, dragging at her sleeves and rocking backwards and forwards, not knowing if the groans rasping in her ears were her own or from the tree branches moving in the wind.

‘God, why won’t you never hear me? Why? Why?’

The words repeated – over and over – refusing to be quieted. If she kept on saying them, she wouldn’t start to scream. For Liam. For Joe and dear Jane. For herself. Oh God, the children. Her eyes darted heavenward, searching for Da, flittered across the fields searching for Maw. Anyone, ’cept a priest.

She started and a rock cut into her knee beneath her skirts. She refused to let the yelp escape, but pressed her hands to the earth instead. Her fingers closed over a familiar shape. Came up holding a cigarette butt – she knew it a Havelock before even smelling it. So fresh, a wail jammed in her throat.

It couldn’t be real. Couldn’t. But the shoes dangling in front of her weren’t lying. Oh God! Liam! She couldn’t help but look up. See again the blue lips and saliva dribbling out the corner of his mouth.

She snatched away her blurry gaze. Shaking fingers reached out in front of her to press a shoelace swinging loose and she fought the urge to retie it. The dusty shoes belied the polish beneath the flecks of dirt. The socks above mismatched, but the darn on the right ankle faultless. She clasped the twill material of the trouser legs, scrunching it in her hands and crushing her face into it – casting her mind away from the weight within. Why would you not seek help, Liam?

‘Oh, God, why?’

The sun blazed on the horizon, splintering the world in front of her. Blinding her.

She could be dead herself. She was that calm. Too calm. Calm as when your second choice is to run screaming down the street, telling the world of your horror and denying your husband a Catholic burial.

‘Mary, lass, can you hear me? It’s Robbie Clarke. Let me help you.’

Fingers closed about her shoulders. Words cut through the haze. She glanced up, shading her eyes against the dazzle of the setting sun. Her knees shuddered and threw her off balance. Her whole body began to shake, her teeth threatening to splinter from their frenzied chattering. She could not even turn away in time to hide the hot stream of vomit flooding out of her mouth.

When she was done, Robbie used the neckerchief untied from around his own throat to wipe the sweat dripping off her forehead and her mouth clean.

Strong hands hauled her to her feet, manoeuvred her sideways, shifting her gaze away from Liam’s body.

‘We’ll bring him along directly.’ Robbie’s da’s voice rang familiar on the tree branch overhead. His partner, Royce Lee, stood off to the side holding up the weight of her husband.

She couldn’t think anymore with the uneven earth demanding her attention and herself giving Robbie support, as much as he to her. Her arm looped through his, trying not to hinder his crutches. Her leaving, a betrayal. When they reached the paddock edge, Des and the man, Lee, came alongside. Their arms linked under Liam’s, supporting him like he might have been falling-down drunk. Only if one looked down, his dusty shoes didn’t quite touch the ground.

The men nodded to her, pressing on, yet giving her enough time to recognise Des’s own neckerchief tied around Liam’s neck.

She tucked her arm tighter through Robbie’s, bidding him follow. Her feet found strengthened purchase with every step and she walked straight ahead following the leaders.

Robbie’s eyes flitted vigilant as a mother bird watching her all the way to the road. The same darting glances Joe gave her some nights when he brought his son home, watching to see if she’d be standing beside her bags rather than her husband.

Poor Joe. How would he bear it? Mightn’t it be easier to farewell a wean with all the promise and none of the disappointment? How would Joe go on – again?

At the corner they turned right instead of left. Des stopped to summon a young laddie. Flipping him a half-penny, he sent him scurrying towards Hagelthorn Street.

‘He’ll fetch Liam’s da,’ said Robbie. They continued on with Des and Royce Lee ahead, waving off the neighbours in the dusk with shakes of their head. Enough to send those interested back to their stoops shaking their own. Silently she blessed Des Clarke for his prudence, praying that no-one would suspect more than a terrible accident befallen the laddie from the flats.

No-one would doubt his wife upset – or come near. The grieving widow needed no show. Just to step, one foot in front of the other. Closing her eyes on the night coming and the grief waiting.


THE LAYING OUT

JULY 1919

Who would believe the hours past? Mary pressed the door to Joe’s good front room closed, but she might’ve guessed it her mother preventing it from shutting.

‘Maw.’

The insistence in Maw’s answering glare held her hand and her tongue and she closed the pair of them inside, against her better judgement. She raised her hand to Maw’s unspoken question. ‘No. I’ll do for him. I’m his wife.’

Her mother set down a basin of warm water. The rest of the items for the laying out waited on a tray on the sideboard. A suit of clothes and undergarments draped over the chair. The shoes now polished to a high shine.

Mary turned and drew in a jagged breath – Liam lying naked under a towel on Joe’s good room table. Surrounded by the trappings of Catherine’s social rise, in niceties not previously known to the Merrilees. Never to the O’Donnells. Woven rugs graced the floor and a gilt-framed portrait of the family hung over the fireplace. Navy velvet draperies clad the window frame, rendering it a room much above Mary’s memory – the one time she and Liam had lain together in the next room.

Maw, mistaking the cause of her indrawn breath, hissed on its heels. ‘What was the man thinking, committing a mortal sin against God and his wife?’

Mary clamped her tongue between her teeth. A mild hysteria rising in her breast. She was not going three rounds with Maw now, or opening her mouth and have Maw think her giving in to the grief a second time. She comforted herself instead, the painting, the velvet drapes, and the crystal decanter on the chiffonier reflected a world Liam had dreamed of all his life. Not in a miner’s cottage, in a State-owned town, but more fitting than their dingy rooms on Watt Street.

The face by her hand might be sleeping, so smooth the brow and peaceful. Only its pallidness gave away the truth. She sucked in a sharp breath, but could not breathe it out on seeing the fringed waves of blond eyelashes – never to open again.

What colour are your eyes, Liam, on such a day?

She supposed she should be grateful to Des Clarke and the fates that saw them closed, needless of the pennies waiting on the tray. She crossed herself, smothering a laugh. You’ve got me, haven’t you, Lord? I can’t never get away from thanking you for small mercies. Even with the larger ones going begging. What a riddle – religion. The alternative too awful.

