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        And death shall have no dominion.

        Dead man naked they shall be one

        With the man in the wind and the west moon;

        When their bones are picked clean and the clean bones gone,

        They shall have stars at elbow and foot;

        Though they go mad they shall be sane,

        Though they sink through the sea they shall rise again;

        Though lovers be lost love shall not;

        And death shall have no dominion.

      

      

      

      from Death Shall Have No Dominion, Dylan Thomas, 1933
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          SYDNEY DECEMBER 1941

        

      

    

    
      Hannah couldn't believe she’d been in Australia for two months. She’d left her sister Judith and Judith’s baby daughter in Tatura, in Victoria, where Judith’s Italian husband was imprisoned as an enemy alien. It was time for Judith to stand on her own feet, break free of her dependence on her older sister and build a life for her small family.

      And Hannah now needed to carve out a future for herself. It wouldn’t be the one she’d dreamt of – living on a small farm in Australia with her husband, Will. Instead, she was in Australia alone as a widow at only twenty-two, thousands of miles from home in Liverpool. Tatura was a backwater where the best she could hope for would be a job in a café or a bar. Work so tedious it would be as much a prison sentence as the one poor Paolo was serving simply for the crime of being born Italian. And so Hannah had come to the decision to head off to Sydney, alone.

      She found a room with half board in a small terraced house in Darlinghurst, near the centre of Sydney. The place was shabby but spotlessly clean. The landlady, Mrs Hodges, was a widow in her late fifties, and Hannah was her only lodger.

      ‘You’re my first paying guest,’ she confided to Hannah. ‘But since my son left home I’ve missed the company and having someone to look after.’

      Hannah wasn’t sure she liked the sound of being looked after but it would make a change to reverse the role she’d always played with her sister.

      After days of anxious job-seeking, she had landed a post in a solicitors’ office. Her previous experience and references from working in the Map Room of Western Approaches Command in Liverpool, plotting the movements of allied and enemy shipping, had impressed her employers. The work wasn’t demanding, or even terribly interesting – just filing, a little typing, making tea for the partners and carrying documents and messages to and from the courts and barristers’ chambers. But at least it would pay the rent.

      Despite the friendliness of her new colleagues and Mrs Hodges, Hannah was cautious about revealing too much of herself. Telling anyone about the death of her husband was to be avoided at all costs. The inevitable sympathy would break her. She could only keep going by trying not to think about Will and his terrible death in the icy waters of the Atlantic after an attack on his ship by a German bomber. Talking about it was unimaginable.

      She filled her evenings and weekends by walking around the city, strolling through the parks and the harbour, and going to the pictures. With Mrs Hodges, she was always polite but guarded and presented a cheerful face to the world whilst giving nothing away.

      But alone in bed at night, Hannah couldn’t keep her loss and loneliness at bay. Even after nearly a year, it was unbearable to think she would never see Will again, never experience the warmth of his body beside her, to wake up in a tangle of limbs, never again hear his laughter, listen to his stories or feel the tenderness of his lips on hers.

      Unable to sleep, she would take out the only photograph of herself and Will, well-thumbed and grainy. It had been taken on a rare day spent together soon after the war began. They were hand in hand on the Mersey ferry to New Brighton. She studied the image now, scarcely able to recognise the young woman with the shining eyes and the huge smile. She was wearing a winter coat and a beret, her hair tumbling over her collar as she leant against the railings, her head on Will’s shoulder. He was wearing his usual old battered cap and pea jacket, and his gaze was fixed on her.

      She thought of the recording of a French song Will had bought for her the day before they were married. That was when he told her that instead of them going to Australia, he was going to stay in the merchant navy for the duration of the war. She couldn’t remember the French words of the song but knew what they meant: I will always wait for you to come back. The record had been destroyed along with the gramophone player when their Liverpool home was bombed.

      And Will was never coming back.

      

      A week after she started work, the war Hannah believed she’d left behind in the blitzed ruins of Liverpool encroached on her life again with a suddenness she could not have foreseen. She came downstairs to find her landlady in a state of anxiety. Mrs Hodges, pale as a bowl of cream, sloshed the tea over the tray as she carried it to the table.

      ‘The Prime Minister’s just been on the wireless. We’re at war with Japan!’ Mrs Hodges put down the tray and ran her fingers through her usually immaculately groomed hair. ‘They’ve gone and bombed the American navy.’

      Stunned, Hannah pulled out a chair and sat down, gratefully accepting a cup of tea. 

      ‘I can’t remember the name of the blooming place.’ Mrs Hodges fiddled with the dial on the radio set and she kept up a running commentary. ‘That was it – Pearl Harbour! Never heard of it. Have you?’

      Hannah hadn’t.

      The disembodied voice on the radio said, ‘There have been surprise attacks all around the Pacific. The Japanese have invaded Malaya and bombed Singapore. In a shock raid on the United States Naval base at Pearl Harbour, Hawaii, hundreds of Japanese planes attacked and destroyed the American fleet.’

      The two women listened in disbelief.

      Mrs Hodges' hand shook as she cracked eggs into a frying pan. ‘Those poor Yanks didn’t stand a chance. Sitting ducks! On a Sunday morning too.’ She clutched the front of her blouse, then folded her ample arms and shook her head. ‘I’m worried sick. My son’s serving with the RAAF up in Darwin. He’s a maintenance engineer.’

      ‘I’m sorry. That must be a worry. Have you had news of him?’

      ‘Nothing in more than a fortnight. I usually hear from him every week. Just a postcard but it’s better than nothing.’ She glanced towards a framed portrait on the sideboard of a young man in military uniform. ‘Suppose there’s not much time for letter-writing when you’re fighting a war.’

