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            About the Book

         

         ‘Please send snaps of my dear mother and father, my sisters Sarah and Evelyn, and my bonzer little poddy calf, Zeus.’

          

         It’s 1917, three years into the Great War, when Edie takes up a teaching post in the small Australian town of York.

          

         Mourning the loss of her beloved brother on the Front and evading her father’s plans for a respectable marriage, she’s glad to keep busy teaching at Miss Raison’s School for Girls. After a little persuasion, Edie agrees to take part in a comfort scheme sending photos of home to the troops.

          

         Edie’s new venture throws her into the path of the family secrets, scandals and class complexities of her new town – and a handsome, exasperating man her father would never approve of. With each new encounter, her world gets bigger and more complex, until Edie’s asked to make choices that could turn her cautious life upside down – and change the very course of history.
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            In memory of my Great-Great Uncle, the real Private Aubrey

Longbottom of York, who lost his life in France in 1917.
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            Boarding Rooms for Respectable Ladies

         

         The train journey east was fifty miles of noise, heat and discomfort, but the beauty made up for it.

         For the first part of the trip, great marri trees sported clumps of white blossom, blood-red sap oozing from their trunks. After a couple of hours these gave way to York gums, with their ruddy bark and spindly upper branches, reaching for the sky as if hungry for sunlight. Edie would have liked to open a window and feel the air – but the soot would get in her eyes and everywhere else. Even looking like you might open a window earned you the glares of other passengers.

         Edie leaned back against her seat, losing herself in the rushing scenery. People on the train discussed the weather on the Western Front and the pause in fighting while men on both sides attempted to survive the icy winter. One passenger was giving his travelling companion a decided opinion on the recent sale of Australia’s entire wheat harvest to Britain. Edie tried to block out their words. Every word – every idle mention of the war – stabbed her with the memory of her brother.

         A soldier was dozing in the seat opposite. He must be heading home on invalid leave, or perhaps had been discharged due to injury. Edie caught herself studying him from across the carriage. He was pale and there was a pink scar on the back of his wrist, just visible beneath the sleeve of his uniform. Earlier, he’d been coughing and had scrabbled for a handkerchief to cover his mouth. Was he ill? She’d heard of terrible gases the Germans used in battle that could leave a man’s lungs ruined forever. There were diseases, too, that ripped through the trenches: typhoid and pneumonia. In his letters, her brother had hinted at other diseases – things Edie supposed the men caught through immoral behaviour in the brothels of Cairo.

         The soldier jerked awake, then drifted off again just as quickly. Yes, he was certainly unwell, but at least he was alive. She tried to rein in her thoughts, but it was no good. The image of Aubrey’s face, cold and white in death, gave her a jolt of nausea. Edie dragged her attention back to the view out of the window, taking breaths as she watched the mellow afternoon light dance on the uppermost leaves of the gums. Once, she would have tried to capture that light with a camera, but Edie couldn’t bring herself to touch one these days. Her passion for photography had died with her brother.

         Aubrey’s death had been instant. A shell blast. That’s what the War Office told them, anyway. Aubrey’s friend Bill confirmed it when he wrote to give them the circumstances.

         Her brother had spoken highly of Bill Bogle in his letters to Edie – always delivered via Aubrey’s fiancée so their father wouldn’t know. Edie had read between the lines: Aubrey had found someone who might suit her as a husband. Someone pleasant who could offer Edie a home a long way away in the southern town of Albany. They both knew she needed to settle far from their father, with his whip-quick changes of mood and hissed criticisms.

         Edie didn’t much like the idea of Aubrey’s escape route. Yes, Bill seemed a very pleasant, even intelligent, young fellow – he’d kept writing to her and in his latest he’d described his hometown, his cottage in the hills overlooking the ocean, and his prospects of taking over a blacksmithing business when the war was over. But Edie had never imagined herself a blacksmith’s wife and she had a sneaking suspicion she didn’t have a lot in common with Bill. Besides, her father would have a conniption if she so much as joked about marrying anyone in trade.

         When Aubrey was alive, he had tried to convince their father to let Edie go to London, ostensibly to ‘move in the right circles’ and ‘gain accomplishment and poise’. In reality, Aubrey was convinced she was a photographic prodigy. He thought Edie would be happier there, immersed in the excitement, art and conversation. She could learn about the world – improve her photographic and painting abilities – expand her mind. And more than any of that, she could get away from their father, with his judgements, his control, and his unreasonable expectations – never properly communicated but always rigidly enforced. Edie had wanted to go to London to be a photographer, too – but not any more. She didn’t want anything to do with cameras now.

         A memory unfurled: Aubrey laughing at one of Edie’s terrible first photos. She’d wobbled the old camera so much she’d accidentally given the swan three heads. Aubrey taught her how to position the camera legs properly and keep it as steady as possible. She could still picture his freckled face under the thick crown of red-brown hair, never obedient to a comb; the concentration in his eyes; and his mouth curved in a perpetual smile. Of their own accord, Edie’s lips smiled in answer, taking her by surprise.

         ‘You’re excellent at selecting a view, Edie,’ he’d told her when she was about fifteen and he eighteen. ‘You’ve got an eye for it. You’ve been a far better photographer than me for years. One day, you must go to a great city, get yourself in front of the best photographer you can find, and demand he give a colonial girl a chance!’

         She fished in her bag for Aubrey’s letter. It was an object of comfort these days – the equivalent of a child’s scrap of blanket. She didn’t want to open it again; it had grown alarmingly thin and faded from eighteen months of handling. But just holding it, seeing Aubrey’s firm copperplate and the words My dearest Edie made him come back to life for an instant.

         
            4th May 1915 

            My dearest Edie, 

            Having a fine camp out. We were relieved from trenches yesterday morning and slept last night on slopes above the beach. This afternoon we go back into trenches nearer to the centre of the battle line. 

            Got your last and was very glad to hear Dad has finally agreed to let you go to teachers’ college! All those letters and hints from me and your chatter about the fine Miss Kelvins being allowed to train must have got through his skull at last. Will you do the six-month course or the full year? I should think, with your time as a monitor, you’ll only need the six months. I can just see you walking along the streets of some pleasant little country town with a crocodile of girls behind you! The shortage of men teachers should mean you’ll have your pick of positions. 

            But this is just a temporary measure, of course. When I’m back, we’ll get you off to London. You mustn’t waste your talents, Edie. I’ve told Bill all about your photo-painting and he quite agrees it would be a crying shame if a talent like yours were to go to waste. 

            I can’t wait for you to meet Bill. He’s such a good bloke – honest and good-tempered. His sisters, Lily and Nora, sound like rollicking good fun as well. I’d love to see you with chums like those girls, getting out and having a bit of amusement in your life. Albany is several hundred miles from Perth and by all reports it’s a very good place indeed. If London doesn’t work out, then Albany might be a fine second option. Do prepare yourself to meet Bill and get to know him very well. I’ll introduce you as soon as we’re home and we’ll have quite the shivoo. 

            Now, I must tell you about a jolly good thing I’ve just heard about. It’s a comfort scheme run by the YMCA called the Snapshots from Home League. How it works is very clever – the YMCA chaps hand you a card and you write down a couple of things you’d like to have a snap of. Then they gather up the cards and send them home, and their chaps at the other end pass out the cards to civilian photographers, who go and visit your family and take the snaps for you. Then they send them back to you. Isn’t that top-rate? 

            It gave me an idea – could you take snaps of Florrie and Dixie, and perhaps the house, and send them to me? The only problem is that I’d like one of you, too, so you might need to teach Florence how to use our old camera. Then I had another idea – what if you were to sign up as one of the civilian photographers, Edie? It would be good fun, a great comfort to the boys, and wonderful practice for your portrait photography. Dad won’t like it, of course, but you could always keep it under wraps. I doubt he’ll notice the camera missing from my room. Florence will help you with any subterfuge required – she loves that sort of thing. And she can lend you a few bob if it costs anything, but I understand the YMCA covers it all. 

            What do you say, Edie? Haven’t I hit upon a bonzer idea? 

            Write back at once and tell me you agree, why don’t you? I shall look forward to my snaps, as well. 