‘It’s not a laughing matter, girl. What will people say? And what of the priest? Lord knows what gossip is about already. There’ll be talk. And questions.’

‘Not now, Maw. I swear …’

Maw sniffed on the opposite side of the table, but held her tongue. Lord knows by what higher power. Whatever authority bound Mary in gratitude.

Was it her fault? Her and her cold disdain? Her refusal to hear any apology or even talk with Liam. I never even told him I was leaving.

Who are you lying to now? He knew. Course he knew.

At a cough from Maw, she stepped forwards and ran her fingers through the waves of wheat-blond hair. Breathing through the thought, it still soft and alive. When does hair die? Does it die? Is it alive? Stop it.

Her fingers stilled on the rolled material of Des’ neckerchief, still tied around Liam’s neck, then busied working the knot until it fell loose. The band of the rope’s mark paled to parchment on skin already growing waxen.

Her gasp brought Maw around beside her, passing a cloth moistened in the basin on the sideboard.

‘While the water’s warm.’

Mary nodded, grateful, and took the flannel. She wiped it gently over her husband’s face. Soft over his eyes and tender around his lips. Trailing the cloth over his neck with measured pressure. Forgive me, my lovely laddie. You were for the longest time.

She placed the cloth back in the basin and swirled it around before rolling it over the bar of scented soap Maw handed her, knowing it Catherine’s favourite.

She squeezed the flannel and, raising her husband’s arms, rolled it over the soft hairs in the curves, before Maw raised up one shoulder for her to wash his back and buttocks. The skin cold and firming under her touch.

Then she dried over the chest, trailing her fingers through the fine, downy hairs. The emptiness of the body finally penetrating her mind. She turned from it, only Maw pressed the washcloth back into her hands.

She heard Jane come into the house and Conor’s shrieks of delight at the arrival of his sister. The two wean’s footsteps running on the boards down the hallway. How she longed to go to them, hold them, but she turned her face back to her husband, drawn by a tenderness not felt since their shared moment in the very next room, what seemed like a lifetime ago.

A night of tender words and touch. A closeness never repeated. She prayed the memory enough to carry herself beyond this day and those coming. When she’d have no answers for her children, only a story to weave. A story she’d once believed real. Real as washing down the limbs of her dead husband. The fresh soaped cloth following the knotted cords of his disfigured calf, offering up signs of war and of damage she could and couldn’t see. Scars and agonies she could never dream. The pain in a man’s head finding no rest, allowing in no joy.

No chance to claim back the life he’d dreamed – anything less never going to be enough. You never could wait on time changing things, could you, Liam? Or perhaps … you knew how short you were of time. Or that for you time never could change anything? Never would.

‘Oh, God!’ The sadness of it snagged in her throat. She nodded, grateful to Maw for the pressure squeezing her forearm and bringing her back to task. Handing her the clothes – one by one.

She drew her next breath deep, as if she’d been taking no air. Surprised she went on breathing at all with no thought to do so. She laid her hand over the still chest beside her. Over the place where Liam’s heart should beat and wondered how long since it had shrivelled to silence. She shuddered and took the singlet from Maw’s hands, easing it over his head while Maw helped her put through the arms and tuck the waist decent into his trousers. At each button of the shirt she lingered, knowing the job near done.

She took the rosary beads from Maw’s offered hand and looped them through Liam’s fingers, before crossing his arms over his chest. Praying she’d set them right as Maw pressed a cushion beneath each elbow.

Barely aware of a light tapping on the outside of the door, she recognised Jane’s whisper behind it. Then Maw stood back at her side, passing over a creamy gentleman’s scarf.

Mary nodded, taking the filmy material in her hand and raising up Liam’s head, laying its folds gently around his neck to cover the tell-tale line his collar did not hide.

Done, she wanted to open Liam’s eyes to see himself. For her to see the emerald sparkle of the boy running delirious in Neddy’s field. Running towards his dreams forever. Only …

Julia’s cough crackled from the hallway.

At the click of the door, she realised Maw had gone out of the room, found her own head laid heavy on Liam’s chest, sobs coming thick and not knowing how she got there. Only glad to be. Crying to honour all the years of friendship in the Pailis, if not a love taken into marriage. The lovely laddie, if not the man. And the father of her children.
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‘Mary, I’m that pleased to see you,’ gushed Winnie Sloy. ‘Well, I was very sorry, really, to read the notice in the paper. Only I can’t help being glad for the chance to see you again. Only not … I mean … Oh, dear …’

‘I understand, Winnie. I do.’ Mary patted the girl’s arm, surprised she could utter the words with no emotion or upset at Winnie Sloy come to the wake and the Requiem. She added a small smile of reassurance for Winnie couldn’t look more ill, or puffier of face. In front, she bloated out pregnant.

‘Twins, I’ll wager,’ Maw hissed spiteful in passing.

Mary coughed loudly to cover any further sarcasm coming from her mother, though not a soul would guess Winnie at a wake to watch her stuff cake in her gob, gossiping and begging on any bit of news. As friendly to Mary as if the pair of them took tea every week.

‘Would you like to come and stay at the farm with me awhile, Mary?’ Winnie gushed. ‘You know, until you get over things – you and the children? I could do with a bit of company.’ She nodded, hopeful.

Mary fixed her smile without answer. While Winnie snuck a worried peek out the good room window to where her husband sat on their dray in the road, along with his dogs – the mongrels barking, like they’d done all through the burial.

Mary moved on without excuse, grateful for the numbness of widowhood. It was good of Joe and Catherine to host the wake, freeing her to thank the small gathering of mourners come to pay their respects. Even if most of them were Joe and Catherine and her mother’s friends.

Then Maw was at her elbow. ‘I notice your Proddy friend isn’t showing his face. I’d’ve thought he wouldn’t miss paying his respects whatever his intentions. The cheek of him coming to the Requiem. Father O’Sullivan would’ve stopped the Mass if he’d a clue.’