      Since Hannah had been in Australia, there had been much talk and mounting worry about the Japanese threat in the Pacific. Understandably, Australia feared it would be targeted. Those fears must be mounting now.

      Hannah closed her eyes. Was she going to go through it all over again? She’d believed she’d escaped the horrors of air raids – the terror of nighttime bombing, the scramble – cold and half asleep – for the Anderson shelter, the death and destruction rained down from German planes. Was she going to face it over again, this time on the other side of the world and from the Japanese?

      ‘Does it mean America will join the war? Surely, they’ll have to get involved now.’ She sipped her tea, her appetite for breakfast deserting her.

      Mrs Hodges huffed as she put down a plate of bacon and eggs on the table in front of Hannah. ‘I blooming well hope so. They can’t possibly stay out after that. Bloody Yanks – always late to the party. They sat the last war out until it was almost over.’ She pulled up a chair, sat at the table and poured herself a cup of tea. ‘Still, better late than never. It’s good news for Australia as otherwise we’d only have Singapore to keep the Japs at bay. We’re at the back of the queue here as far as Mr Churchill’s concerned. With the Americans getting stuck in, we’ll have a better chance of keeping the Japs out of Australia.’

      Hannah hoped she was right, imagining Sydney Harbour being strafed by Japanese planes with bombs raining down on this beautiful sun-drenched city.

      Mrs Hodges stood up. ‘Mind if I turn the wireless off? It’s setting my nerves jangling.’

      Hannah nodded assent and struggled to eat her breakfast.

      

      When Hannah arrived at the solicitors’ office in Castlereagh Street, a short tram ride from her digs, it was abuzz with talk of the Japanese attacks and their implications. Clerks and solicitors alike were gathered in the scullery dissecting the news. While the Americans’ entry into the war was likely to change its course, any form of escalation filled Hannah with horror. When would it all end? The addition of the United States would create a massive upgrade in numbers and capabilities, but the range and ferocity of the Japanese attacks showed they were in deadly earnest and planned to make this an all-out world war.

      Apparently, the Japanese army had landed at Kota Bharu in northern Malaya and had also attacked Manila in the Philippines and the US naval base on Guam. Thailand had been invaded and had already surrendered. The words of the Australian Prime Minister, John Curtin, saying, ‘This is the gravest hour of our history,’ sent a chill down Hannah’s spine.

      The senior partner called the staff to order and told them to get back to work and stop speculating. Hannah was relieved to shut it all out and focus on the routine of her job. She picked up a pile of completed briefs from her in-tray and set about filing them alphabetically in the wall of wooden cabinets.

      After Will’s death, she hadn’t wanted to come to Australia. What was the point of being here in his homeland without him? She’d given in to Judith’s pleas that they come to Australia to find Paolo after he was deported. Reluctantly, Hannah had bowed to the pressure. She was happy to have played her part in reuniting the couple, but being in Australia was a constant reminder of her loss. Yet she told herself it was what Will would have wanted her to do. As soon as the bombing started in Liverpool, he’d begged her to go with Judith and sail to Australia until he could join her there after the war. At the time, she’d refused. It was important to her to be there on the dockside waiting for him every time he came home from sea.

      How different it would have been to discover this country with Will to guide her. Now everywhere she went she couldn’t help wondering whether he had been there himself. But he would have wanted her to be strong, so she put on a brave face and had tried to get on with building a life for herself.

      During her lunch break, Hannah walked over to Dymock’s Book Arcade in George Street to consult a world atlas. As she passed through the streets, there were already signs of the changing conditions caused by the war. Instead of window displays of Santa Claus and his reindeer – a sight she’d found incongruous in the height of the Australian summer – workmen were up ladders attaching loudspeakers to buildings for air raid warning sirens, brown paper was being taped to shop windows to act as blackout, and wooden blast reinforcements were being erected around the stone façade of the general post office in Pitt Street. Dear Lord, please don’t let me go through all that again.

      Inside Dymocks, she studied the map of the Pacific region. Manila and Malaya were closer to Australia than she'd thought. If the Japanese established bases there, it would be easy to launch an attack. She looked at where Hawaii sat in the middle of the Pacific far from Japan – Australia was no greater distance. Consulting the scale on the map she calculated that Pearl Harbour was about four thousand miles from Tokyo, whereas Darwin was about six hundred miles nearer.

      

      That evening, when she returned to her lodgings, Mrs Hodges handed her an envelope.

      ‘I hope you don’t mind me asking, darl, but I see your letter’s from Victoria. Do you have relatives there?’

      Bowing to the inevitable, Hannah nodded. ‘My sister and her family.’ She didn’t want to reveal that Paolo was a prisoner of war.

      But Mrs Hodges was not so easily satisfied. ‘Your sister? What’s she doing there?’

      It was none of Mrs Hodge’s business, so Hannah stretched the truth. ‘She met her husband before the war, and they moved to Australia after the invasion of Poland. When the bombing got bad back home, they invited me to join them.’

      ‘Your sis married an Aussie? He a farmer?’

      ‘Yes.’ It was partly true. The inmates of the camp were put to work as farm labourers.

      ‘Let’s hope he doesn’t have to serve. They got kids?’

      ‘Just one. A baby girl.’

      Mrs Hodge nodded. ‘Can’t say I’m surprised you didn’t stick it out there in Victoria, ducky. Not much going for a young girl like you.’

      Eager to end the interrogation, Hannah said she was going to her room until dinner, and clutching the letter, she escaped from her nosy landlady.

      Her bedroom at the back of the house was small – just space for a narrow bed, a wooden chair and a chest of drawers, with a couple of hooks on the wall to hang up her few clothes. Since Mrs Hodges insisted that she keep the window shut when out at work, it was hot and stuffy, even now in the early evening. Hannah opened the window and flung herself on the bed to read Judith’s letter.