            As always, your loving brother, 

            Aubrey 

         

         Edie stroked the edges of the page with gentle fingers, then tucked it back into the folded piece of card she kept in her bag for the purpose. She didn’t look at the soldier again but kept her gaze on the scenery. Her new teaching position at the York Girls’ School would be a welcome distraction from the hollow ache of loss.

         
            [image: ]

         

         After several hours, Edie changed trains at Clackline for York. The land was yellow with wheat stubble and dry native grasses – nothing like the rolling green hills of Yorkshire in England, for which this colonial settlement had been named. Perhaps the settlers had first seen the area in winter, verdant after the July rains. Her hometown of Guildford had also been named after a place in England, and Western Australia’s capital of Perth, eight miles from home by train, was named for a county in Scotland. The Aboriginals must have had their own words for these places. Edie often wondered what they were.

         She arrived at York station in the late afternoon and claimed her case from the porter, trying to look calm as she searched the platform for anyone who might be waiting for her. But soon, only Edie remained. She fidgeted with her gloves for a few minutes, then lugged her case down the station steps and peered along a street to the town centre. Two young women were hurrying towards her.

         ‘Are you Miss Stark?’ one called as soon as they were in earshot.

         ‘Yes!’ she called back with relief.

         A sturdy, dark-haired woman who looked near thirty was smiling as they drew close. ‘I’m Amelia Fink – I teach reading, grammar and history at Miss Raison’s school. Mrs Mason sent us to help you with your things and bring you back to the boarding house.’

         ‘Faye Stubbs.’ The other was slim, with fair hair and a tipped-up nose, and she looked very young – barely out of her teens. She was screening her fair skin from the January sunshine under a big hat. ‘Dancing, music and needlework.’

         Amelia had taken a handle of Edie’s case and was already helping her carry it down towards the main street, ignoring her objections. ‘It’s not at all heavy. Did you bring any books? It doesn’t feel like it.’

         ‘Only a couple of absolute necessities,’ Edie admitted. ‘But I understand there’s a lending library in York.’

         ‘Oh, yes.’ Amelia waved a dismissive hand. ‘It’s not very good, though. Mostly earnest, dull books with hardly a love scene in sight. I’ve brought along a few saucy novels of my own if you want to borrow anything.’

         ‘Amelia’s brother drives her here in their motorcar,’ said Faye. ‘So she doesn’t need to worry about the weight of her bags, lucky thing.’

         ‘My family lives in Beverley,’ Amelia explained.

         ‘That’s nice and near, isn’t it?’ said Edie. ‘You can go home quite often, I suppose.’

         ‘Yes, if Elliot can get hold of some petrol and be bothered coming to get me,’ she agreed cheerfully. ‘He likes to offer his weekend driving services to Beverley girls with errands to run – so his poor sister gets overlooked. He had tuberculosis as a child,’ she added. ‘That’s why he can’t enlist. His lungs, you know.’ Edie didn’t admit she had been wondering. Everyone wondered, when they heard of an able-bodied young man who hadn’t enlisted.

         ‘Do you also come from around here, Miss Stubbs?’ Edie asked Faye.

         ‘No, I’m from Claremont.’ She added a faint sniff at the end of the sentence to express her pride in her hometown.

         Amelia smiled at her. ‘You might as well call me Amelia, since we’ll be living together.’

         ‘And me Faye,’ the blonde girl added with her own smile.

         ‘Well, please call me Edith, then,’ Edie answered, pleased to find her new housemates so friendly. To have some ready-made chums sharing her lodgings would be a delight – almost like having sisters. ‘Or Edie, if you like.’

         ‘Mrs Mason says you’re from Guildford, and that you live with your father and brother, who are clever engineers.’ Amelia looked at her expectantly.

         That familiar pain cut through Edie. ‘Only my father, now. My brother was lost in Turkey in 1915.’

         Amelia jerked to halt, making Edie stop too, and fixed her with sympathetic brown eyes. ‘Oh, you poor girl – I’m so sorry.’ Faye echoed her condolences and Edie nodded, avoiding their gazes and working hard to contain her tears.

         Amelia turned the conversation by asking Edie about her teacher training and reminiscing over their trainers from college. She was forthcoming with information about herself and Faye, as well as curious about Edie. By the time they’d done the short walk to Mrs Mason’s Boarding Rooms for Respectable Ladies, Edie had learned quite a lot about the two. She knew, for example, that Amelia had done the longer teaching course and Faye the six months, that Amelia had been working for four years and Faye one, and that both enjoyed their jobs at York Girls’ School. Faye was interested in dances and gowns, while Amelia plainly liked reading better than other pursuits common to young ladies.

         In return, they discovered that Edie had worked at a state school before her father pushed her to apply for private school work, and that she did not play. Her father couldn’t bear the idea of an instrument in the house – he always said it would cause nothing but annoyance. Edie secretly thought it was because he loathed the warm, loving tradition many families had of singing around a piano. Amelia and Faye also – somehow – managed to extract from Edie that she had formerly enjoyed photography and painting.

         ‘Did you bring your camera?’ Amelia wanted to know.

         ‘No – it belonged to my brother and anyway … well – I suppose my father would not want me gallivanting around with a camera.’ Edie gave an embarrassed laugh and Faye nodded, but Amelia made a slight noise of dissent.

         ‘Seems a little heavy-handed,’ she remarked. ‘There’s nothing at all wrong with ladies taking photographs these days, I wouldn’t think.’

         ‘Father has a strong sense of propriety,’ said Edie and Amelia gave a knowing, ‘Ah.’

         Edie had thought Amelia was talkative, but their landlady Mrs Mason held the crown. She met them at the door, cooling herself with a great black lace fan, even on this unusually mild summer day. She’d made comments on the small size of Edie’s case, the punctuality of the train and the steepness of the hill up to the railway station before Edie even got inside. Edie had exchanged letters with Mrs Mason to arrange her accommodation and had gathered she wasn’t highly educated – her letters had been full of spelling mistakes and there hadn’t been a full stop from beginning to end. But the good lady clearly didn’t want Edie thinking that. She spoke in a carefully cultivated accent, enunciating roundly and only giving herself away with the occasional ‘H’ in front of a vowel.

         ‘It’s such a delight to welcome you to my humble h’abode, my dear Miss Stark.’ Mrs Mason waddled into sitting room ahead of Edie. ‘No, do leave your case at the door – I h’assure you, I have a boy to do that for you. Miss Stubbs, would you be good enough to step out and say a word to Joe for me? Tell him to bring up Miss Stark’s bags.’

         Faye did as she was bid, looking a little irked. Mrs Mason went to organise tea, talking all the way, and Amelia whispered, ‘Don’t you worry, she only does this for a day or two. After that, it’s all bless yer heart and dropping her Gs.’

         This sounded all right to Edie. Her father discouraged her from mixing with people of the lower classes and it hadn’t been until she went teacher’s college that she met young women from different backgrounds. The Starks employed a somewhat rough daytime housekeeper, kindly Mrs Ruddick, and she’d looked after Edie and Aubrey when they were little. She’d brought some warmth and indulgence into their young lives and, whenever Frederick Stark wasn’t around, demonstrated the proper use of curse words. Edie didn’t share her father’s antipathy to working people.

         ‘How do you find Mrs Mason as a landlady?’ Edie whispered back to Amelia.

         ‘Very good. She always has supper on the table at five o’clock and the floors are clean and she makes us bring our bedsheets out for washing every Saturday. She doesn’t entertain menfolk and goes to church. Her only vice is that she enjoys a glass of sherry in the evening. Rather a large glass, that gets refilled more than once, if I’m not mistaken.’

         ‘Is she kindly?’ Edie was thinking of the tense austerity of home. ‘Motherly?’

         ‘She’s more like one of us girls, to be honest, despite her ripe years. She’s quite good fun.’ She smiled at Edie. ‘Now, do you mind if I disappear? I’m reading the most shocking book. The young maiden is about to be ravished by a dastardly duke and I simply have to get back to it.’

         Chuckling, Edie urged her to go. Joe, a curly-haired boy aged around eleven, came in to heave her case upstairs and Faye joined Edie and Mrs Mason for tea. Edie sipped from her teacup, listening to Mrs Mason’s longwinded explanation that Joe’s name was actually Giovanni, but she couldn’t have him going about with a name like that, so she’d nicknamed him Joe. When she finished her tea, Edie snatched a pause in the monologue to ask if she could see her room and unpack.