‘Maw, if you’re acting uppity over Tom Robbins, don’t bother yourself. Tom only came for the funeral. He paid his respects to me at the cemetery. He’s gone to catch the afternoon train.’ Mary reset the bland expression on her face, hoping her eyes didn’t reveal her disappointment at that fact. Tom’s friendly face had been such a welcome sight at the church, just knowing him there a comfort.

Maw sniffed, tossing her head indignantly. ‘Good riddance then. And a good thing too. You know how people like to talk.’

‘Yes, Maw. I do.’ Mary changed the subject, bending to catch the chubby chops of Julia, running past after her brother. Jane on their heels. ‘Hello, angel.’

She snatched up the wean, burying her face in the child’s soft curls. Wavy as Liam’s as a boy. She’d quite forgotten how much the pair alike. Like so many other memories creeping up on her over the past days, wrapping her in bittersweet agony.

She crossed herself then, wondering why it was some memories scribed indelible across your mind, yet others disappeared like wisps of smoke from a fire.

She slumped into the wingback chair, set apart from the groups of mourners huddled on the dining chairs and settee, and held her daughter close. The child’s eyes drowsed with fatigue and she sucked hard on her thumb, while Mary twirled the lass’s short ringlets around her finger gently until the length ran out and she started again.

It would be easy to take on the blame. For all that had happened, for all she’d not seen. Impossible for her to know now whose fault it had been.

No, it were both.

It wasn’t all a waste but. She’d only to look at Julia and Conor, innocent and ignorant of the real reason for the gathering to know that. In the last three days, her son sometimes stopped to peer up at her, confusion grave on his face. His mouth fixed solemn to match her own, until his sister pulled on his hair or dragged him down to wrestle on the ground. His laughter bubbled out of him then, beyond any measure of assumed grief.

She smiled to think of another sweet laddie who’d held up his own games, sneaking pockets full of blackberries to her stuck at home scrubbing pots. He would see heaven’s door open, surely. Heaven could not deny such laddies and men. Laddies lost in the war and not finding their way home.

Jane broke her thoughts, placing a cup of tea in her hands and reaching for the toddler growing restless in Mary’s lap.

Mary sighed. How she would miss Jane’s sweet company when the younger girl went to begin her teacher training. Still she was glad for her friend at Joe’s change of heart.

‘Dear Jane. What will I do without you when you go to Melbourne? I should be the one up making cups of tea.’

Jane waved away her protests. ‘You’ve been thinking of everyone else far too long, Mary. It’s beyond time to think about what you want.’

Mary couldn’t answer the sweet girl but gulped the scalding tea instead. How could she bear to think beyond this day?

Somewhere behind her, Winnie Sloy giggled hysterically. ‘Don’t even joke, Mrs O’Donnell. Twins wouldn’t be funny at all.’

The hum of voices nagged at the edge of Mary’s mind, while she waited for Maw to move on – mischief done. But then her mother’s voice reached across the room from where she stood speaking to a couple of older women on the settee sipping tea.

‘Mary and the children will come to us in Ivor Street, of course. She has no benefit coming from the Friendly Society or any policy to pay out,’ Maw answered their clucking sympathies. ‘I won’t see one of me own on the streets.’

Mary fumbled the teacup she was holding, clattering it into the saucer, spilling the dregs and chipping the delicate rim. Maw’s decree news to her.

‘We’ll likely tear each other’s throats out before the end of the month,’ Maw sighed, dramatically, ‘but we can always knit away the hours in different rooms of the house. Of course, my daughter will want the same. She’s not a ninny.’

Mary never heard the knock at the front door, only saw the figure in the good room doorway dragging off his hat.

Tom searched the room. On finding her, the boyish turn up to his lips formed into a smile that warmed her from across the room.

Mary made to rise from the chair, unable to stifle a gasp of pleasure, until, with a poke to her shoulder, she looked up to meet Maw’s narrowing gaze.

Across the room Catherine appeared at Tom’s side, bidding Samuel take Tom’s coat and hat and show him the way outside to the men.

Tom paused, shrugging helplessly. His teeth caught on his bottom lip and he could only send a slight wave Mary’s way, before following the lad out of sight down the hallway.

The sudden warmth in the room threatened to suffocate Mary, along with the drone of voices beginning to echo in her ears. She tugged loose the top button of her blouse and only just bit back the retort at catching Maw’s frown. It’s only a bloody button, Maw. I’m not taking off my whole damn blouse.

Calm returned with the pressure of two strong hands squeezing her shoulders over the back of the chair. She glanced up to Joe with a grateful smile. Joe, who’d taken care of every blessed worry these past few days with not a frown of censure or blame. The dear man there for her and the children, despite his precious face crumpling during the Requiem, his cheeks drenched with tears in the cemetery.

‘I’m glad young Robbins came back to the house,’ he said, coming around beside her.

Mary turned away from his pointed gaze, knowing her cheeks flamed unbecoming for a grieving widow.

Only Joe’s hand on her shoulder drew her around. ‘Better that young man goes back to the city as soon as he can. In the city, a man can be who he wants to be – do what he wants, away from a lot of gossips and people dictating how another person should live.’

Mary could barely meet Joe’s eyes. She fingered the rim of the broken teacup instead, praying it would pierce her skin and give her an excuse to flee.

‘Wish I’d learned that lesson sooner myself, lass. My son might have lived a different life – a happier life. And yours would’ve turned out different too. The war and all has shown me that much.’ Joe glanced around the room, pausing overlong on Maw.

He nodded to Mary then before moving across the room to stand next to his wife, quietlike, while Catherine nattered on, seemingly oblivious to his presence. Only then her hand reached up behind him, her fingers patting his back so gentle as no-one would notice. When Joe’s head inclined towards his wife, almost imperceptible in reply, a sob rose in Mary’s throat for the privilege of noticing. Wishing many things could have been different.

But they weren’t, were they, Liam? We never had that understanding. Not even back in Scotland, for all my willing and wanting it.