      It was short. A single sheet. Judith wasn’t proving to be much of a correspondent.

      Dear Hannah,

      Hope you’re well. Sarah has two new teeth and has been keeping me awake half the night. It’s hard to be cross as she’s such an adorable baby when she’s not teething!

      Paolo has been singing with the camp choir again, and they are practising for a concert at Christmas. I can’t wait. You’ve no idea how awful it is only being able to see him through a wire fence.

      Hannah flung the letter down. Judith was so insensitive. No idea? She would give anything to see Will through a barbed wire fence. She bit her lip and swallowed her anger. Judith would never change. She was unthinking but there was no malice in her, and she certainly didn’t intend to be hurtful. Hannah picked the letter up again.

      Good news that you have found a job at last. I hope it’s not too boring. Have you done anything yet about finding Aunt Elizabeth? It was the main reason you went to Sydney, so you should jolly well get on with it!

      Hannah sighed. Judith was right. Finding their long-lost aunt mattered now more than ever. She’d been using her search for a job as a reason for prevaricating, but there was no longer an excuse. With her sister nearly five hundred miles away, Hannah longed to connect with someone else who had known Will.

      Indirectly and unknowingly, it was Aunt Elizabeth who had brought Hannah and Will together. Elizabeth had left Liverpool for Australia in 1920, and Hannah bore a close resemblance to her. She was Will’s stepmother, and a chance sighting of Hannah on the Liverpool waterfront had almost convinced Will he was seeing his stepmother herself. It was what caused him to speak to her and, in doing so, to change the course of their lives. Now Will was gone and Elizabeth was one of the few connections Hannah had to her husband.

      When it came to tracing her aunt, Hannah had very little information to go on. The only link with Elizabeth she knew of was a woman called Verity Radley, a schoolteacher in McDonald Falls, the small town in the Blue Mountains where Will came from and where Elizabeth lived when married to Will’s father. But Verity Radley was dead – the letter Will had written to her had been returned to them unopened. Hannah would need to go to McDonald Falls and try to pick up the trail from there.

      She carried on reading Judith’s letter.

      The Clancys have asked me to invite you to join us for Christmas. I do hope you aren’t going to make excuses. Little Sarah is growing up fast and you’re missing out. You can come to the concert at the camp - the locals have all been invited. It will be fun. Much better than staying on your own in the city. I can’t imagine why you want to be there anyway. You’d be much better off here with us.

      The Clancys were the couple with whom Judith lodged. Terry Clancy worked as a warder at the Tatura internment camp and had befriended Paolo. Hannah had become fond of Terry and his wife, Sal, during her brief stay there. Tempting as it was to accept the invitation, Judith would never break out of her dependency on Hannah until she had no choice. If Hannah wanted to build a life in Australia, it had to be on her own, even if the thought of spending Christmas alone was a miserable one.

      Her decision was made the next day when the firm needed someone to support the duty solicitor over the holiday period. It would mean overtime pay, so Hannah volunteered. With a heavy heart, she picked up her pen and wrote her reply to her sister.
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          MID DECEMBER 1941

        

      

    

    
      Sydney’s Central Station was an impressive Edwardian structure built from buttery sandstone with colonnades and a clock tower. Hannah stepped onto the wide concourse with its vast arched ceiling. She bought a ticket for McDonald Falls, the town in the Blue Mountains where Will lived until he ran away to sea.

      The trip would take about two and a half hours. It was early morning, so she’d have a full day to explore the town and make inquiries about her aunt. Already the day was getting hot, and Hannah was glad that her destination was likely to be much cooler than the city.

      As the train chugged towards the mountains, she thought about the tragic history of her family. After her Aunt Elizabeth had been forced out of the family home more than twenty years ago, her name had never again been mentioned in the household. Hannah had forgotten her aunt’s very existence until she happened upon a photograph. When her father saw the picture, he’d flown into a violent rage. He'd beaten Hannah and destroyed the precious photograph, setting in train the events that led to his brutal murder of Hannah and Judith’s mother, Sarah. He paid the price on the gallows.

      Although he was her father, Hannah felt only loathing for Charles Dawson. She would never forgive him for the savage killing of her mother or for what she found out he had done to Elizabeth, her mother's sister. He had raped her then thrown her out.

      As the train left the city behind, Hannah wondered whether she’d ever find her aunt. Even if she did, would Elizabeth be ready to accept her after what her father had done? The ties that bound them were not only the familial links – she was related to her aunt also by marriage – Elizabeth was Will’s stepmother.

      Will had regarded Elizabeth as his only friend when he was a lonely adolescent with a troubled relationship with his father, Jack. Finding Elizabeth had mattered as much to Will as it did to Hannah. She was doing this for both of them.

      Would she even recognise Elizabeth were she to find her? She no longer had that old photograph, and more than twenty years had passed since it had been taken. Her aunt must be around fifty now.

      

      The day was warm even here in the mountains when Hannah emerged from the station at McDonald Falls. Above, in a eucalyptus tree, white cockatoos were screeching. She walked towards what she presumed was the main street. The place had the feel and appearance of a small frontier town. On one side, set back from the road, was a large colonnaded Victorian building, with formal gardens in front, and prominently signed as The Queen Alexandra Hotel. Strolling under the canvas shop canopies that provided shade from the summer sunshine, Hannah wondered where to start. After so long, the likelihood of finding anyone who had known Elizabeth Kidd, let alone knew her present whereabouts, was remote.

      Tears threatened and she swallowed them down. She was retracing Will's footsteps in his old hometown. How many times had he walked along this stretch of pavement, looked in this shop window, paused to greet a familiar face? She walked aimlessly until the sadness ebbed away, replaced by curiosity. The place was small enough not to be intimidating, but large enough that she didn’t feel too conspicuous.

