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      Vina’s Quest

      Vina’s Quest is the story of one woman’s epic search for her roots, stretching over six decades and two continents. Everybody craves love, family and romance in their lives and Vina is no different from the rest. The reader is taken on a rollercoaster ride of highs and lows, accompanying her on her quest. Seeking closure from the past, her journey includes both pain and happiness as she searches for answers.

      

      Maddie

      Desperate to escape her past, eighteen-year-old Maddie arrives in Glasgow. Poor, lonely and troubled, she’s determined to make a new start but frightened to trust anyone. A new life opens for her when she’s befriended by the Kingston family, an opportunity she grasps with gratitude and one she clings to tenaciously. But can she put her secret past behind her to reach lasting happiness?
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            TUESDAY, 8TH NOVEMBER, 1955

          

        

      

    

    
      They were halfway across the Indian Ocean when the bleeding started.

      Elinor Bonnington awoke in pain and switched on the night-light on the wall above her head. A dark red stain was extending across her cotton nightdress and the sheet below her was blood-stained. She groaned as she got out of her bunk, glad that her cabin mate had disembarked at Fremantle and she now had the cabin to herself.

      Hugging her stomach, Elinor dragged herself into the shower compartment. She pulled her nightdress over her head and stood under the shower, allowing the warm water to soothe her throbbing body. She stared in horror at the chunks of bloodied matter that were coming away from her. Once the bleeding had stopped and the pain eased a little, she put on a clean nightdress. Her hands shook as she tried to rub the marks off the sheet. ‘What’s happening to me?’ The words were wrung out of her; the teenager had never felt so alone or so scared in her life before.

      Elinor crept back into her bunk and lay on the other side of the mattress away from the damp patch, with her face almost touching the cabin wall. She sent up a silent prayer of thanks that her parents were occupying a separate cabin on the deck below.

      It was only after she’d been on the ship for a couple of days that Elinor had begun to suspect she might be pregnant. Her first bout of morning sickness had been on the day the ship docked in Fremantle, its last port of call before leaving the Australian mainland, and the sickness had continued since then.

      She’d been terrified at the prospect of being pregnant and dreaded to think how her parents would respond to hearing that she was going to have a baby out of wedlock. Dad would be the more understanding of the two but Elinor had little doubt that Mum would blow a fuse. She loved both her parents dearly but found Mum a very strict disciplinarian. Lying there in the darkness, in her head she heard Mum’s voice saying, ‘I’m only doing it for your own good, darling.’ This was always the reply when she challenged Mum’s rules.

      Yet now that she’d been bleeding, she was distraught at the thought that she might have lost the baby, her only link with Michael. If she had indeed miscarried then Mum and Dad would never know that they’d been denied their first grandchild tonight.

      With sleep still evading her, Elinor’s thoughts went back to the day in the middle of September when it must have happened. Michael’s parents had flown up to Queensland and Elinor and Michael had his family home to themselves. With Elinor’s November departure looming ever closer, she and Michael had been unable to resist the temptation. They both thought that she couldn’t become pregnant the first time they had sex; how naïve they’d been.

      She remembered clearly her first meeting with Michael Lynch. They were both pupils at Symonds High School in Brighton, one of the early coastal towns to spring up in Melbourne. At the time they met, she was in the middle grade and Michael was in the year above her.

      ‘Hi gorgeous,’ he’d said, winking at her when they drew level in the school corridor.

      ‘Hello,’ she’d replied, smiling shyly. She decided he must be well over 6’ tall; even at her 5’7” height she had to look up to him. The silence between them lengthened, with Michael still smiling at her, a blush rising up on Elinor’s cheeks. Then, unable to think of anything else to say, she’d turned away from him and hurried along the corridor to catch up with her group of classmates on their way to the gym hall.

      One of her classmates later told her that Michael lived in Seaview Road, round the corner from Elinor’s home in Lansdowne Street. After that, she seemed to keep bumping into him on the way to and from school. When Michael left school to begin a plastering apprenticeship, he and Elinor still met as often as they could and they began serious dating shortly after her seventeenth birthday in June.

      Sleep eventually overtook Elinor. She drifted off, still trying to decide how to give her parents the slip tomorrow to let her visit the ship’s doctor. It felt like she’d scarcely closed her eyes when John, the cabin steward, knocked on the door and brought in her morning tea tray.