She stood up and collected a pair of empty cake plates, sprinkled with crumbs. She stacked them under her teacup and saucer and carried the lot towards the doorway.

Not fast enough to escape Maw.

‘Come and speak to Mrs Shorten, daughter. Her husband died last year and her nephew’s just come home from one of them city mental asylums. Poor man’s going off the deep end again.’

Mary reddened at her mother’s lack of discretion but Mrs Shorten nodded keenly alongside her.

‘Excuse me, Maw. Mrs Shorten. Mr Robbins doesn’t have a cup of tea.’ She left them then; the older widow’s mouth flapping open, Maw’s glare saying forgiveness unlikely.

She carried the crockery into the hallway, through the living room and into the kitchen where the kettle simmered on the range. Beyond the window glass, Tom stood in the yard bouncing her daughter on his hip. The lassie laughing and playing peek-a-boo, putting her hands over Tom’s eyes while Conor darted around his legs, being chased by Bertie Sloy – the poor laddie limping along behind him on a crutch. The man had ears only for the children, not for the men and miners standing around about them, nor their talk of trees and pit ponies and mud-sodden roads.

Mary carried a freshly poured cup of tea down the back steps and over to Tom. Bundling the wean from his arms, she set Julia down in exchange for the cup and saucer. Then she nodded to the men, fallen silent at her appearance as if she’d interrupted a meeting of Masons.

Tom took her arm and led her aside from their stares. ‘How are you holding up, love?’

‘All right,’ she assured his worried frown. ‘What else would I be?’

‘Sad. Mad as hell. Ready to kick a blind dog. You’re entitled.’

‘Maybe.’ She met his questioning stare straight-on. ‘I’m all those things. But it’s not the O’Donnell way to go shouting about it, in case you’ve forgotten.’

‘Yes, more’s the pity,’ Tom answered, glancing around as if he expected to find Maw at his elbow, chasing up his note of disgust. ‘You need to go out into a forty-acre paddock and scream. Cry until you’re hoarse. Otherwise it’ll all twist around in your gut and stop you breathing. Stop you doing a lot of things you might.’

How could she explain? The twist, the rub – none of it clear in her mind. ‘I wouldn’t know if I’d be weeping as much for what might have been, or what was, I’m that confused.’ The yard around her swam in front of her eyes.

Tom’s firm hand grasped her forearm and steadied her from swaying backwards, when an exultant shriek from Winnie’s son stole the attention of all to the children playing tiggy around the legs of the frowning men.

Grateful, Mary breathed away the moment as Julia tugged on her skirts, trying to drag her after a wee white butterfly.

She smiled when Tom set down his teacup by the gully trap and followed after the babe, the pair creeping quietly until Conor and Bertie caught onto their game.

Tom touched his finger to his lips when the butterfly lighted on the leaves of Joe’s honeysuckle growing up the side fence. His hands swept in from either side to cage the creature.

To the delight of the children, he knelt to show off his winged catch – up close.

‘Put him in a jar,’ said Bertie. ‘I’m gonna take him home with me.’

Tom winked up at Mary, shaking his head. ‘No, son. This little fellow will die if we try to hold him long.’ He opened his hands and the butterfly stalled a moment, as if not knowing what to do. Then, in a flicker, it made up its mind and flew up and over the fence.

The children ran squealing after it.

Tom turned to Mary, taking up her hand.

‘Daughter, come inside.’ Maw’s tone blistered from the far side of the screen door. ‘Father O’Sullivan is leaving.’

Still Tom kept hold of Mary’s hand and her eyes. ‘Some creatures should never be caged, Mary. Sometimes they just need reminding they can fly.’

‘Mr Robbins is leaving too now,’ Maw interrupted again, stepping out onto the stoop above them. ‘Don’t keep him talking and make him miss his train, daughter.’ Maw nodded to a shadow behind her and Samuel appeared, ducking around her girth, bringing Tom’s coat and hat.

At a warning squeeze of Tom’s hand, Mary held her tongue. Instead she took in the sudden quiet in the yard, the men standing, bottles halfway to their lips, drinking in the scene, while up at the kitchen window, Catherine peered down on proceedings reproachfully.

She would not repay Joe’s kindnesses by causing a worse scene than her mother. Or risk embarrassing Tom. She glanced back at him, reassured by the calm in his eyes. Still, she let go of his hand.

‘See,’ Maw puffed up smug, ‘even my daughter knows you’ve no right to be here, Mr Robbins. A bleeding Protestant at a Catholic wake!’ Maw sniffed, staring around at the huddle of men, setting up an awkward shuffle amongst their ranks. The interest on their faces turning as the mood in the air.

‘Maw, stop it.’

‘It’s all right, love,’ Tom soothed. ‘I’m going now, but,’ he turned and glared steady back at Maw, ‘I’ll be back at the end of the week.’
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Maw had not spoken to Mary in the three days since.

The moment was coming, though, when Mary would have no choice but to talk to her mother. She unfolded Tom’s letter, delivered in the morning post, and read it over again. The sheet softening from her frequent rereading to be sure the pen-strokes real, the promise true.

I love you, Mary. I have for the longest time. Plus, of course, my mate, Conor. And now the Princess Julia too.

I want you to be my wife.

How could she explain the guilt mixed in with the longing Tom’s words wrought? Was it too soon?

Of course it was!

Even Tom feared it.

But I let you go once before without telling you how I feel and I’m not going to make that same mistake again.

Especially when I never thought I’d have the chance.

I’ll be back on the Friday train.

The same words repeated on his leaving the wake.

Their brief shared moment at the gate had nearly proved Mary’s undoing. Any stoicism on her part born solely from Maw’s black glare burning into her back while she bade Tom goodbye. Her every urge to not let him go away without her. His peck on the cheek and promise to return had left her mouth flapping, and her unable even to guess what she’d’ve replied had she the chance. Only left her to wonder what type of woman was she to even think about another man on the day she buried her husband.

Your answer will be if you’re waiting for me.