      A plan was needed – she only had a day in the town. It would be foolish to waste it. Having missed breakfast to make the early train, she was hungry, so she went into a tearoom and ordered morning tea with a toasted teacake. It came dripping with butter, and as she ate, she savoured the taste. It was only a matter of time before rationing would be introduced in Australia too.

      A discarded newspaper lay on the next table. She reached across, and scanned the headline, which was about anger and frustration in Canberra that Britain wasn’t doing enough to support the Pacific region. Hope was pinned on the supposedly impregnable Singapore, but since the sinking of the Prince of Wales and Repulse warships soon after Pearl Harbour in early December, there was no longer any significant defensive presence there. Apparently, the British strategy rested on the impregnability of Singapore itself – and the fact that to reach it, the Japanese army would have to travel the length of Malaya through impassable jungle and roads too narrow to allow the mass transportation of an invading army.

      It was all too depressing. Hannah pushed the paper aside, opened her handbag and took out a notebook and pencil. When in doubt, make a list.

      She chewed the end of the pencil. Where to start? Here in this tea shop was as good a place as any.

      - Tearoom (are there other cafés too?)

      - Post Office

      - School – did Verity Radley have friends?

      - Pub or bar

      - Shops

      - The Queen Alexandra Hotel

      Things to ask

      - Where did the Kidds live?

      - Did Elizabeth Kidd have any friends other than Verity?

      - How far is McDonald Creek?

      Would the Kidds’ former smallholding at McDonald Creek be close enough for her to visit the place where Will had spent most of his young life?

      Slipping the notebook back into her bag, she summoned the young waitress and asked to settle the bill. The girl was clearly too young to have known the Kidds, so Hannah asked whether the owner or manager was in.

      The girl's face fell. ‘You making a complaint?’

      Hannah rushed to reassure. 'No. Quite the contrary. That toasted teacake was delicious, and your service was faultless. I just want to inquire about someone who used to live around here.’

      The girl grinned with relief. 'Mrs Taylor's in the kitchen. I'll see if she’s free.’ She vanished behind a curtain at the rear, emerging soon after, accompanied by a portly woman in her fifties.

      ‘G’day. How can I help?'

      Hannah started by repeating the words of praise she'd used with the waitress.

      ‘The baked goods are all made on the premises with my own hands. Glad ya liked them.’ The proprietor turned to go back to the kitchen.

      'Please. Just a moment. I imagine this place has been open some time?'

      'More ’n twenty years.' The woman wiped her hands on her apron.

      ‘So you must know most people in the town. I was wondering if you knew my late husband's family, the Kidds?’

      The woman frowned. 'Who was your husband?'

      'William Kidd. Called himself Will.’

      'You're Will Kidd's wife? He's passed away?'

      Hannah bit her lip. ‘Last year. Will was a sailor on the Atlantic convoys. He was killed in a German aerial attack.’

      The woman's expression softened. 'I'm truly sorry to hear that, Mrs Kidd. Will was a nice boy. Always a smile for everyone. Used to come into town selling rabbit skins. Must be fifteen, twenty years since he left the Falls. That was the last I heard of him.’ She frowned again. 'So what can I help you with? I presume you know about his old man and how he got what was coming to him at the end of a rope? Killed his own son, Will’s older brother. Nat Kidd was a wrong 'un but nothing justifies a man killing his own child.’ She jutted out her lower lip and shook her head. ‘Now if that's all, I'll be getting back to my kitchen.'

      Hannah wanted to protest that Nat’s death had been an accident. Manslaughter at worst. According to Will, his father had been defending Will and Elizabeth from Nat who had already stabbed Will in the stomach. Will always believed the hanging of his father had been a grave miscarriage of justice. But Jack Kidd had accepted his fate and refused to lodge an appeal against the murder verdict. Hannah needed to stay focussed on finding out about Elizabeth.

      ‘Please, just one more thing. I'm actually interested in Jack Kidd’s widow, Mrs Elizabeth Kidd. She's my aunt and I don’t know where she is.’

      'Best keep it that way then.’ The woman folded her arms, the smile fading from her face. I’m sorry to say it, as you look a decent, respectable lady, but your aunt was no good.'
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      Burning with indignation, Hannah left the tearoom. Why did the proprietor think so badly of Elizabeth? It was unjust and unfair after all her aunt had gone through. If everyone in this town felt the same way about Elizabeth, her trip was likely to prove fruitless.

      She stood in the shade under the canopy of a hardware shop and looked at her list. Finding someone who had known Verity Radley might be her best bet – the teacher had remained a loyal friend to Elizabeth until she’d died. The school would be the best place to start, but it was a Saturday. Although Miss Radley had lived on the premises, there was no guarantee her successor did.

      After asking directions, Hannah found the school, but as expected, it was closed. Based on the cluster of modern buildings, it had expanded significantly since the days when Will lived in the town. Hannah walked on past the locked gates and came upon a stone-built cottage set back from the road and bearing a sign: The Old Schoolhouse. She took a deep breath and knocked on the door.

      A young woman emerged almost immediately. She looked Hannah up and down, her expression curious. ‘Yes?’

      ‘I’m looking for information about Miss Verity Radley. She used to be the schoolteacher here.’

      ‘Sorry. The school’s nothing to do with us. We just own the house.’ The woman started to close the door.

      ‘Please. May I ask you a couple of questions? I’ve come up from Sydney, and I’m trying to trace my aunt, who once lived in the town and was a friend of Miss Radley.’

      ‘You’re from England, aren’t you?’ The woman smiled.

      ‘From Liverpool. I moved to Australia a few months ago. My family lost touch with my aunt and I’m trying to trace her.’