      ‘Good morning, Elinor.’ Through half opened eyes she saw his smile, his teeth gleaming white against his dark skin. When she’d first boarded the vessel, John told her that he came from Ghana. He’d addressed her as Miss Bonnington until she asked him to call her Elinor.

      Elinor yawned, rubbing her eyes. ‘Morning, John,’ she murmured, as he placed the tray on top of the chest of drawers. By the time she was fully awake he was disappearing out of the cabin door.

      ‘Are you alright, love? You’ve been looking a bit peaky the last few days,’ Susan Bonnington said an hour later, when Elinor joined her parents for breakfast on D Deck.

      ‘I’m fine Mum. I read in bed quite late last night and I’m tired this morning.’

      Susan said no more but Elinor didn’t think she looked convinced.

      On entering the dining room, they were hit by a wall of chatter. Susan put her fingers into her ears and pointed over to a window table in the far corner of the room. Elinor took her seat at the table beside her mother and facing her dad.

      ‘You really don’t look well, Elinor,’ Susan persisted. ‘I hope you’re not coming down with a virus.’

      Aware that she was useless at lying, Elinor was glad the waiter chose that moment to come and take their order. ‘I’ll just have tea and toast this morning,’ she said, moving the small vase of flowers on the middle of the table to one side. ‘I’ve eaten so much since I came on board that I’ll be a fat slob when I get to Scotland,’ she said to her parents by way of explanation.

      Andrew Bonnington laughed and looked over the top of his specs at his daughter. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll need some beef on you to offset the winter weather that we’re going into.’

      After breakfast Elinor made the excuse to her parents that she wanted to attend Keep Fit on the Games Deck. She knew Mum’s arthritic knee would stop her from doing Keep Fit and Dad was unlikely to leave Mum on her own.

      Elinor didn’t have to wait long at the surgery to be seen. ‘I’m afraid you’ve lost the baby,’ Dr Harrison said, once he’d finished his internal examination. He looked at Elinor as he was speaking, his eyes moist behind the lenses of his glasses. ‘I’m so sorry, you’ve had what we call a spontaneous abortion.’

      Elinor lay on the examination couch and stared at the white painted ceiling, tears sparkling in her dark hazel eyes. ‘Will I be able to have more children?’ she asked Dr Harrison, her voice a frightened whisper.

      ‘There’s no reason why you shouldn’t,’ he assured her, laying his hand on her shoulder for a moment. ‘I’ll give you some tablets to take over the next few days to help keep you calm. Your periods might take a few weeks to settle down but they should be regular again soon.’ He went to his desk to write up his notes and the nurse helped Elinor down off the couch to allow her to sort out her clothing.

      Before returning to her cabin, Elinor called into the Keep Fit class on the Games Deck. It was good the class was almost finished when she got there as she didn’t think exercise would be best for her right now. But, having dropped in for the last few minutes of the class, it would be easier to answer, without blushing, the questions Mum was bound to ask.
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            FRIDAY, 9TH DECEMBER, 1955

          

        

      

    

    
      The rain battered against the train window. Elinor peered out between the rivulets at the bleak landscape they were passing on their journey north. Everywhere she looked it was grey, with nothing to break the vast unbroken swathes of drabness. How she yearned for the Melbourne sunshine instead of this brooding early December sky which only served to send her already low spirits into a downward spiral.

      They had the compartment to themselves. With Dad snoozing in his corner seat and Mum engrossed in the People’s Friend magazine, Elinor didn’t have to make the effort of carrying on a conversation. She listened to the train wheels clattering over the line, taking her ever further northwards, all the while thinking of her beloved Michael in Melbourne. It had been heart-breaking saying farewell to him when she and her parents had boarded the ship at Port Melbourne, almost five weeks ago now. As she and Michael had agreed would be best, he turned away abruptly once they’d climbed the gangway, unable to stand and watch the ship bear her away from the Australian shores and from him.

      Elinor still couldn’t understand why her parents had been crazy enough to leave Australia. The family’s rented weatherboard bungalow in Brighton was luxury compared to the cramped room and kitchen tenement flat they’d occupied when they lived in Scotland. Dad was brought up in that house in Rosebank Street, Cambuslang, and when his parents died, shortly before his marriage to Mum in 1937, the council allocated the flat to the young couple. A year later Elinor was born in that flat.

      She felt stiff from sitting so long, so went for a walk along the corridor. As she stood at the window, her thoughts drifted back to the evening, a month after her seventeenth birthday in June, when Mum and Dad had sprung the surprise on her. She was in the middle of school tests at the time and was already wound up about trying to gain high grades. After their meal that night, they sat down to listen to the ABC evening news. At the end of the broadcast, Mum switched off the radio.