         ‘Of course, of course, m’dear.’ Mrs Mason showed her out of the sitting room and up to the bedrooms. Edie’s was small but clean, furnished with a bed, chair, writing desk and dresser. The best part was the window that faced east over the river and farmland, with rolling golden hills beyond. The morning light would be beautiful.

         ‘Let me help you h’unpack your gowns.’ Mrs Mason’s cheeks turned an excited red at the thought. ‘I can iron them for you – no extra charge – or we can hang them in the washhouse so the steam knocks the creases out if you’ve got h’any made of finer stuff.’

         Edie saw in an instant that Mrs Mason’s passion was for finery. She was sorry to disappoint her. ‘I’m afraid I didn’t bring any gowns. Only skirts, blouses and jackets.’

         Mrs Mason’s face dimmed. ‘Oh, you shall certainly have to send for your tea-gowns! Faye – Miss Stubbs – made the same mistake when she first came to York last year! She thought it would be all work and no play, but that Miss Raison, she’s very liberant with her h’ideas, you’ll find.’ Edie suspected Mrs Mason meant liberal. ‘She encourages the young lady teachers to mix with respectable families in town and go to concerts, and what have you. H’afternoon visits. And a bonnie young lady like yourself, dressed in dull working clothes all the time? How are you going to catch a nice young man like that?’

         ‘I’m not particularly interested in catching a young man, nice or otherwise,’ Edie said with a laugh, but that was well beyond Mrs Mason’s comprehension.

         She said she would think about sending for a gown and Mrs Mason left her alone at last. She wasn’t about to admit she didn’t have much in the way of gowns: only a couple of serviceable dresses she wore for outings, and the rest skirts and blouses. Her father always said young ladies should dress with modesty but what he really meant, Edie privately thought, was that stylish gowns were wasteful frippery. It never failed to confound her that a man who cared so deeply what people thought of them should be willing for his daughter to go about in unfashionable clothing.

         Edie unpacked her garments, handkerchiefs, and the precious copy of Goethe’s Theory of Colours – a gift from Aubrey that Edie couldn’t live without. On her desk, she placed the book, a journal of lesson ideas she’d collected, and a packet of old photographs. She sat in the chair and opened the packet, flicking through the bundle, wondering if she should sort them into animals and plants. Or even by phylum …

         There came a knock, with barely a pause, before the door opened and Amelia stuck her head around. ‘I forgot to say before, Miss Raison said I should bring you to see her at the school tomorrow morning.’ Her gaze fell first upon the book, then upon the photographs on Edie’s desk. ‘Are they some of your snaps?’

         Edie flushed immediately. ‘Yes – just some prints I thought I could use in my natural science lessons.’

         ‘May I see?’

         Edie passed them to her reluctantly. Amelia flicked through them, making occasional noises of admiration.

         ‘Oh, this one’s interesting.’ She held up one of a dragonfly. ‘You can really see the detail in the wings, when it’s taken up close like that.’ She gasped at the next photo. ‘A dear little blue wren, all coloured in!’

         Edie felt ridiculous and reached out to take the photos back. ‘I had a bit of a hobby of colourising my photos with dyes, once. It seems a shame for a splendid wren to be all black and white and grey.’

         Amelia held onto the card. ‘This is wonderful, Edie. You’ve captured that vivid blue perfectly. Aren’t you clever? But I thought you’d come to teach mathematics?’ She passed the photo back at last.

         ‘Yes – geometry and the sciences.’

         ‘You must have a terrific brain in that skull. Miss Raison said the head of the teacher’s college raved about your talents in her letter of recommendation.’ Amelia nodded at the Goethe. ‘But that looks a little dry. Have you read A Room with a View? It’s delicious. I’ll lend it to you, Edie.’

         She trotted away and Edie was left smiling at the thought of the three of them running in and out of each other’s rooms, swapping books and walking to work together in the mornings. She looked down at the blue wren photo and saw a spot of black paint that should have been white. For an instant she wished for dyes and brushes – then she cast the thought away. Snapping photos – colouring them – those were little joys from the Aubrey days. And the Aubrey days were long gone.
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            Amusing People to Live Amongst

         

         Amelia saw the walk to York Girls’ School as an opportunity to give Edie a tour of the town. On the eastern side was the Avon River, and on its west was the railway track, forming a neat parcel within which the town of York had grown up. On this warm Saturday morning, Avon Terrace was busy with sulkies and motorcars, as well as farmers delivering cartloads of vegetables and livestock. The faint smell of onions hung in the air, punctuated by the intermittent drift of animal manure. Pigs grunted and goats bleated irritably from the back of a dray.

         Edie gazed around herself at the proud brick and stone buildings, beautified with filigree and pediments of all shapes. The grandest structure of them all was York’s Town Hall, only six years old, with soaring columns and a Romanesque semicircular window.

         Edie thought it would make a beautiful photograph, then shied from the thought. ‘You know, I think York is grander than Guildford,’ she told Amelia.

         ‘It’s fine, isn’t it?’ Amelia agreed. ‘It has so many pretty new shops and buildings.’

         She gave Edie tips and anecdotes as they went along the high street. They passed the Imperial Hotel where a man had once plummeted to his death after forgetting there was no balcony outside his window; the Castle Hotel with its pretty balustrades – much safer for stepping outside for a breath of air; then finally the Palace Hotel, behind which Amelia assured her there was a jolly good music hall for concerts and dances. There was also Mrs Pyke’s Temperance Hotel, which had been Edie’s other option for accommodation. She was glad she hadn’t chosen it, however, as it would have been too noisy, sitting as it did on top of a busy refreshment shop known as the Regal Tea Rooms. Amelia pointed out the post office, Sargent’s Pharmacy with its plaster mortar and pestle on the parapet, and Mrs Thielemann’s bakery and grocery store across the road.

         ‘Edwards’s General Store is just as good, and it gets the best books in. Monger is a Methodist, so his books tend towards the wholesome.’ Amelia hitched an eyebrow to show what she thought of that. ‘Monger’s is good for gown-pieces, but we use Edwards for sewing supplies and sweets. I’m a dreadful one for sweets, Edie. I can’t tell you how many bullseyes I crunch my way through each week. Anyway, there’s not much difference in price between all the shops. It doesn’t seem to matter where you go shopping these days, you’ll be much poorer for your trouble.’

         Some of the townswomen were gathered outside a little building with the Red Cross symbol emblazoned on its door. They were chatting eagerly in front of a poster imploring people to donate to the War Chest Appeal. They cast curious stares in Edie’s direction as she and Amelia went past. Amelia had on a printed gown, which fitted in with the other women and girls in town. Edie felt conspicuous and townified in her dark skirt and sombre blouse. She attempted to distract herself from this uncomfortable thought by asking how the teachers found their employer.

         ‘Well, Faye doesn’t like her much,’ Amelia confided. ‘But I suspect that’s because old Raison’s had to be severe with her once or twice. Faye would rather gossip with the sixth-form girls than make them practise Rachmaninoff’s Preludes.’

         Edie chuckled. ‘And who could blame her, really?’

         Amelia nodded to a couple of young girls and their mother who were coming the other way. ‘Raison’s rather a snob,’ she confided. ‘She’s forever trying to get the best families in town to send their daughters to her school. Those people we passed just now – Mrs Ellington and her girls – Raison’s dying to get her hands on those two, but Mrs Ellington has them at the Avon School for Young Ladies.’

         Edie glanced back surreptitiously but the fair-haired girls had turned in at a shop with their mother.

         ‘Anyway, in my opinion, she’s rather a good old stick,’ Amelia finished. ‘Fierce, but not unkind. And she tolerates us gadding about, as long as we’re not hanging around with young men.’

         ‘Is that a photographic studio over there?’ Edie had spotted a sign on a stucco building: MACMILLAN’S PORTRAIT GALLERY. There were several cameras on display in the window.

         ‘Yes. It belongs to the family of one of our girls. If you ever want to get a look at rather a wicked dish of a fellow, pop your head in there. Here we are – this is the school.’