      The woman cocked her head to one side. ‘You wrote to Miss Radley about a year ago, didn’t you? I remember a letter from England. I marked the envelope to be returned to sender.’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘Apparently, she died suddenly. We bought this place after her death and never met her. Sorry but I’m afraid there’s nothing more I can tell you.’

      Desperate, Hannah said, ‘Just one more question, please. Who handled the sale of the house?’

      The woman shrugged. ‘Presume it would have been the lady’s lawyers. My husband dealt with all that.’ She looked over her shoulder. Somewhere inside the house, a baby was crying.

      ‘May I speak to your husband? It’s really important that I find my aunt. Miss Radley was probably the only person who would have known her whereabouts. I imagine she left some papers, letters. Something with my aunt’s address on.’

      The woman snapped, ‘My husband’s not here. He’s an airman serving with the RAAF in Singapore and I haven’t heard from him in weeks. Now I need to feed the baby. G’day.’ She closed the door, leaving Hannah standing on the step.

      She turned away and walked back down the path, her spirits low. Across the road was a post office and general store. Hannah crossed over and went inside.

      The postmistress told her there were three firms of solicitors in McDonald Falls but she didn’t know which one had been Miss Radley’s. She wrote down the addresses, pointing out that they would all be closed for the weekend. At least this woman was being helpful.

      Encouraged, Hannah asked, ‘Can you tell me anything about Mrs Elizabeth Kidd? She lived here about twenty years ago. I’m her niece and I’m trying to trace her.’

      The woman’s expression hardened. ‘Everyone in the Falls knew the Kidds. They used to live in Kinross House, the fancy mansion at the end of this street. Overlooking the canyon. She sold up when Jack Kidd was condemned to death for murder. Sold the coal mine too. After that, I can’t tell you since she left no forwarding address, but my guess is she went to Sydney.’

      ‘Miss Radley stayed in touch with her. Didn’t she mention where Elizabeth had gone?’

      The postmistress shrugged. ‘Miss Radley kept to herself after what happened. People round here didn’t take kindly to the Kidd family or anyone who took their side. If she stayed close to Mrs Kidd, she kept it quiet. After all, she had a school to run and a reputation to uphold.’

      A customer entered the shop, and the woman turned to serve her. Murmuring her thanks, Elizabeth left.

      Another dead end. The journey had been a waste of time and effort. Disheartened, Hannah decided to take a look at Elizabeth’s former home before getting the train back to Sydney. On Monday, she would contact each of the three law firms, and if that produced nothing, she would seek the advice of one of the solicitors in her own office. Somewhere, there must be a record of who handled the sale of Miss Radley’s property.

      Hannah straightened her shoulders as she walked to the end of the street. There were some concrete leads to follow and her employment at a law firm fortuitously put her in an excellent position to pursue them. The air was fresh with the scent of flowers, and the shops had given way to pretty weather-boarded bungalows with porches, small verandas and well-tended gardens.

      The last house in the street was different. A polished brass plaque on the gatepost bore the words Kinross House. Hannah stood at the foot of the drive, amazed at the scale and grandeur of the place. Unlike most of the properties in the town, this was a dwelling of two or three storeys. It was encircled with a wide veranda, and a long driveway swept up to the substantial front door. So this had been her aunt’s home. Will’s home too – although he'd told her that until he was sixteen, he’d lived in a tumbledown cottage at his father’s smallholding out at McDonald’s Creek, without even knowing his father owned this grand house. Jack Kidd had won the property, along with the coal mining business and a substantial sum of cash, when playing cards for high stakes.

      Curious, Hannah walked up the driveway, drawn towards the splendid house and gardens. The crunch of her feet on the gravel was muffled by the hum from sprinklers watering the lawn. She kept close to the boundary and walked past a garage or stable block to the rear of the house. Here she gasped again – this time at the sheer beauty of the panorama in front of her. Lush lawns ran down to a picket fence that bordered a sheer cliff edge. Beyond the fence, the ground gave way to a vast chasm with rocky sandstone crags, waterfalls, and ferns, surrounded by a forest of eucalyptus trees with their ghostly white trunks covering the valleys and mountains as far as her eye could see. In the bright sunlight there was a bluey haze above the trees. That must have been the source of the Blue Mountains’ name. She moved across the grass and stood in front of the fence, gazing out over the canyon, entranced.

      Hannah shivered and her eyes welled with tears. How often had Will spoken to her of the beauty of these mountains? He should be here with her now, holding her hand or placing a protective arm around her shoulders. So much beauty. Too much pain.

      Lost in her thoughts, she didn’t hear the approaching footsteps behind her.

      ‘What are you doing here? This is private property.’

      Hannah spun round, embarrassed at being caught trespassing. The woman, who had a lilting Irish accent, was plump in build but held herself with her shoulders pulled back and a rigid bearing that gave the illusion of height. She was wearing an apron over her dress.

      ‘I’m so sorry. My husband used to live in this house and I wanted to satisfy my curiosity.’

      ‘Your husband?’ The woman’s brows knitted.

      ‘William Kidd. His father once owned this house, I believe.’

      The woman’s face broke into smiles. ‘You’re Master Will’s wife? I’m delighted to meet you. How is Will? I’ve so often wondered what happened to him. Why isn’t he with you?’ She glanced back towards the house. ‘I was that fond of him. I’m so pleased he’s married and to such a pretty girl.’ The words flowed out of her in an excited flood.

      Hannah hesitated before replying. ‘I’m afraid Will died. At the beginning of this year. His ship was sunk in the Atlantic by a German bomber.’

      The woman’s face crumpled and she burst into tears. She dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief, blew her nose loudly, then pulled herself together. ’You poor wee thing. Come inside and I’ll make us both a nice cup of tea. The owners are visiting their son in Canberra so we won’t be disturbed.’