Mary refolded the letter and placed it down between her chemise and her skin. She breathed in the quietness of the room, pressing her hand to where the paper rested over her heart, grateful to Jane for taking the children out walking in the fresh air while she was supposed to be getting on with her packing. She prayed the solitude might settle her mind, give her an answer at least. Then the rustle of paper under her hand turned accusing, as if saying she should be grieving for her dead husband. The thoughts in her mind adulterous, as if it Tom’s hand pressed to her breast.

Maw and the Church would see it a sin. Not to mention the greatest affront to that woman’s pride ever known. Even if the Church didn’t excommunicate her, Maw most certainly would.

Mary trembled. Could she do that to her children? Deny them more family when they’d already lost so much?

If it were only herself to think of, how much easier would it be? Of course, she loved Tom, but was love enough to contemplate a mixed marriage? Once upon a time, she’d considered the same a sin. Was she strong enough to face the ridicule coming? She’d heard the priest in the pulpit. Seen Ginny Watson in the Pailis scorned for stepping into the Church, when she was only trying to convert to marry her Dermot.

A year ago, she’d been too afraid to admit the truth to herself about her feelings for Tom. Let alone to Pearl. How in God’s name was she going to tell Maw?

Hah! You want to go the moon, but you can’t step out your own street without your maw’s blessing.

And only one day left to make up her mind.

She grimaced, laying her hand on the children’s freshly laundered clothing laid out on the table. The piles said she’d made up her mind already, only the best articles washed, darned and pressed. The raggies set aside, which, they would not be, would they, if you were only going to Maw’s?

A sudden, brusque rap on the door scattered the wash beneath her hand.

‘Are you going to open this door, daughter? Or leave me standing all day on the mat?’
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She was thankful Maw had come to her, even if the woman’s lips were pursed and eyebrows knit in consternation. Meeting in her familiar, not in Ivor Street – where a step over the mat would reduce her to a child, in her mother’s eyes at least.

Maw bustled in, rolling up her sleeves without so much as good day. ‘No point putting off what has to be done. It’s time to pack up your husband’s effects and get on.’

Whether I’m ready to or not. Mary closed the door behind her. No chance to conceal the piles of clothing on the table screaming her hypocrisy.

‘So,’ Maw flicked at a vest on top of the pile, ‘have you come to your senses and coming home to Ivor Street then?’

When silence her only answer, Mary cringed at the sourness washing Maw’s face. The cogs in the woman’s mind no doubt working double time and coming to the horrendous, yet rightful conclusion.

‘Sainted Mother of God! Don’t dare be telling me what me eyes see well enough. One look at your smug puss … ’

‘Maw, don’t take on. I was coming to tell you this afternoon, whether you want to hear it or not. Tom is coming to fetch us tomorrow.’

‘Good God in heaven, your husband’s not cold.’

A sudden urge to laugh bubbled up inside Mary. She prayed it the grief making her hysterical, not her mother repeating an accusation made once before. Oddly she was not mortified by the insult this time. She hid her smile in a grimace, folding the last of Liam’s vests, doubting Maw would see the humour. Maw was never going to take the news of her going with Tom well, no matter how carefully she couched it.

Of course, it was unnaturally quick after her husband’s death to be going away with any man. And Tom, a Protestant …

‘What the devil will people think?’

‘No-one will give it a thought unless you tell them, Maw. Tell them I’ve gone back to my job in Melbourne.’

‘Lie? You want me to lie for you?’

‘No.’ Mary sighed. ‘Say whatever you like, Maw. Tell them the truth. Say I’ve gone to be with the man I love, who happens to be a Protestant. I don’t care a jot what a lot of bigots have to say about it. I do care what you think, whether you believe me or not. I accept you’re never going to give us your blessing, but if you could just try and have a little Christian compassion. Think about what’s best for me and the children for a change, not what other people think.’

‘What about your poor children?’

‘They’ll be raised Catholic.’

‘You won’t be married in front of the altar.’

‘As if that would change anything. Won’t you at least sit down and talk about it sensible, Maw?’

‘Ain’t nothing to talk about,’ Maw sniffed. ‘I’ll not have my talk taken as condoning you stepping out of the Church. I’m here to help pack up your things to come to Ivor Street and, pray the blessed Virgin, to your senses.’

‘I’m not asking your permission, Maw. Sometimes I think you’d rather I lay down and died rather than … shame you.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. Why can’t you wait a decent mourning period? Until you’re not mad with the grief, making fool decisions and damning yourself to hell.’

Mary gritted her teeth at the last, focusing instead on folding Liam’s remaining shirts. Most of them too raggy to even give away or make over for Conor. A slight whiff of Liam’s hair oil caught in her throat. It was hard to believe he was gone. And all the waiting in the world hadn’t changed things between them. Time had made no difference. Only made things worse.

‘Waiting another week, a month, or a year, isn’t going to change my mind, Maw. I want to be with Tom. He wants to marry me.’

‘Selfish, selfish girl.’ The set on Maw’s face turned ugly. ‘Always wanting what you’re not supposed to have. What do you think Julia Merrilees would say, her son not dead a week and you taking her grandchildren to live with that … Prod? Good God in heaven, what have I reared?’

At the mention of Mrs Merrilees, Mary faltered. She might’ve been trying to take it easy on Maw’s feelings, but it apparent the woman in no way going to play fair with hers. It calmed her recalling Mrs Merrilees had believed better of her than Maw ever did.

‘I’m not a bad person, Maw. I know I’ve made mistakes – hundreds probably. But I never set out to hurt you, or your good name. Why do you always want to think the worst of me?’

‘Robbins doesn’t even go to church. Except for funerals he’s no business attending.’

‘Oh, Maw, Da didn’t step inside a church for years. Did it make him any less of a good husband to you? Or father to us girls? No!’

That set the woman gumming an argument that could find no voice. Maw snatched up one of Julia’s nightgowns, shaking it out of its folds and smoothing it over her breast, refolding it to her satisfaction.

‘Did Deirdre know, Maw?’

‘What are you talking about – Deidre?’