         It was a fine red-brick building that must have once been a house but was now adorned with an iron curlicue above the door that read York Girls School.

         ‘It must be very difficult to create an apostrophe in iron,’ Edie remarked.

         Amelia put a theatrical hand on her heart. ‘Oh, now I know we shall be bosom friends.’

         She took Edie in to meet Miss Raison. The headmistress was as ferric as the school sign: metal-rod posture, iron-grey hair and a steely gaze. Even Amelia was subdued in her presence.

         Miss Raison also seemed unable to speak in full sentences, as if using extra words cost her time she couldn’t afford. ‘Friend of mine at teacher’s college says you lost a brother at Gallipoli.’ Edie nodded, not trusting her voice. ‘Sorry to hear it. Must be proud of him, nevertheless.’

         Edie nodded again, dropping her gaze.

         ‘Wasn’t in vain, I’m sure. We’ve just cleared the Turks from Sinai. Men like your brother paved the way.’

         It was as if Miss Raison had directed the military manoeuvre herself. Edie mumbled vague agreement, aware of Amelia’s sympathetic gaze.

         Miss Raison moved on. ‘Acquainted yourself with the rules, have you?’ She barely paused for Edie’s reply. ‘Shan’t bother going over them again; expect you to abide by them at all times, however.’

         ‘Yes, ma’am.’ Edie had the urge to salute.

         ‘Attract the best families in York, here. Respectability is essential. But we’re not Puritans. People’re more moderate these days – want that for their daughters. Want their girls to grow up with a bit of brains and spunk. Expect that from the teachers, too. Families more loyal when they like the staff. Teachers quite permitted to socialise with them, albeit with care and tact.’

         ‘Understood, ma’am.’ Edie thought this very ‘liberant’ indeed.

         ‘Strongly encourage my teachers to get involved in war work, too. Red Cross. Girl Guides. Plenty to do.’

         Edie assented again, hiding her reluctance. She still did her bit with knitting and donations to the War Chest, but found it so much harder since Aubrey’s loss. War work sent her thoughts to bitter places.

         Miss Raison sent Amelia to fetch tea while she went over the finer points of how and when Edie would be paid, what was expected of her in terms of hours and responsibilities, and how to ensure the girls behaved well – to protect the school’s reputation.

         ‘Keep caning to a minimum,’ she advised. ‘Families don’t like it these days.’ Miss Raison lifted her eyes to the heavens, seeking help from a higher power to endure the weak-mindedness of today’s parents. Edie, who had been caned once or twice as a schoolgirl, and by her father whenever the whim took him, hoped there would be no occasion for caning a student at all.

         After taking tea – a pleasant surprise, given the short supply across the country – they visited Edie’s classroom. She was thrilled to see the rows of glass flasks and tubes, a good store of acids and bases, and even a newish microscope in the equipment cupboard.

         ‘Don’t believe girls should only learn from books,’ Miss Raison said firmly. ‘Experiments and analysis encouraged.’

         ‘Splendid,’ said Edie. ‘This is just how my chemistry trainer urged us to teach science at college.’

         Miss Raison nodded. ‘Spoke highly of you. Am sure you won’t let us down. What will you teach in term one – decided, yet? Physics, one assumes.’

         Edie had been about to say biology – her passion – but she pivoted her answer on the spot. ‘Yes. Physics. The laws of gravity and motion, light waves and the colour spectrum, thermal energy …’

         Miss Raison nodded. ‘Good.’ Amelia winked and added her own curt, parodical nod from behind the headmistress.

         Afterwards, the young women meandered back to Mrs Mason’s along the river’s edge, the water sitting low with the summer dry. Parrots chattered and chuckled in the trees over their heads and the air smelled sweet and earthy with gum blossom and the slow-moving river water. Edie had a bounce in her step. She liked the town, the school and even the headmistress. She never feared a stern or exacting personality – as long as she knew what was expected of her, she was happy. It was a changeable character that wore her down – someone with a veneer of equanimity who simmered underneath, ready to boil over and scald her at any moment. Someone who would grumble over the smallest inconvenience or perceived slight. Aubrey had been right: training to be a teacher was the best thing Edie could have done. It was the only way, aside from marriage, to escape her father’s tyranny.

         Amelia’s gaze was on the Swing Bridge, where two men in AIF uniforms were flirting with several young women. ‘The Hartley brothers,’ she told Edie. ‘They’re visiting home for the weekend before they’re shipped off to fight. They made Peter wait until Lionel was old enough to go, too. Their father said it was so they could look out for each other, but I think he just hoped the war would be over by the time Lionel was eighteen.’

         ‘Poor man.’ Edie felt this deep in her heart. ‘I pity the mothers and fathers. It’s against nature for a child to die before his parent.’

         Amelia slipped her arm through Edie’s and gave her a little squeeze. ‘Is your father very much affected by the loss of your brother?’

         Edie fixed her eyes on the dusty, hard riverbank. ‘Father has a – a bit of a strange way of showing his grief.’ Amelia waited, so she continued. ‘My brother’s fiancée was beside herself, and I was the same, whereas Father wouldn’t even entertain the thought that Aubrey could really be dead. When confirmation came, he seemed more shocked than was possible. It was as if his mind was quite broken, for a time.’

         ‘If he’d been denying that your brother was lost, then it must have been all the more devastating when the truth came out.’

         ‘Yes. But I couldn’t help but feel that in some way, Father was most upset that he’d been defied. Dying was – was the ultimate act of disobedience from Aubrey, I suppose. Father simply couldn’t abide it. He was so, so very angry, with nowhere to direct that anger but at me. I scarcely dared breathe for a few weeks.’

         ‘Goodness, how dreadful for you.’ Amelia was staring.

         Edie tried to explain. ‘I’m sure it came from love. Father was so proud of Aubrey. Aub was the only one who could get around him at all. He knew how to manage his moods and caprices – somewhat, anyway. I think, for Father, Aubrey was on display – a direct reflection of his brilliance and success. It was almost like he’d revealed a personal weakness when Aubrey was killed.’

         Amelia was silent and Edie thought she’d been too frank. She must sound disloyal, even ungrateful.

         ‘I know what you mean,’ Amelia said, surprising her. ‘My grandfather on my mother’s side was like that. Never satisfied unless he was directing every decision in his children’s lives. Certain that people would despise him if he allowed his offspring any independence of thought, opinion or action. The only good thing he did was choose a husband for my mother who turned out kind and modern-minded, with a spirit of adventure. I doubt my grandfather would have pushed for the marriage if he’d understood Dad properly. As soon as they were married, Mum and Dad hatched the plan to go farming in Beverley and moved far away from the old man.’

         Edie couldn’t speak for a few moments, she was so grateful that Amelia understood. ‘I think Aubrey had something like that in mind for himself – and me. He engaged himself to Florence Trumbull – a girl who loves to laugh more than anything else in the world, and he had plans to carry her off to Fremantle. He’d still be able to find work as an engineer, but settling far from Guildford would mean fewer visits from Father. He wanted to get me to London to become a photographer, or, at the very least, he’d promised me a home with him and Florence once they were married. He knew it wouldn’t be much fun living on my own with Father.’

         Amelia squeezed her again. ‘Well, you’re here with us now and we’re jolly good fun. I warrant you’ll be as happy as a working woman in a country town can be – even while this awful war drags on.’

         After supper that evening, Mrs Mason drew the curtains and said there would be no knitting tonight. Now Edie was settled in with them, they were to celebrate. Faye cranked the gramophone, and they had a sing-along and a bit of dancing. Mrs Mason poured them all glasses of sherry, despite Edie’s protestations, and the chatter continued for hours. There was even a hint of unseemly hilarity. Edie was put in mind of Florence’s household – filled with fun-loving girls and indulgent parents. She’d watched longingly whenever she and Aubrey had visited, wishing she had that for herself. This new life in York gave Edie a spark of hope. Here, it seemed she’d have kindness; amusing people to live among; schoolgirls to inspire with scientific knowledge; and no tyrant to go home to at night. Florence had even promised she would try to visit in a few weeks.