      As they walked towards the house, the woman asked Hannah how she and Will had met.

      ‘He was a merchant seaman and was in port in Liverpool where I lived.’

      ‘Ah! I should have guessed. He always wanted to go to sea. Poor lad was forced by his daddy to work in the coal mine and hated it. Used to tell me that one day he was going to become a sailor and travel the world.’

      Hannah smiled sadly. ‘He certainly did that. He went all over the place. At least until the war began and he joined the Atlantic convoys.’

      The woman said her name was Mary O’Hara. ‘I used to be the maid here for the Kidds when Mrs Oates was the housekeeper and Mr Oates was the chauffeur. Then when Mrs Kidd sold Kinross House the new owners kept the staff on. The Oates retired two years ago and I was promoted to housekeeper.’

      She showed Hannah into a spacious kitchen and invited her to sit at a large deal table while she prepared a pot of tea.

      ‘So you knew Mrs Kidd? Elizabeth Kidd?’ Hope surged inside Hannah’s chest.

      ‘I did indeed.’ The woman grinned. ‘The loveliest of ladies. I was in the room when she was delivered of her two babies. First, little Mikey and then poor wee Susanna. God bless their souls.’ She made a hurried sign of the cross. ‘A terrible thing to happen. The diphtheria took them both at the same time. It was heart breaking. That Mikey was a scamp. Cute as a button, and Susanna only a wee babby. I thought Mrs Kidd would lose her mind with grief but she’s a strong woman.’

      Mary O'Hara sighed and stared into the middle distance, remembering. ‘After Mrs Kidd sold this place to Dr and Mrs Sullivan, I went to live with her as housekeeper in a little house she rented in town. When she moved to Sydney the Sullivans took me back here.’

      Hannah felt a suffusion of warmth inside her. At last, someone who had known Elizabeth well – and had actually liked her. She wanted to hug Mary O’Hara.

      ‘You’re the first person I’ve met who’s has a good word to say about Elizabeth.’ She hesitated then added, ‘She’s my aunt.’

      Mary clasped her hands together. ‘Your aunt! Mrs Kidd’s niece married to Master Will. Heavens above! God works in mysterious ways.’ She poured the tea and handed a cup to Hannah. ‘Are you in Australia to visit your aunty then? I imagine she was devastated about Will too. She loved that lad as though he were her own. Now I think about it, you’re the living image of her.’

      Hannah sipped her tea. ‘I’m trying to find out where Aunt Elizabeth is. All I know is that she and her husband live in the north of New South Wales and he’s a sheep farmer.’ She told Mary O’Hara about the correspondence with Verity Radley and how Hannah’s last letter had been returned after Miss Radley’s death. ‘My husband had written to her to enquire about Elizabeth. She replied to us, delighted that we’d got in touch and promised to forward Will’s letter to Elizabeth. But we heard nothing after that, so I was afraid Elizabeth didn’t want to have anything to do with us. I wondered if she wanted to put the past behind her. There’d been so much sadness in it. But Will was adamant that she would have wanted to hear from us.’

      ‘Will was right.’ Mary O’Hara folded her arms. ‘Elizabeth told me she had nieces – you’ve a sister, haven’t you?’

      Hannah beamed. ‘Yes. Her name’s Judith.’ Hannah explained her sister’s circumstances. The warm, friendly manner of the Irish housekeeper and her evident close knowledge of the family made Hannah relax. At last, here was someone who spoke highly of the Kidds. ‘Mrs Kidd told me she was sad she’d lost contact with her family.’

      ‘She did?’ Hannah felt a rush of emotion. ‘Do you have her address?’

      The housekeeper’s lips formed a tight line. ‘I’m afraid I don’t. After what happened to Mr Kidd, she moved to Sydney. She was expecting another baby and I think she wanted to put the past behind her. Who can blame her? She offered to take me with her but I’m not a city girl so I chose to say here in the Falls.’ The housekeeper took another sip of her tea. ‘You say she married again? I’m truly happy for her.’

      ‘She married my late husband’s friend, Michael Winterbourne.’

      Mary O’Hara gasped and clasped her hands together. ‘Mrs Kidd married Mr Winterbourne? Well I never.’ She gave a long sigh. ‘Such a handsome man. Most of the women in the Falls were sweet on him.’ She blushed, chuckling. ‘I was no exception.’ She stared into space, clearly conjuring memories. ‘Master Will hero-worshipped him. Anyone could see that. Poor Will hated working in the mine and going underground but Mr Winterbourne looked out for him. Then all of a sudden he went and married Miss Harriet.’ The housekeeper shook her head, her bottom lip jutting out, indicating her disapproval of Harriet Kidd.

      Will had rarely spoken about his sister Harriet. Hannah had the feeling their relationship was too sensitive a subject. Perhaps she oughtn’t to be sitting here gossiping about the dead with the housekeeper. But it wasn’t gossiping. She was trying to piece together a puzzle.

      Either way, Mary O’Hara was keen to talk. ‘Miss Harriet was a holy terror. Used to getting her own way all the time. Spoilt. Forgive me, but she was a little madam. I remember when she got all her hair chopped off and her father went mad.’ She grimaced. ‘Your aunt went out of her way to be kind to the girl, but Harriet threw it all back in her face.’

      She made the sign of the cross. ‘Then, after what happened with her father, she threw herself into Sydney Harbour and drowned.’ The housekeeper lowered her voice into a whisper. ‘They say that she and Mr Winterbourne had a very unhappy marriage.’

      Hannah listened as the woman's memories flooded out.