‘You told Mrs Merrilees about your sister on the ship. Did Deidre know you thought her bright and beautiful before she died?’

A steeliness came into Maw’s posture then. She glared around the dingy room, nodding, as if that helped make up her mind on her answer.

‘All right. Since you’re so eager to walk in my sister’s shoes, perhaps it’s time you knew the truth.’

Maw’s self-assured nod made it seem more like a punishment coming than an explanation.

‘You’d best know my part in it too, God forgive me. How I gave my sister the pounds to go in the first place. Helped her into the hole, as sure as if I dug out the dirt and shovelled it back in on top of her. Another ninny wanting to go to the moon.’

‘Maw, stop. You’re only making it up to try and make me stay.’

‘Pah! Do you think your elders and the priest make up shite just to keep the likes of you down and misery? No! They’ve seen what comes of mixing with them you’re not supposed to. You can think me harsh as you like. Better that than the other. I believed in my fool sister’s dream, until she walked back through the door, a bulge under her skirts she never left with. Half starved. And mad with the grief over that fellow. Unable to eat, or sleep, or settle.

‘No-one could do a blessed thing for Deidre, except get the wean out of her before she passed. The mite, born too soon, gave up in the next breath too. So I waited. Then I wrote the father telling him my sister had bore him a son. No more. Within a fortnight, he was on the stoop. A blanket boasting his crest in his hand. An older couple waiting in a carriage, in the road, come to fetch the babe back to London. Not my sister, of course. The brute made that clear before I told him the truth.’ Maw picked at the fluff pilling a wee jumper, while Mary blew her nose.

‘Don’t waste your tears on Deidre. You’ll need them for yourself. My sister got what was coming to her – flouting God and his teachings. As do all sinners.’

‘Maw, how can you be so cruel?’ Mary shook her head incredulous, though it did explain Maw’s refusal to let her come home to Ivor Street before Conor was born or show her face at Sloy Farm – until catastrophe struck.

‘What’s done is God’s will,’ Maw huffed. ‘But not a day in me life have I not wished I’d been ten times harder on Deidre. Might have saved that fool girl’s life. Instead I have to live with my part in enabling her nonsense.’ Maw straightened her back, starting to grab up garments off the table, stuffing them into a pillow sack, undoing all her handiwork of earlier. ‘I’ll not let the same folly ruin you or your children. Or their faith.’

‘Maw, what are you doing?’ Mary tried to wrest the sack out of Maw’s hands. ‘You can’t blame Deidre or her baby dying on what she did. Babies die all the time. Even babies of perfect Catholic mothers, some who never sweated a sin in their life? You know that better than most. Don’t you, Maw?’

Her mother flung around, swinging the sack hard enough to jolt the sideboard, sending a battered tin falling to the floor and the lid bursting open. Liam’s bits and bobs spilling over the rug.

‘Don’t you dare to lecture me, my girl.’ Maw puffed up, striding across the room, snatching Conor’s blanky hanging off the fireguard and shoving it into the sack too. ‘You, wanting to enter a detestable marriage. Pervert your children. You’re … you’re an improper mother. Unfit to raise them. And I’ll not let you take them. Not into that heretic’s house.’ Maw stood panting, shaking the bundle in Mary’s face. ‘If I have to fetch the welfare to come and take them off you meself.’

‘Maw, you can’t. What do you think you’re doing?’ Mary laughed, half-hysterically, trying to wrench the sack out of her mother’s hand. She could hardly draw breath, her mounting anguish eating the air. No-one could take away the children for my going with Tom, could they?

‘Marrying Tom isn’t against the law.’

‘The Church forbids such a marriage.’ Maw gripped onto the sack harder. The worn material beginning to rend between their hands.

‘Not if we get a dispensation, Maw. You know we can. Remember Dermot back in the Pailis?’

‘Do you think Father O’Sullivan will wave Robbins into St Joseph’s once he knows what he’s been up to before your husband even dead in the hole?’

‘You don’t know any such thing to tell the priest,’ Mary shrieked.

‘Father O’Sullivan knows right enough. Course, he knows. He’s a priest.’

‘Why the big charade then, Maw? The scarf around Liam’s neck? Did you confess to the priest that you tried to dupe God Almighty?’ The pitch of Mary’s voice rose in time to the scrape of chairs in the flat overhead.

Maw’s face turned puce. ‘It were the only way to get your husband put into the consecrated ground.’

Mary forced calm into her voice. ‘A lie is a lie, Maw. Any sin still a sin. You taught me that.’

‘You’re one to talk, going with that … heretic.’

‘Stop calling him that!’ Mary tore the sack out of her mother’s hands, clothes tumbling to the floor while the pair stood gasping across from one another.

Still Maw found air to hiss. ‘Well, that’s what he is, isn’t he? Any marriage between the two of you would only be tolerated. Never blessed.’

‘Then maybe I won’t get married in your damn Church.’

Maw’s hand flung out, striking hard across Mary’s cheek. ‘You’re deranged over that … devil. He’s perverted you.’ Maw clutched at her bosom, about ready to keel over in her paddy. Spittle forming in the corners of her lips, the snarl on her face reminding Mary of Sloy’s mongrel dogs.

Her rigid set the same.

‘Did you want the sex so much, daughter?’

‘What? Maw!’ Mary dropped the remains of the tattered sack, her squeal strangling in her throat. ‘I can’t believe you’d say such a thing to me. What are you talking about? Tom?’

Maw shrugged, spreading her arms as if to say, Take it how you like. ‘Have you added adulterer to your list of sins? Are you working your way through the commandments, one by one, like a list of achievements?’

Mary gulped a breath so deep she could scarcely see straight, as if her eyes were being pumped full of air. ‘No, Maw. I did not have the relations with Tom Robbins. Never once.’

A tingle set up in her jaw while she waited. Waited while Maw stood shaking her head, stone-faced.

‘Maw, I swear it. Why won’t you never believe me?’

‘Balderdash! Even if you ain’t jumped the gun yet, it don’t take a scholar to know what the man was thinking long before your husband gave up his last breath. That’s what people will think. Your husband killed himself because you were leaving him for that … Prod.’