         Perhaps in York there would be a chance to escape the grim, angry imprisonment of home, where she and her father lived and breathed grief.
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            West Guildford 

            6th February 1917 

            Dear Edie, 

            I promised I would write and so I am – look at me, the girl who never writes, writing to you at the very first opportunity! It’s only because you’re an Edie, though, and the dearest thing in the world. It shan’t be a long letter (you know me), but it is an interesting one, for you’ll never guess who I saw flirting up a storm with Horace Connolly at the recruits’ dance on Saturday night! Go on, do take a guess. I’ll bet my new hat you can’t get it right. As a hint, she is someone who utterly despises and denounces flirting, as a rule. There, now you shall know and I almost regret giving you such a great hint! 

            Hildie and I plot to visit you if we can only work out the trains. Pop says I mustn’t let the trains confound me, and that I am far too afraid, but it’s all very well for him, who’s never got on the wrong one and gone almost all the way to Walkaway before noticing. Excepting when I lost my darling Aubrey, I never cried so much in my whole life, I was so frightened. 

            Anyway, Hildie and I will do our utmost to come and visit. She thinks she can work out the trains and I must say it’s a comfort to have a sister with a little more common sense in her head than I have. I miss you horribly. Pop says your father is becoming very chummy with some factory men in Victoria Park – the Roches and the Hammonds (you may know the son, Digby Hammond – very handsome). I don’t think it can be true about the Roches though, for your father hates the Irish so. It was mortifying for Aubrey, how rude old Frederick was to Mama’s Irish cousin when he came out! 

            Goodness, it’s turned into quite a missive. Perhaps this is me turning over a new leaf, Edie darling? 

            Love always, 

            Florrie 

            PS have enclosed your latest from Bill. 
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            France 

            20th December 1916 

            Dear Miss Stark, 

            Very glad to get your last! Congratulations on finishing your teaching course. You must be clever indeed. The natural science lessons sounded like great fun, I must say. I had a laugh imagining all the novice teachers out wading in the pond catching tadpoles. I used to do that with my sisters – but we were kids, not fine ladies! I guffawed to read about the one who fell in – now tell me the truth, was it actually you who made the big splash? 

            I am stationed near [censored] which is held by the Fritz. When the [censored] we shall have a go at [censored]. There’s no comfort hut here, which is a bit of a cow, but the powers that be arranged to get us a little scrap of paper each to write home. I swiped an extra so I could get a letter to you, too. I’m writing this in a chilly, damp trench so it’ll be a miracle if the paper survives. 

            I must tell you something I remembered about your brother the other day, when we were in Helles. The Turks were tossing their bombs into our trenches and we only had a few seconds before they’d go off, but some of the blokes got good at chucking them back to give the Turks a taste of their own medicine. Aub was especially good at catching them and tossing them back, even when we were getting thoroughly crumped. We used to joke that he’d be selected for the Prime Minister’s eleven when we got home! 

            I miss him badly and dare say you know exactly how that feels. At least he was spared coming to France. They are talking of a peace agreement soon, but who knows? I long for the end of it all and to get back home. We have a very comfortable cottage, my family and I, and there’s hardly ever a cross word spoken there – we’re as jolly and laughing as the day is long! 

            Will you stay at your posting in Guildford? From what you wrote, it sounded like you might try your luck further afield. You ought to look at Albany – there are some very good schools there. 

            Look after yourself and I hope you have a chance to write to me soon. 

            Yours, etc. 

            Pte Bill Bogle 
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         Amelia and Faye made sure Edie’s circle of friendship quickly expanded, starting with regular afternoon teas at the Regal Tea Rooms with the other teachers. It wasn’t long before Edie had a respectable number of nodding acquaintances when she walked to Edwards or down to the riverbank.

         The girls she taught were aged anywhere between seven and sixteen. Some were deeply uninterested in physics, but that was to be expected. Sharp-eyed thirteen-year-old Caroline Jinks was the ringleader of a group who preferred to whisper and giggle over attending to Edie’s experiments with pendulums and magnets. It was a shame, because Caroline had quite a good grasp on the concepts of physical science. Fifteen-year-old Winifred Hansom, on the other hand, didn’t have a particularly good grasp on anything except gazing, doe-eyed, out of the window. Edie thought her far more suited to sitting on a picnic blanket in a verdant field, her fair hair blowing in the wind. She’d have made a splendid subject for a photograph – if Edie was still interested in photography.

         There were one or two with exceptional talent. Doreen Foote, a round-faced fourteen-year-old, was vague and disorganised, but a secret mathematical whiz. She could calculate a square root in an instant and never once gave an incorrect answer, even if she didn’t always remember to put the ‘n’ at the end of her name. Then there was ten-year-old Kitty Macmillan, who was fast becoming Edie’s favourite pupil. Kitty had dark plaits, a serious line to her mouth and was always coming out with inappropriate remarks. Edie never knew whether to gasp or laugh when Kitty bluntly pointed out what everyone else was thinking or made some peculiar observation that wouldn’t have occurred to a regular child. It meant Kitty was often in trouble with the other teachers but Edie could see the girl was sensitive and clever; she couldn’t help her unconventional way of thinking.

         Edie’s pleasure in York and its people grew as the term went on. Mrs Mason came home every day with a new story of a prodigious bargain at the butcher’s shop or a semi-scandal whispered in the post office. She had an opinion on every hat or frock, knew when Mr Calhoun was coming to town with new motion pictures, and made daily observations about the girls’ mail so they all knew who’d had a letter and from whom. She insisted that Edie let her make her some tea-gowns. Edie, who could barely remember her own mother, began to feel like she was living in the heart of a comfortable matriarchy, with a smart, irreverent older sister and slightly frivolous younger one. Sometimes she was a little embarrassed by Mrs Mason’s want of tact, but all in all she was having so much fun, she wouldn’t have changed a thing.

         All of this was, if not exactly a salve, certainly a distraction from her grief. While she was enlightening adolescent girls on the finer points of the physical world, borrowing one of Amelia’s risqué romances and being swept along in the social tide of a busy country town, Edie had much less time to think about her own sorrow. But on the weekends, if Amelia had gone home for a visit, or in the evenings when the house grew quiet, thoughts of her brother crept back in. She couldn’t help imagining Aubrey suffering, bleeding on a muddy battlefield; fearful and alone. As soon as these thoughts started, they took control, filling Edie with dread, making her breaths tight and her pulse race. She scolded herself: her sorrow was no worse than anyone else’s. She was one of thousands – of millions – who’d lost someone dear. But the barrage of thoughts kept coming.

         It always ended in tears of self-pity. She was alone in the world now. No mother; no brother. All she had left was her father, and that father, far from being a comfort, had only ever been tolerable when she had Aubrey as an ally. And she might be happier in York, but how long would Frederick let her continue to teach? On a whim, he could command her home. She thought about living with her father again and felt a chasm open inside her. Florence’s letter had mentioned Frederick’s factory friends – Digby Hammond. She knew her father liked the idea of her marrying high – and the Hammonds had just the right mix of social standing and wealth.

         ‘What do you think of that Digby fellow?’ he’d asked her when they ran into the Hammonds at a Friday supper once.

         Uneasy – he seldom wanted her opinion – Edie pretended not to know who he meant. Digby might be tall and broad-shouldered, with stylishly slicked hair, but Edie didn’t want to get married unless she became absolutely desperate: until it was either marriage or getting stuck at home with Frederick. Who knew if her husband wouldn’t turn out as furious and bitter as her father?

         Perhaps Bill Bogle …

         Edie cast the thought away. She wasn’t about to marry someone she only knew from letters, no matter how wonderful Aubrey had thought he was, or how kind and cheery he sounded.

         No one else would understand – of that she was sure. Most girls couldn’t wait to be married. Faye talked about it constantly, and seemed chagrined that her father had died, leaving her mother not particularly well off, so that the eldest girls had to go out into the world and work. She walked around town with one eye on any eligible young man, no matter how undersized or bandy-legged. Amelia was better, but even she joked about the shame of being a spinster. The girls in Edie’s classroom were the worst of all.

         ‘Miss Stark,’ said Caroline Jinks, raising her hand while Edie was using mirrors to explain the reflection of light one morning. ‘My grandmother says Miss Raison shouldn’t have us learning science. She says it will make a girl unwomanly and peculiar, and turn her head from her duty to become a wife and mother.’