      ‘Miss Harriet was what they call a party girl. Champagne and drugs.’ She lowered her voice to barely a whisper, signifying her disapproval. ‘And other men.’ The woman looked about her as though afraid of being overheard. ‘Not wanting to speak ill of the dead – you’ve a right to know all the facts – but I think the lassie also had a guilty conscience about what she’d said in court.’ She paused, weighing her words. ‘I suppose Master Will told you about his father’s trial?’

      Hannah nodded. It had been a strange and terrible bond between Will and herself that they had both had fathers executed for murdering a family member. ‘Will told me his brother Nat was a bad egg, and their father shot him only to defend both Will and my aunt when he attacked them.’

      Mary closed her eyes and mumbled an unintelligible prayer. ‘I was in the court. It was all going well for Jack Kidd. Everyone believed he only shot Nat to stop him killing Will. The poor lad was unconscious on the ground, and his brother was all set to finish him.’

      Hannah listened intently.

      ‘I was sure the worst possible verdict would be manslaughter. Honestly, Mrs Kidd, until the point when Miss Harriet – or I should say Mrs Harriet Winterbourne – turned up in court, we all thought he’d get off altogether. She was all togged up in her finery like one of those drama queens in the pictures and demanded to say her piece.’

      Hannah leant forward, fascinated. Will had never told her any of the details of his father’s trial. Presumably he’d found it too painful or was mindful of sparing Hannah after she’d gone through her own father’s murder trial.

      ‘It seemed to me she was only interested in trashing your aunty’s reputation. But in accusing Mrs Kidd of carrying on with Mr Winterbourne and with Nat too, she was giving her father a motive for murder.’ The housekeeper refilled their cups of tea. ‘She went white as a sheet when the judge put his little black cap on. I’ll never forget it. After that, she went back to the city and drank herself to death and ended up floating in the harbour.’ Mary O’Hara raised her eyes in silent prayer and swallowed another slug of tea.

      ’Will's sister took her own life?’ Will had said nothing of this. It must have been too painful.

      The housekeeper crossed herself again. ‘I hope not. I’d hate to think of the poor girl going to hell for all eternity for committing a mortal sin. But she had clearly lost the will to live by giving herself up to drink, drugs and – so they say – debauchery. It seems to me she let her dislike of your aunt cloud her judgement. She never gave a thought to what her words would mean to her father’s situation. When he was condemned to death she couldn’t live with the guilt.’ The woman released a long sigh. ‘Mrs Oates said at the time she also thought Miss Harriet couldn’t face the disgrace of having a father who was hanged. She used to go round with the cream of Sydney society. They would have dropped her like a hot potato after poor Mr Kidd was put to death.’

      Hannah took a deep breath. It was such a horrible story. The parallel between her own situation and Will’s in both having fathers condemned to death was extraordinary. But she wasn’t going to tell Mary O’Hara about that.

      The housekeeper reached over and patted Hannah's hand. ‘I’m so happy to have met you, Mrs Kidd. I can see why Will fell for you. And you’re so like your aunty. The living image of her.’

      Hannah sensed Mary had reached the end of her revelations.  But she was desperate to find out more information about Elizabeth. ‘Did Miss Radley have any other friends who might know where my aunt is now?’

      ‘Miss Radley kept her own company. Mrs Kidd was her only friend. Otherwise she was completely dedicated to her pupils. A very private person.’

      ‘Did she die suddenly?’

      ‘To be sure it was very sad. A heart attack. Dropped dead in the schoolyard on her way home at the end of a day’s teaching.’

      ‘I’m sorry to her that.  Might Mr and Mrs Oates know my aunt’s address?’

      ‘I doubt it. By the time Mrs Kidd left the Falls, the Oateses were working for the Sullivans here. They’d no contact with her after she moved to the city. But I’ll ask them anyway should I see them in the town. We’re not in touch, though they’re still in the area.’

      It was time to go. Hannah got to her feet. ‘Thank you so much, Mrs O’Hara. For the tea and for filling in so many blanks for me.’

      ‘It’s Mary. Miss not Mrs – I’ve no husband so I’ve no claim to that title.’ The Irishwoman smoothed her apron down. ‘It’s been an honour meeting you and hearing about Master Will. I’m very sorry about what happened to him. God bless his immortal soul.’

      Hannah delved into her handbag and pulled out her precious photograph. ‘Would you like to see the only snap I have of Will?’ She held out the photograph to Mary.

      ‘Oh! Jesus, Mary and Joseph! What a gorgeous picture! Such a big, tall, handsome man he turned into. And the two of you so lovely together.’ She placed a hand on Hannah’s arm. ‘I can see from the look on his face that he loved the bones of you.’

      Tears pricked Hannah's eyes. ‘And I him.’

      ‘God bless you, Mrs Kidd. He’ll be looking down on you from heaven and watching over you. I’ll ask the priest to say a Mass for him.’

      Hannah reached again into her handbag to find her little notepad. Tearing out a sheet, she scribbled her address on it. ’This is my address in Sydney. If you should come across my aunt, please give this to her.’

      ‘Of course, but don’t get your hopes up, Mrs Kidd, it must be more than fifteen years since she left the Falls.’

      Hannah took her hand. ‘Just in case.’ She smiled. ‘Thank you. I’m so happy I met you. Now I must get my train back to Sydney.’

      She was halfway down the drive when the housekeeper ran after her. ‘I think you should have this, Mrs Kidd. Master Will made it for me with his own hands.’ She pressed a little wooden carving into Hannah’s hand. ‘It’s a wee kangaroo. He loved whittling wood. He’d have wanted you to have it.’

      Hannah’s tears could no longer be kept at bay. She hugged the Irishwoman. Clutching the wooden figure in her hand, she hurried down the drive and onto the street. She walked back to the railway station through a sea of tears.
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      Back in Sydney, Hannah’s letters to the three McDonald Falls law firms had, after a week, elicited no response. Christmas – the summer holiday season – was days away, so Hannah resigned herself that she was unlikely to hear anything until well into January. Most Australians would be off work for the holiday season as it was rumoured that next year because of the war, holidays would be severely curtailed by law.