‘Oh, Maw, you know Liam was raving for months, he’d be better off dead.’

‘No wonder, his wife pandering to another man.’

‘Maw!’ Mary might’ve gone mad then, ripping at the buttons on her blouse and wrenching it open, dragging up her chemise and baring her breasts. ‘Look, look at me, Maw. You didn’t believe me then either. But I wasn’t lying, was I? But you didn’t believe me until I bled. Is that what you want from me now? Blood? An apology? Me to be a good girl and do as you tell me ever after? What difference did that ever make to you? I was never as good as my sisters. Or my wee brother. You wished me in that box instead of Seamus, didn’t you? Didn’t you, Maw?’

When Maw refused to look at her, Mary couldn’t hold back a sob. ‘I’m sorry it were Seamus died, instead of me. I’m sorry I couldn’t save Thady. I’m sorry for disgracing you and getting pregnant out of marriage. But I’m not sorry for my children. And I’m not sorry for loving Tom Robbins. He’s a good man.’

Gulping, she stared down at the pale lines crisscrossing her breasts. She sucked in each mouthful of air, slow and deliberate, trying to steady her breathing. Calm herself, before tugging down her chemise and doing up the buttons on her blouse.

Her mind made up.

‘You never even said sorry, Maw. I might’ve thought you cared a wee bit, if you did.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. Course I said sorry. A hundred times.’

‘No, Maw. You never did. Not once.’

‘You always were a martyr to your misery, girl.’

‘Oh, my God, Maw! You want to think the worst of everybody in the world. Well, I’m not Deirdre. And Tom is not that fellow in London. He loves me. And the children. And even if he didn’t, I’m not going to live my life trapped in fear like you. Bending to rules made up by men – not God. Afraid to even look in the direction of happiness, in case I fail, or sin, or break a rule. Maybe I will go to hell. But you’ll not take my children. Or tell me how to raise them. Or who to be with. I’ll meet the devil under my own steam, thank you very much.’ Mary snatched up Maw’s hat and gloves off the table and began herding her towards the door.

‘So you’re still going to marry that heretic. No matter what I have to say about it. Well, hear this, daughter,’ Maw pulled up mid-step, ‘if you go with that … fellow, don’t think you’ll spit on my door ever again. Or your children neither. I mean it.’

‘Well then, Maw, you leave me no choice.’ Mary took her mother’s arm, marched her to the far side of the flat door. ‘I’m not going to keep fighting you. There’s been enough war in the world and in this house. But I’ll tell you now, to appease your moral indignation, I won’t be getting married in the first five minutes. Or until I’ve paid due respect to my dead husband. And I won’t be living in sin. I’m going to stay in Echuca with Tom’s parents for a time. How long, I don’t know. But I’ll oblige you and not force myself or my children through your door. Fair enough? But whatever you say, I am a good person, Maw. Not always a good daughter. And not a perfect Catholic, I grant you. But God knows I love Tom. And he loves me. And it’s enough. God will decide if it’s enough for him.’
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Closing the door on Maw’s heels, Mary leant back against it, breathing through the thumping of her heartbeats. Unsure if she should be running after her mother, trying to make the peace as would be her usual habit. But a wee voice in her ear whooped as if she should more be running a victory lap.

She didn’t even realise her eyes were closed, until, a few minutes later, she opened them on the dazzle of late-afternoon sunshine hitting the window. The letter resting under her palm warming too.

It was no more than she should’ve expected from Maw. The woman would rain fire and brimstone on any perceived sinner. Her diatribe so black and white, it a wonder she even saw the world in colour. Did she?

Oddly, Mary was without temper herself. More sad, really. Sad Maw had let the grief overtake her. And it came as a shock to realise, Maw didn’t really get on at all. Only turned her grief to anger. Else she blocked out anyone, or anything which pained or grieved her or went against what she wanted to hear or know.

I tried to be the daughter you wanted me to be, Maw. But I don’t think you ever thought much of that Mary anyways. If I stayed here, answering after you, I’d end up hating you. And you, me.

It had taken her a long time to recognise that Liam had despised that Mary. Given up on her in fact. Certainly never wanted to marry her. Had he cared about her at all?

She knelt down on the floor to pick up his scattered treasures, as much to stop her legs from shaking. Some things weren’t worth the wondering or the fight, especially when it all too late or a mind too closed. Of course, Tom was worth fighting for, only not with her mother. The woman would not change her mind on anything. Never had.

But this time, Maw, neither will I.

One by one, she snatched up the stray buttons, a broken pen nib and pencil, and Liam’s money clip off the floor. No pound notes inside it, just a folded bit of paper she pulled out now. A wee packet, folded up like a faerie letter. The paper so old, it yellow and brittle. What could be so important he carried it around with him? Probably a forgotten list. Or none of your business, she told herself, but her fingers unfolded the paper even as her brain told her it of no consequence now.

When the last fold pulled away, she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry – a snip of her own red-gold hair within. A tiny lock taken so long ago. Kept and carried, how long? She couldn’t help but smile then, creasing the paper back into its folds, tucking it back in the clip.

She stood up. Thank you, Lord, for letting me know my husband cared. Thank you for hearing my prayer and answering my question.

She needed no crystal ball to tell her who was behind the knock on her door the following day. And from the shriek of a small boy scrabbling to beat her there, Conor guessed too.

Tom’s gentle face greeted them, hat tipped back on his head, leaning on the jamb as if it were any other day. His hand reached out to wipe away the tear suddenly appearing out the corner of her eye.

‘Not quite the welcome I was hoping for. But a hug hello might help make it up.’

Now she watched him, gathering their bags at the door. Two small people trying to climb onto his legs any second he stood still. Tom winked over at her as if to reassure her she was doing the right thing.

‘Is this the lot then, love?’

She nodded, checking around the miserable room, but she could get no words out to answer. Of course she was doing the right thing and happy to have Tom there, only … at times grief snagged the words in her throat. A rush of recall for Liam. A love real or imagined?