      She sat on the arm of Elinor’s chair. ‘Dad and I have something to tell you, darling. We’ve decided to return to Scotland. We’re so sorry to disrupt your education, but your main exams will be over before we leave in November.’

      Elinor stared from one parent to the other, her features frozen with shock.

      Andrew knelt down beside his daughter’s chair and he laid his hand over hers. ‘Yes, love, with our sailing not being until November then at least you’ll be able to complete most of your school year by the time we leave Melbourne.’

      ‘Why didn’t you tell me about your plans earlier?’ Elinor almost choked on the words.

      ‘I’m sorry, love,’ her dad apologised. ‘I know we should have discussed things with you but when the travel agent found there were berths available on the liner ‘Sydney’, leaving in November, it seemed to be fate and, before we knew it, we had booked three passages.’

      Elinor resented being forced to go back to cold, wet and windy Scotland. Once the shocking news had sunk in, she’d finally found her voice. ‘I’m not coming back with you. I love it here in Melbourne and I want to stay.’

      ‘But Elinor, have some sense, darling,’ Susan told her daughter, not unkindly. ‘How on earth would you rent a house and feed and clothe yourself if Dad and I weren’t here with you?’

      ‘This is all your fault,’ Elinor yelled, glaring at her mum, who’d been the one fighting homesickness ever since their arrival in Australia two years previously.

      Susan began to weep. ‘I’m sorry, but I miss your Aunt Muriel so much Elinor. She’s my only sister and we’re so far apart.’

      Mum was barely 5’4” and of slight build but, as Elinor looked at her, she’d seemed even smaller and more vulnerable as her sobbing became louder. Despite being angry at what she saw was Mum’s selfishness in taking her away from Michael and all she loved in Melbourne, Elinor ran her fingers down her mother’s curly hair. ‘I’m sorry Mum, I just hate the idea of leaving Melbourne and all my friends.’

      Andrew cupped Elinor’s face in his hands and kissed her on the forehead like he’d done when she was small. ‘But you wouldn’t manage here on your own, love, you have to come back with us. You’re still only 17 and we all need to be together.’

      ‘Then can’t Michael come with us?’ she pleaded, her tears starting afresh.

      ‘But Michael hasn’t finished his apprenticeship yet. Anyway, what would his parents say about him coming over to the other side of the world and giving it up?’

      ‘Think about it, Elinor,’ Susan put in, her sobs abated a little, ‘far better for Michael to get established in a trade and then he could join us in Scotland later.’

      The train took a tight curve at that moment and Elinor grabbed on to the corridor rail to steady herself. Her thoughts then rolled further back to their arrival in Melbourne in 1953. While they were staying in a migrants’ hostel, which accommodation was admittedly basic in the extreme, Dad had found work as a painter and decorator. Shortly afterwards they’d rented the house in Brighton. Her parents had chosen Brighton for two reasons; Symonds High School had been recommended by Dad’s boss as offering a high standard of education and Brighton was only a half hour tram journey from the centre of Melbourne. The fact that the house was located close to the beach was an added lure to rent the property.

      Over the two years Dad had been employed by Garland and Son, the firm had secured contract work in the Melbourne Hospitals and he was earning three times what he’d have done back in Scotland. Because of his high wages, it wouldn’t have been long until they could have afforded to buy a house in Brighton. Like her dad, Elinor had settled well into her adopted country and had formed strong friendships at school.

      With such a bright future beckoning, her parents’ decision to return to Scotland had come as a real shock to Elinor. Even yet she hadn’t forgiven Mum for dragging her away from everything she loved, and when she’d told Michael of the plan, he couldn’t take it in. ‘But why do you have to go with them?’

      ‘That’s what I said. But Mum and Dad feel I’m too young to look after myself. I wanted to ask you to come with us, but they said you need to stay and qualify in your trade first.’

      ‘Yeah, right enough, I think my folks would be wild if I threw away my apprenticeship.’ He drew Elinor into his arms. ‘Darling, it’ll be years until we meet again.’

      ‘We can write to one another while we’re apart,’ she said, desperation in her voice.

      ‘But Elinor I’m useless at writing letters. I was fine on the maths side at school but I was hopeless at English. I can’t spell properly either.’

      ‘I won’t mind about the spelling,’ she insisted. ‘Just to get a letter would be enough.’