         Caroline’s friends tittered, as usual.

         ‘Caroline, every girl ought to know the basics about how the world works.’ Edie kept her tone pleasant. ‘Not understanding scientific facts can make a person superstitious and uncivilised.’

         Caroline was unconvinced. ‘But do we really need to know everything? Grandmother says gentlemen like to be able to explain things to ladies, anyway.’

         ‘Don’t you want to be able to have an intelligent conversation?’ Edie was half annoyed, half hiding her amusement. ‘How splendid would it be to hold your own in a chat with a gentleman about the law of gravity or the calculation of mass?’

         Resting her chin on her hand, Winifred gave a sigh that contained all the hardships of the world. ‘It seems like an awful lot of learning just to have a conversation.’

         ‘Girls, that’s not why we study the sciences.’ Edie put down the mirrors. ‘One of you may go on to make an important scientific discovery someday.’

         ‘Women aren’t scientists.’ Caroline had distaste in her voice.

         Edie ignored the sneer and went to fetch her lesson planning notebook. She flicked to a page where she’d drawn little portraits of women scientists and written out their achievements. ‘Marie Curie,’ she read aloud, showing them the drawing ‘discovered two new elements and helped us understand radioactivity. Mary Anning, collector of dinosaur fossils. Mary Somerville, the first female astronomer elected to the Royal Astronomical Society.’

         Kitty’s eyes had gone round. ‘Are they real people, Miss Stark?’

         ‘As real as you and I. Ellen Swallow Richards,’ she went on. ‘A pioneer in sanitary engineering. Émilie du Châtelet was a mathematician and natural philosopher. Fancy that, girls! Wouldn’t it be grand to be able to say one was a mathematician, or a palaeontologist, or an astronomer?’

         Kitty was nodding eagerly and Doreen looked unusually alert, but Caroline wrinkled her nose. ‘I don’t want to dig up bones or burn my hands with chemicals. The gentlemen would think me very strange indeed.’ By now, she sounded downright disdainful. ‘In my opinion, no man wants to marry a lady scientist.’

         ‘In my opinion, certain schoolgirls should spend less time worrying about whether gentlemen will marry them and more time understanding how light waves behave,’ Edie said, and it was the severest she’d been so far. She earned a few giggles, and even some of the girls who’d always sided with Caroline tittered.

         At the end of the day, Kitty came to speak to her. ‘Miss Stark, do you mind if I write down the names of those lady scientists you showed us? I want to show my mother.’

         Edie ignored her misgivings and handed Kitty the notebook and a piece of paper. If she had to face an angry mother, she’d deal with that when it happened.

         Kitty examined her portraits. ‘How did you know what they looked like?’

         ‘I found photographs in books and newspapers.’

         ‘You’re good at drawing.’ Kitty touched a sketch with gentle fingers.

         ‘Thank you.’ Edie was honoured. Kitty was so honest, it must be true. ‘I used to enjoy painting.’

         ‘What did you paint?’

         ‘Photographs, mostly. I hand-coloured them.’

         Kitty looked up quickly. ‘My family has a photograph gallery here in town.’

         ‘Oh – you mean Macmillan’s? Yes, I’ve seen it.’

         ‘Why don’t you enjoy painting any more, Miss Stark?’

         ‘Pardon?’

         ‘You said you used to enjoy it.’

         Edie was silent a moment. ‘I suppose I haven’t had a chance to do much painting over the past year or so.’

         ‘That’s a shame.’ Kitty looked back at the notebook, although she didn’t seem to be in any hurry to copy out the vignettes. ‘Mama always says one should do as much of what one likes as possible.’

         Edie couldn’t hold in a surprised laugh. ‘Wise words, indeed.’

         ‘I think Mama would like you. You ought to meet her. If you like.’ Kitty slid a quick glance up at Edie.

         ‘Perhaps I will have the honour of meeting your mama one of these days,’ Edie said.

         This wasn’t the only time Kitty waylaid her. On a mellow March day, with the grinding sounds from the flour mill drifting down to the terrace, Edie was stopped during her walk home by a tug on the back of her skirt.

         ‘Excuse me, Miss Stark.’

         ‘Yes, Kitty?’

         ‘You know the things you said in our lesson today about heat and colour? About how black absorbs heat and white repels it? I was wondering, if I poured some hot cocoa into a white cup, would it cool down more quickly than if I poured it into a black cup?’

         Edie considered the question as seriously as she knew how. ‘Interesting. I think, if they were both sitting on the tea table inside, they’d cool at about the same rate. However, if they were outside in the sunshine, it might be a different matter. Which do you think would lose heat the quickest?’

         Kitty’s brow furrowed. ‘The black?’

         ‘Well, I would have said the white, since it reflects heat, whereas black absorbs it – as you mentioned. So the black cup would be absorbing more heat than the white cup, which should keep it, and therefore the cocoa, warmer – hypothetically speaking.’

         Kitty nodded. ‘I thought it would be the black. I would drink from that one, so there would be less cocoa in it and therefore it would cool more quickly – because I prefer the black cup, no matter if I’m drinking my cocoa inside the house or outside. Mama was given it by a fancy gentleman who’d got it in Japan, you see.’ She looked up. ‘What about if the cup were black on the inside and white on the outside?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ Edie had to admit. ‘We’d need to do an experiment to find out – if we could find a cup like that.’

         Kitty brightened. ‘But we do have a cup like that. Mama has a white one, and a black one, and a black and white one. She has an extraordinary array of cups. You ought to come over and test the heat of the cocoa in our cups.’

         Edie was puzzled. ‘I’d be happy to try the experiment in class if your mama would lend us the cups – but perhaps we shouldn’t. They might get broken. Why don’t we try to think of another way we could try this experiment, Kitty?’

         Kitty nodded but seemed crestfallen as she ran across the street. Edie realised too late that Kitty may have been trying to get her to visit the famous ‘Mama’. Edie had already been asked and gone to tea with several of the other girls’ families, but without a proper invitation, she couldn’t just turn up and demand to see the woman’s cup collection. If Kitty wanted her to visit, she would have to arrange it with her mother properly.

         As Kitty went into the Macmillan gallery, Edie spotted a new camera in the shop window – was it a DeVry? Edie almost crossed the road to take a closer look, then she caught herself. The familiar pain of loss started up again, as insistent as the rumbling grindstones of the flour mill.

         Edie turned away and headed for home.

      

   


   
      
         
            3

            An Independent Woman

         

         ‘Can you believe I got here without mishap?’ Florence shook her head, astonished at her own resourcefulness. ‘I even managed the change at Clackline, although I was so distracted by a woman bringing a lamb into the carriage in her handbag, I was lucky not to miss the station. Fancy taking a lamb on a train! It started making such a noise until she fed it from a baby’s bottle. It was truly the rummiest thing – it had to be seen to be believed, darling. But anyway, I made it!’

         ‘You’ll be taking your own railway journey across the country, at this rate,’ said Edie. ‘But Florrie, are you absolutely sure you won’t stay at Mrs Mason’s? There’s room. They’re all longing to meet you.’

         ‘No, I am determined to stay in the hotel all by myself, like an independent woman.’ Florence’s light blue eyes sparkled. ‘Pop’s going to get such a shock when I tell him all these things I’ve managed to do on my own – and all because Hildie got a horrid cold. She’s so sorry she couldn’t come, darling, and promises we’ll all go shopping in Perth next week. Oh, and Edie, I’ve brought you a letter from Private Bill Bogle.’

         ‘He’s very kind to keep writing to us.’

         ‘Writing to you.’ Florence smirked. ‘Unbeknownst to your dear father.’

         ‘Here’s the hotel,’ said Edie, ignoring the insinuation and catching Florence’s arm before she walked right past it. ‘Let’s go and get you settled in.’

         They inspected Florence’s lodging room, dropped off her bag, then went back downstairs and out onto Avon Terrace.

         ‘I’m glad we have tomorrow to explore,’ said Florence, gazing up and down the main street. ‘Some of these shops look quite interesting. I see there’s a photographic gallery, darling. Have you used it yet?’