One last glance going out the flat door though, watching the children so excited to be going on the train, she determined that from then on she would be unhappy not one moment longer than possible. Please Lord, help me. I know you’re listening.

Jane stopped her from musing then, hugging her in the hallway outside Mrs Garter’s door. ‘Oh, Mary, how I’m going to miss you.’

Dear Jane, who’d gone to the station to meet Tom and fetch him to the flats, even if Maw never aware the small gesture made in deference to her good name.

Mary hugged Jane back fiercely. ‘And me you, Jane, but you’ll be that busy and having so much fun in Melbourne, you won’t give us a thought. Besides, we’ll be seeing you for a special day, in not so very many months from now, won’t we?’

‘Of course. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.’

Minutes later, Mary stifled a smile at the landlady, Mrs Garter, sniffing her disdain as she took back the key to the flat. The woman eyeing Tom up and down and no doubt adding a whole new sordid tale to the tally of number three.

‘Penny for them?’ Tom asked, once they were all outside and walking along the footpath.

The brief touch of his hand caused her breath to catch, even knowing it accidental. Until, a sideways glance and the soft twinkle in his eyes the giveaway, it anything but.

‘It’s getting warm, isn’t it?’ she called over her shoulder. ‘Are the children all right, Jane? Are they needing their pullovers taken off?’

‘No, Mary. They’re fine. Go on with you now …’

‘You sure you’re all right, love?’ Concern and curiosity lined Tom’s brow, but Mary smiled, grateful that he kept them from his lips.

‘No, but thank you. Just you being here, wanting to be with me is all I want and need. But I’ve got to do this last thing for myself. And for Liam.’ She nodded as much to reassure herself. ‘You go on to the train station. I’ll meet you there.’

Tom nodded. ‘Take all the time you need. We’ll be waiting for you.’ Mary nodded and glanced across the field to the swing tree, oddly balanced now without the rope and spar hanging down. A sadness them gone and others deprived of the chance to swing.

Taking a deep breath she stepped the rough ground, her mind travelling back in time. She had to force herself to keep walking, wading through the flood of memories. Funny things, like the darn on a sock, the stain on a trouser leg, the burn of tobacco filling her nostrils. The smell near overwhelming her resolve, but she did not turn back, though she could sense Tom’s indecision in the air behind her. She walked on, her hand creeping into her pocket, finding the tiny packet.

At the base of the tree, she took a moment – studying the bark. The ragged coat low down on the trunk, then up to the smooth upper branches, streaked pink and grey, along to where a rope looped around one. Strands of hemp fluttered in the breeze where a knife had sheared off the length and spar below.

She couldn’t look anymore or let herself think – her mind trying to form words to last a lifetime.

Just above her head a small, round knot hole caught her eye where a branch had fallen long ago, leaving a wounded scar, quite deep. Perhaps now a haven for a bird or bug.

Get on, will you.

She pulled out Liam’s money clip from her pocket and removed the paper packet within.

‘I cannot return this to where it should’ve been left, Liam, but I want you to know, I wish you peace now, wherever you are. God bless and keep you. Always.’

She reached up then and tucked the tiny packet inside the tree trunk. An image in her mind of a mother bird coming along, pecking away at it, rescuing the shreds and strands to build its nest. The thought a comfort.

She smiled and turned to gaze around the field, taking her first steps towards the road. Tom, Jane and the children in the distance, waving. Tom starting to walk back. And she knew a new truth.

Some things cannot be changed, must be endured, but more could be changed than you might think. If you dared.

Gazing at Tom’s grin coming towards her, she waved back, wholly contented where she dared go.
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AUTHOR NOTES

Any historical or geographical mistakes are mine alone. Despite fact checking what, at times, seemed like every other word and detail, I know that some errors will inevitably occur.

Father O’Sullivan – St Joseph’s Catholic Church – left Wonthaggi in 1917, but I’ve retained his services throughout the novel, rather than cause confusion.

It is somewhat debatable whether the State Coal Mine whistle could be heard as easily throughout the town of Wonthaggi as stated.

Luna Park was closed during much of WWI, except for specific patriotic events, and I have used poetic licence for the timing of Mary and Tom’s visit to suit the novel’s timeline.

During the years 1912–1914 the steamships S. S. Makarini and the S. S. Hawkes Bay carried third-class immigrant passengers from Tilbury Dock, England to Melbourne, Australia under a Victorian Government funded assisted-passage scheme. The ships travelled around the Cape of Good Hope rather than through the Suez Canal in order to escape the Suez fee and keep the expense to the Government as low as possible. John and Mary McConaghy travelled on these ships in 1912 and 1913 respectively.

After the Hamilton Palace Colliery closed, the village of Bothwellhaugh was evacuated before being demolished in the mid-1960s to make way for the Strathclyde Country Park. I ask forgiveness from any ex-residents for any errors in my descriptions or portrayals.

Apologies to Major James Lean of the AIF Base Records for taking his name in vain. I have used both his name and the official AIF Base Records’ wording used in notifications to next of kin.

During WWI, under the guise of patriotism, bands of women did confront men in civilian clothes and demand their reason for not being in uniform. They then presented them with the poem ‘To The Shirker’ in an effort to shame them into enlisting. The lines of the poem were extracted from The Test by W. M. Fleming, published in many newspapers in early 1915.

The ‘Skinny Malinky’ poem reportedly originated in the late nineteenth century as a Scottish children’s song – though lyrics and country of origin can vary depending on the source.
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Christine Bell is a Melbourne fiction writer. In 2019 she was awarded the inaugural HNSA Colleen McCullough Residency for an Established Author. In 2014, she was awarded a Varuna Retreat Fellowship for her YA novel manuscript, Prison Boy. Her other adult and children’s short stories have won or been commended in national writing competitions and published in various anthologies. Prior to completing her Master of Creative Writing degree, Christine had 35 short fiction titles published for children. When she is not writing, Christine is learning to play the piano and planning an upcoming research trip to France.
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