      Standing here now, that same sadness engulfed Elinor once more. She looked down at her watch; it was almost two o’clock in the afternoon so Michael would be in bed asleep right now.

      She made her way back to the compartment, staggering slightly when the train lurched. She slid the compartment door open and went inside. Her dad awoke as she sat down. ‘Where are we?’ he asked, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

      ‘We’re in the Lake District,’ her mum replied, glancing up from her magazine. ‘Not long to go. It’s going to be a wonderful Christmas.’ She smiled and clapped her hands.

      Not for me it won’t, Elinor thought, her anger over Mum’s selfishness bubbling up again.

      A couple of hours later, they arrived at Glasgow Central Station. ‘Home at last,’ Susan said to her husband, beaming as she looked around the platform and heard the familiar accents of the passengers walking past her.

      In contrast to her mum’s eager anticipation, Elinor’s eyes were downcast and her footsteps heavy as she emerged from the train. The station looked even grubbier than she remembered and the humid, steamy smells permeating around her made her nauseous. She couldn’t help comparing Glasgow Central to the bright, clean entrance hall of Flinders Street, Melbourne’s main railway station.

      Her mum let out a squeal of delight when she spotted Aunt Muriel and Uncle George waving to her from where they stood beside the ticket collector. Susan tore along the platform, leaving Elinor and her dad to deal with the luggage. Elinor watched the two sisters clinging together in a tight hug, Aunt Muriel’s silvery hair contrasting against her mum’s darker tresses.

      Uncle George stepped forward to relieve Elinor of one of the cases. ‘Hello Elinor, lovely to see you again.’ He kissed his niece on her cheek, his moustache tickling her skin.

      ‘Good journey?’ he asked Andrew as the two men shook hands. Taking off his specs, Andrew pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and rubbed streaks of soot off the lenses. ‘Yes, we were pretty well up to time all the way from leaving the ship.’

      ‘Did you come direct from Southampton?’

      ‘No, we had to break our journey in London and get the Glasgow train at Euston.’ Andrew replaced his specs and picked up the remaining two cases, carrying one in each hand.

      Uncle George led the way across the station concourse, past the massive clock suspended from the roof and the shell sculpture positioned on the ground, a well-used meeting place for Glaswegians. They followed George out via the Gordon Street exit. He piled the luggage into the boot and ushered them all into the car. Elinor was in awe of Uncle George’s car; they were the only family members who could afford to run one. The shape of his car reminded her of an upside-down bath tub on wheels.

      With her dad in the front passenger seat, Elinor sat in the back, wedged between her mum and Aunt Muriel. The two sisters talked non-stop on the journey back to Rutherglen, where they were to stay until they found a house of their own in the Burgh. ‘After all,’ Aunt Muriel had told them in a recent letter, ‘we’ve plenty of room now that our two have moved out.’

      Elinor’s two cousins were a few years her senior. Rita now worked in London where she shared a flat with two other girls and Brian was studying at Newcastle University.

      ‘It’s really kind of you to put us up, Sis,’ Susan told her older sibling, once they were in the house. ‘I hope we won’t be too much of a nuisance.’

      Muriel hugged her again. ‘Not at all. Where else would you come but to us until you find suitable accommodation? It’s been so hard these past two years not having you live nearby. I take it you will be staying here in Rutherglen and not returning to Cambuslang?’

      ‘No, not Cambuslang,’ Susan assured her. ‘Although we were very lucky to have excellent neighbours in Rosebank Street, I’ve always yearned to get back to good old Ru’glen.’

      ‘Great. George is putting your luggage upstairs so, once you freshen up, we can have something to eat.’
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            SATURDAY, 17TH DECEMBER, 1955

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘What’s wrong, Sis?’ Muriel stood in the middle of the kitchen that Saturday morning, when she saw Susan sitting with her arms folded on the table, weeping. Susan, Andrew and Elinor had arrived in Rutherglen just over a week ago and everything appeared to have gone well.

      Dropping the bundle of used bed linen on to the kitchen floor, Muriel rushed over to comfort her sister. She pulled a chair up beside Susan and gave her a cuddle. ‘What’s wrong, Sis? Are you feeling ill?’

      Susan shook her head. ‘It’s Elinor,’ she said, once her sobbing eased, ‘she’s behaving so differently from the old Elinor. I can’t seem to get through to her, she challenges everything I say ….’ She stopped speaking and once more laid her head on top of her folded arms.