         ‘I didn’t bring the camera.’ Edie turned her towards the boarding house.

         ‘Whyever not?’

         ‘I thought Father might notice if I took it. It’s in Aubrey’s room.’

         ‘Nonsense. Who would notice a camera missing from a room they barely go into?’

         ‘Father would.’

         Florence opened her mouth to argue, then clearly thought the better of it. ‘Oh, well, I suppose old Frederick might, pernickety curmudgeon that he is. But don’t you miss taking your snaps?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Aub wanted you to keep it up, I know that. He wrote that I must badger you into doing that YMCA snapshots scheme.’

         Edie managed a laugh. ‘Well, that was before I became a teacher.’

         ‘What’s being a teacher got to do with anything?’

         ‘Florrie, I’m too busy to go around taking photos for soldiers. And my headmistress might not approve.’

         Florence gave a delicate snort. ‘I don’t have any notion why not. You won’t know until you ask her.’

         Edie took a breath. ‘Even if she didn’t mind, and even if I had a camera, Father wouldn’t allow it. He’d think it very improper.’

         ‘Probably,’ Florence agreed. ‘That’s why you should do it here, for the people of York. Frederick won’t even know you’re going about snapping – and, if you really think he’ll notice Aubrey’s camera missing, you ought to get yourself a new one. You’re a salaried lady now. Get yourself a box brownie or one of those teeny-tiny Vest Pocket cameras. They’re very cheap, and you don’t even have to develop the photographs yourself. You just take them to a shop and they use science or magic to make the snaps appear on lovely little cards.’

         ‘I can’t.’ Why wouldn’t Florrie understand?

         ‘You can. They need snappers, you know – I saw it in a newspaper.’

         They’d arrived at Mrs Mason’s. Edie turned to Florence, making her voice light. ‘I’m sure there are plenty of keen young men with cameras ready to take any snaps the soldiers might want.’

         ‘There aren’t, though,’ Florence answered. ‘The YMCA fellows keep calling for more, and not only men.’ She watched Edie with bright eyes. ‘Aubrey wished it, darling.’

         ‘I can’t do it, Florrie.’ Edie couldn’t keep the distress out of her voice any longer. ‘I haven’t taken a single snap since the ones I took of you and Dixie to send to Aubrey, before we had the telegram—’ She stopped.

         Florence comprehended at last. She took Edie’s hand. ‘I’m sorry, darling. I didn’t mean to upset you. I just know it would have made him so happy to see you using your talents. But I won’t say another word about it.’ Florence’s hair was as fluffy and golden as an angelic aureole, her blue eyes big and remorseful, and Edie couldn’t repress a smile.

         ‘I’ve missed you so much, Florrie. Now come inside and meet the troops.’
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            France 

            2nd February 1917 

            Dear Miss Stark, 

            I wonder how long it will be before this gets to you? The standard seems to be about six weeks to two months at present, but some of the lads have heard from their folks that they’ve received a letter as late as seven months after it was sent. One of my pals had a card he sent in October get there AFTER one he’d sent in December! Truly we sometimes wonder if it’s not a pack of monkeys running the post – but I mustn’t grouse. 

            It’s still bitter cold here but at least the cold keeps the smell down. The bully beef is frozen in the can – beef ice cream, the boys call it. We have to crack the ice in our water canteens most mornings as well. 

            Quite a number of our lads have had to go off with frostbite and some have even lost a toe. As for yours truly, I’ve managed to keep my feet dry by avoiding holes in the duckboards and being generally careful. Aubrey was always telling me to keep my feet dry! He’d say, ‘We need our feet for cricket when we get back, Bill.’ 

            At least we’ve now been issued sheepskin coats – they’re only given to the troops on the front line. We wear them over the top of our overcoats and we even have gauntlets – great, thick gloves – again only for those on the front line. So there is a small upside to living in mortal danger! At least the fighting’s on hold while we’re all surviving the weather. Soon will come the big thaw and all the world shall be mud again, and back into the fray we’ll go!

            We had some fun three nights ago when they put on a show at the comfort hut. We all crowded in, so we were warmer than we’d been in weeks, then had a jolly time of it watching the fellows with a talent get up and make fools of themselves. Turns out Bluey is a dab hand with a fiddle! We were most of us jigging on the spot, and old Clarrie Fagin had us laughing fit to bust with his comic routine. What a hoot! 

            I wrote of your teaching post to Mum, Nora and Lil and they sent me back that they were impressed as anything and to pass on their good wishes. I was especially glad to hear you’ll be teaching science. You weren’t scared off by your adventures with tadpole hunting, then? It made me think of when I was a boy and my school had a book on the natural wonders of the sea and another on organisms of the Arctic, and I liked nothing better than to look through them, reading about the different animals and staring at the pictures. I hope you have some good books there for your pupils and you must tell me what lessons you give them. 

            Yours etc. 

            Bill Bogle 
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         Mrs Mason adored Florence – possibly more for her fashionable dress and modern hairstyle than her other charms. But Florence cemented the friendship by engaging in the York town gossip as if she’d known the residents her whole life. She returned the favour by telling them all the news of Guildford. Faye hung on her every word and Amelia chuckled away from her corner chair, listening to the conversation with half an ear while she devoured her latest novel.

         They claimed Florence as their own for the entire afternoon, and in the evening they all went to supper at her hotel. Florence’s permissive, modern parents granted her and her sister Hilda liberty to participate in pretty well any social event, so she always had plenty to talk about. She regaled them with stories of her misadventures at Perth dining rooms and dances – Florence had a wealth of misadventures to recount – and invited Faye to meet her and Edie for a recruits’ dance during the imminent  Easter break.

         ‘Father won’t want me going,’ Edie said automatically.

         ‘He let you go before, remember, darling?’

         ‘That was when Aubrey was sailing out, so he couldn’t exactly refuse.’

         Florence’s face clouded and she sighed, dropping her eyes. ‘Dear Aubrey, how I miss you,’ she said to her potatoes. ‘I don’t believe I shall ever love another man. I’ll certainly die a spinster.’

         Edie didn’t believe that for a second, but she patted Florence’s hand and Mrs Mason poured her more wine.

         Faye was still thinking about the dance. ‘Are you sure your dad won’t let you go, Edie? I haven’t been to a dance at Blackboy Hill before, and it sounds like jolly good fun.’

         ‘Edie’s father is fearsome to behold.’ Florence was shaking her head, her eyes wide. ‘He’s awfully stern and judges everything you do, even if you’re certain you used the fish knife for your whiting.’

         Edie smiled. ‘He’s a stickler for table etiquette, certainly.’

         ‘He thought he did such a good job of hiding his temper from me,’ Florence went on. ‘But it was plain as the nose on your face. He would whisper so savagely at Edie when he thought no one heard, or one would catch him in a glare if he thought Edie or Aubrey were enjoying themselves too much. The only silver lining to losing my fiancé to the war is that I no longer need quake in fear at the thought of having supper with my father-in-law.’ The three women murmured their sympathy, glued to Florence’s words. ‘And his idea of pin money!’ she went on.

         Edie was growing uncomfortable. She’d said one or two things about her father to Mrs Mason and the girls, but it was humiliating to have his petty unpleasantness laid bare for all to see.

         ‘What about the pin money?’ Mrs Mason asked.

         ‘Even my Pop, who is constantly complaining about how much Hildie and I spend, says the pin money Frederick was giving Edie wouldn’t keep a sparrow in crumbs.’

         ‘Well, how much was it?’ asked Faye.

         Florrie leaned in and whispered the amount. There were three gasps followed by three pitying gazes. Edie was sure her cheeks were as pink as the corned beef on her plate.

         ‘But now I’m an independent woman with her own salary, so all is well.’ Edie ate some boiled cabbage as if she hadn’t a care in the world. She was spared more embarrassment by the arrival in the hotel’s supper room of Kitty Macmillan with a woman who must be her famous mama.

         Florrie brightened. ‘What an oddity that lady is wearing on her head.’

         ‘That’s Mrs Macmillan,’ Mrs Mason said.

         Amelia twisted around for a look. ‘Oh, I’ve seen that one already – she wore it at the concert in December. Mrs Macmillan always has something strange and marvellous upon her head,’ she told Edie and Florence.