      When she told Mrs Hodges she’d be staying in Sydney over Christmas, the landlady said, ‘I thought you’d be heading to Victoria to join your sister and her family.’

      Hannah explained that she’d been asked to provide holiday cover at the office. ‘I’ll have Christmas Day and Boxing Day as leave, but most of the staff will be off work between then and New Year so there’ll just be the duty solicitor and me. Apparently, there won’t be much to do.’

      ‘So, you’ll be here for your Christmas dinner?’ Mrs Hodges looked concerned.

      Hannah’s spirits sank. Was she going to ask her to leave over the holiday period? She tried to keep her voice light when she replied. ‘If you’re going away for Christmas I’m happy to fend for myself – or if you’re expecting guests I can find a hotel for a few days.’

      The landlady stretched out a hand and gave Hannah’s arm a reassuring pat. ‘I’m going nowhere. I’ll be glad of your company, Miss Kidd.’

      She always referred to Hannah as Miss, having assumed that she was unmarried, and Hannah had chosen not to correct her.

      A quiet Christmas would be fine. After a childhood where Christmas had been viewed by her extreme fundamentalist father as a pagan Bacchanalia, Hannah wasn’t used to the festivities celebrated by most people. Growing up, first in Northport, and then in a small, terraced house in Bootle, near the Liverpool docks, Christmas had been a miserable affair, unacknowledged as a time of festivity. Bible readings and prayers had taken the place of Christmas carols and plum pudding. It was only after her father’s death and her marriage to Will that she’d experienced the joyous side of Christmas. In the big old house on Moss Lane that she, Will, and Judith had shared with their landlord Sam and his late father’s mistress, Nance, they’d all tried to make it a jolly occasion, despite the war. Sam had bought a gramophone player, and there had been party games and dancing. Now Hannah struggled to imagine ever being joyful at this time of year again.

      She spent Christmas morning helping her landlady prepare their dinner, peeling potatoes and making the stuffing for the chicken. As they worked, Mrs Hodges had the wireless on, so they were accompanied by carols and seasonal music. It seemed bizarre to be cooking a roast with all the trimmings when the temperature was in the high eighties.

      They had sat down for the meal and Mrs Hodges beamed across the table at Hannah. ‘Tell me something about yourself, Miss Kidd. You’ve been lodging here a few weeks now, yet I barely know you.’

      Hannah hesitated for a moment, then remembered Mrs Hodges was a widow too. She had shown her kindness and Hannah hated keeping secrets.

      ‘Actually, It’s not actually Miss Kidd. It’s Mrs. My husband died eleven months ago.’

      Mrs Hodges clamped a hand over her mouth. ‘I’m so sorry, darl. I’d no idea. You’re so young.’

      ‘That’s what war does. It takes no account of age. Will was in the merchant navy. His ship was bombed on what was meant to be his last Atlantic crossing before he was due to start a shore-based job.’

      ‘You poor thing, that’s heart breaking. How long had you been married?’

      ‘Our wedding was the day after Hitler invaded Poland. Will was killed in January this year, so we were married just over a year.’ She gave a rueful smile. ‘And most of that he was at sea.’

      Mrs Hodges put down her knife and fork. ‘It isn’t fair. What I’d like to do to that Adolf Hitler. I can’t tell you how sorry I am, Mrs Kidd.’

      Hannah bit her lip. That was the worst bit. The sympathy. It always set her off. ‘It’s why I don’t like to talk about it. It’s still too fresh and painful.’

      ‘I hate to tell you this, darl, but it always will be. Doesn’t get any easier. My Stan was taken from me ten years ago and barely a moment goes by when I don’t think of him. Lung cancer. Horrible disease.’

      Hannah expressed her condolences, then they ate in silence.

      Eventually Hannah broke it. ‘You have just the one son?’

      ‘Our Billy, yes.’ Mrs Hodges glanced towards the framed photograph of the uniformed young man on the sideboard. ‘Up in Darwin. I thought they’d send him to Malaya but thank God they didn’t. A friend of mine has just lost her son in Malaya. Stationed at the Butterworth base. He was killed during the invasion of Penang last week.’ She sighed. ‘Cath’s distraught. She’s got another son in Singapore. They say it will hold out, but I’ve learned to believe nothing where war’s concerned. And ships full of women and children from there are arriving in Perth all the time according to the papers.’

      She shook her head, her eyes full of sadness and probably fear. Spearing a roast potato with her fork, she popped it in her mouth. ‘We don’t hold much with formality down under so why don’t you call me Dot?’

      ‘In that case, Dot, I’m Hannah.’

      After the meal they washed up and when Dot retired to the parlour for a snooze, Hannah went out for a walk.

      She’d bought a wide-brimmed straw hat soon after arriving in Sydney. The sun here was so much stronger than back in Liverpool, where she more often wore a beret with a thick woolly scarf round her neck as she walked in the dunes on Crosby sands.

      Today, she headed for the Domain, strolling past the art gallery and into the botanic gardens. Not only beautiful in their own right, the gardens offered the best views of the city and its breathtaking harbour. The blue waters sparkled under a cloudless sky. Hannah wandered between the trees: sprawling giant figs, lush ferns, spiky palms and cacti, pine trees and spreading cedars, past ponds bright with colourful waterlilies. Above her head, flying foxes hung, Dracula-like, from the trees, and possums ran up the trunks and along the branches.





OEBPS/images/under-a-southern-sky-cover-large-ebook.jpg
War and loss brought
her to Australia.
Will love make her stay?





OEBPS/images/cranbrook-press-logo-black.jpg