         ‘The poor child doesn’t have a chance, with a mother like that,’ said Faye.

         Kitty and her mother weren’t looking their way so Edie took the opportunity for a good stare. Mrs Macmillan was an attractive woman with delicate features and big expressive eyes, and honey-coloured hair now tending to grey. She wore something like a blue velvet tam-o’-shanter festooned with red silk roses.

         ‘It looks so out of place here.’ Florence was fascinated.

         Edie couldn’t help a chuckle. ‘I wouldn’t wear it, but I rather like it.’

         ‘What a pity the young man isn’t with them,’ Faye sighed.

         ‘Oh, my goodness!’ said Mrs Mason. ‘I’m glad he’s not, the young firebrand.’

         ‘Where is he?’ Edie asked.

         ‘He’ll be off fighting some battle or other,’ said Amelia.

         Edie was about to ask where Kitty’s brother was stationed but Florence had started looking around for a waiter. ‘Did I see that the hotel has a lemon syllabub on the menu?’ she said. ‘I haven’t had that in years. Who will join me in a sweet?’
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         They passed the next day shopping and exploring around the town. Florence very much admired York, especially the Town Hall, and remarked more than once that it was delightful to be in the country where the air was clean and the men were tall.

         ‘It’s because the farmers aren’t expected to enlist,’ she said with a touch of sourness. ‘Every tall man in Perth has been taken by this war, and it’s too bad – that’s what. I don’t see anyone who compares to dear Aubrey, Edie.’

         ‘You will, one day.’

         ‘Never.’

         The Red Cross ladies collecting for the War Chest smiled at Edie so concertedly, she felt obliged to spend a little of her salary on cigarettes and Oxo at Edwards and hand them in as a contribution. For her donation, Florence bought several bottles of eucalyptus oil in Sargent’s Pharmacy.

         ‘It makes one feel quite guilty, seeing them all knitting so earnestly at their little stall,’ Florence sighed. ‘But you’ve seen my knitting, darling. For a digger to wear any sock I make would be more of a punishment than a comfort.’

         That night they had supper at the boarding house. Faye had already left for the term break and Amelia’s brother was due to pick her up first thing in the morning, so she went upstairs to pack as soon as they’d eaten. This left Edie and Florence in the sitting room with Mrs Mason, but the good lady found in Florence someone who could keep pace with her in the elegant sipping of sherry.

         Edie watched the two become more and more raucous as the night went on. There was an energetic argument about this season’s gown colours and prints, then a deep, considered discussion on the price and availability of silk stockings. It got to ten thirty and they were just starting on the relative merits of net and ribbon for trimming a hat, when Edie decided she’d better get her friend back to the hotel. She led an unsteady, giggly Florence down Avon Terrace and got her safely up to bed before seeing herself out again.

         Across the road at the portrait gallery, a man was locking the front door in the dim streetlight of the terrace. He noticed Edie looking and hesitated. Before she could turn away, he touched his hat, then walked off in the other direction. Edie waited until he was gone, pretending to tie her bootlace in the glow from the hotel doorway, then scurried across the road. There was a dirty-looking dog sleeping on the gallery doorstep. Edie avoided it and peered in at the window display.

         She could just make out the shape of the new model camera, lamplight glinting off the brass buckles of its case. It was sitting on top of its box for display. Just a Kodak – not a DeVry as she’d thought. She still hovered there for a couple of minutes, examining the new camera, so much smaller and smarter than the clunky old Kodak No. 1 in Aubrey’s room at home. How heavy was it? Would it fit comfortably in a bag? It must be pleasant indeed to have a good camera like this to use whenever one liked, not only on secret snapping excursions with one’s brother.

         Grief gave her a wrench that took her breath away, then returned it in an involuntary sob. Why him? Why, of all the brothers, must it have been Aubrey who was taken? Hadn’t the higher power understood how essential he was to her? Then self-reproach crept in. All brothers were essential to someone. She heard her father’s voice in her ear: Foolishness. Wallowing in self-pity. 

         Edie straightened up, realising she was mooning about on a public street at almost eleven at night. She started briskly back to the boarding house. Tomorrow, she would be in her father’s care again. She might as well get her perfect propriety back into practice.
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         In the morning, Amelia waved goodbye as she shot off in her brother’s motorcar. Edie promised Mrs Mason she would attempt to bring back some pretty muslin for her tea-gowns and went to fetch Florence from the hotel. Florence was still asleep. Edie helped her pack as she ate a hasty breakfast, then they took their bags to the station just in time to hop on the train.

         Florence was afflicted with a headache and regarded the bright morning flashing past outside with the air of a sufferer. ‘It’s turned cold today. I suppose it’ll rain on Easter Day and ruin the picnic Hildie and I were supposed to go to.’

         ‘Oh, come now, Florrie, don’t be cross. It’s cold, but clear and beautiful out. Here, have a barley sugar – it might make you feel a little better.’

         ‘I need a cup of tea, that’s what I need.’

         But she took the sweet anyway and Edie gradually cajoled Florence into a better mood, even tracking down a cup of tea for her while the train was stopped in Chidlow’s Well.

         ‘Now, darling,’ said Florence, ‘I don’t mean to go on about it, but I’ve been thinking again about the snapping scheme Aubrey wanted you to join.’

         ‘Florrie,’ Edie warned.

         ‘If you were to get one of those Vest Pocket cameras, your father wouldn’t even know about it. You could keep it hidden in your pocket or your bag. They sell them at Padbury’s – I’ve seen them there.’

         ‘I won’t have any money. Father intends to look after my pay for me.’

         ‘Blast him! You’re keeping some back, aren’t you, though?’

         ‘Of course. Fortunately, he thinks I’m getting the state schoolteachers’ payrate and doesn’t know Miss Raison pays higher. I haven’t had a moment to explain his error.’ Edie pictured the couple of pounds she’d folded up with her underwear. It was unlikely he’d look there, but perhaps she could find a moment to hide it in Aubrey’s old bedroom when she got home. Frederick made a point of avoiding her brother’s room.

         Florence seemed slightly appeased to hear Edie would be hoodwinking her father about how much money she possessed. ‘Well, you must have enough to buy a little camera. You don’t have to join the Snapshot League if you don’t wish, but how I’d love to see you with a camera again, Edie. It’s the thing that makes your face glow and your eyes shine.’

         ‘Nonsense.’

         ‘It’s not nonsense at all! Think of Aubrey in heaven, darling, looking down upon you. He must be sorry to see you looking so sad all the time.’

         This cut her. Edie shook off the feeling. ‘Enough, Florrie: I won’t be harangued into getting a camera.’

         ‘What about if I get you one?’ Florence suggested, a mischievous sparkle in her eyes.

         ‘No! It will stay it its box and be delivered smartly back to you if you even attempt it.’

         Florence pouted, folded her arms and stared out of the window. This meant she was deeply displeased. Edie pulled out Goethe and settled in to wait for no more than ten minutes of silent treatment.

         When it got to fifteen, she looked up in surprise. Florence’s moods never lasted this long. But the reason was right in front of her, cheek against the carriage window, eyes closed, mouth hanging open a little in slumber. Edie smiled. She knew Florence was only trying to help. For a few moments she wished that she was one of the Florences of the world. One who could give all her attention to whatever was in front of her; who could switch from grief to delight and back again in the space of a minute. But Edie was a dweller – one of those who held tight to their anguish even when it was no longer fresh. She tried to focus on the here and now, tried to hold onto the joy in a blue sky or a schoolgirl’s eyes lighting up with sudden understanding, but the pain of Aubrey’s loss seemed to drag her heart back down with its weight. It was a convict’s ball and chain on her soul: an ever-present reminder of absence and finality.

         She stroked Florence’s hair off her face then sat back and gazed at the dense bushland of the Mundaring hills. Almost of its own accord, her hand crept into her bag and closed on Aubrey’s letter.

      



OEBPS/images/9780645498554_cover_epub.jpg





OEBPS/images/endmatter_dinkus_snapshots_online.png





OEBPS/images/title_page_online.jpg
SASHA
WASLEY

Snapshots
from

AAAAAAA
SSSSS