      ‘Come on now, Sis, I’m sure it isn’t as bad as you think. Elinor’s a normal teenager, they all get a bit difficult around her age. I remember the rows I used to have with Rita, sometimes it sounded like World War III was starting.’

      Susan looked up at her sister and smiled despite her misery. ‘I do recall you telling me about Rita at that time. Elinor was still doing as she was told back then.’

      ‘Exactly, but now she’s grown into a woman with a mind of her own and very often that will clash with your ideas. Take it slowly, Sis, and things will settle down. I know teenagers can be impossible but, to be fair, Elinor didn’t want to leave Melbourne and the friends she’d made there and she must be annoyed about that.’

      ‘I know she blames me for causing us to return to Scotland. But I was so homesick, Sis. I missed you and George and all the people I’d grown up with. Andrew liked it in Melbourne, as did Elinor, and they had to come back because of me. I feel so guilty about that.’

      Noticing that Susan was on the verge of tears once more, Muriel got to her feet. ‘You’ve no need to feel guilty and, from what I can see, Elinor is beginning to settle in here.’ She picked up the washing from the floor. ‘I’ll leave these soaking and then I’ll switch on the kettle. You know what they say about a cup of tea curing all ills.’

      A short time later, the two sisters were laughing about some childhood memories, with Susan’s worries about her relationship with her daughter temporarily put to the back of her mind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘It’s great to be back,’ Susan whispered to her sister the following day, as they settled themselves down on their pew in the gallery of Wardlawhill Church. The pews nearby were gradually filling up with worshippers. All Susan’s memories flooded back of the two of them, with their mum and dad, sitting in this pew each Sunday, looking directly down to the magnificent stained-glass windows in the transept. The family had used this pew since Muriel and Susan were small children, when they lived in a tenement flat in Hamilton Road, close to the church. Both girls had been christened in Wardlawhill by Mr Wilkes, who’d been ministering to this congregation in Rutherglen for over three decades.

      ‘You okay, Elinor?’ Aunt Muriel turned to her niece who was sitting on her other side.

      ‘I like it up here,’ Elinor told her. ‘You can see everything that’s going on down below.’ Being the third Sunday in Advent, they were in a vantage spot to view the Sunday school children acting in the Nativity play.

      Elinor was still angry with her mum for bringing the family back to Scotland. It was Mum’s fault that she’d been separated from Michael and all her other friends. She glanced along the pew at her mother’s profile and a slight feeling of guilt washed over her. Elinor knew she’d acted badly in the past eight days since they’d arrived in Rutherglen, and constantly argued with Mum. But she felt cheated and needed to lash out at somebody and Mum was the one in the firing line. She closed her eyes and sighed deeply, praying that she’d soon receive another letter from Michael.

      A hush came over the congregation when Mr Wilkes, wearing his black clerical robes, entered the sanctuary. He climbed the stairs to the pulpit and the service began.

      ‘Yes, it’s lovely to be home again,’ Susan was saying to Mrs Wilkes, the minister’s wife, when the two ladies were having a cup of tea in the hall after the service. ‘I loved the Australian weather of course but it’s the people at home I missed. Andrew and I hated dragging Elinor away from all her friends in Melbourne but hopefully she’s still young enough to adjust back here.’

      ‘I’m sure she will,’ Mrs Wilkes agreed, while Susan savoured the last piece of her sponge cake; like most churches, Wardlawhill’s congregation included many talented home bakers.

      Elinor was standing at the opposite side of the hall with her dad and Mr Gray, Aunt Muriel’s elder, when she felt a tap on her arm. ‘Elinor, is it really you?’ a voice behind her said and she turned to face her old school friend, Joanne Scott.

      ‘Joanne,’ she said, and the two girls hugged.

      Joanne, her blonde curls shining with health, took Elinor’s hand. ‘It’s wonderful to see you again, Elinor. Are you back for good or on holiday?’

      ‘For good. Mum was very homesick in Australia. We’re staying with Aunt Muriel in Parkhill Drive at the moment until we get a house of our own.’ A shadow stole across her face. ‘I’m sorry we lost touch, Joanne.’

      ‘I meant to keep on writing, but you had so much news about what you were doing in Australia and my letters seemed boring in comparison. But it’s fantastic you’re back.’

      ‘We’re hoping to buy a house soon.’

      ‘That’s great.’ The girls had met at Rutherglen Academy, where they were in the same class. Joanne was delighted to meet her old friend once more. ‘Why don’t you come round to ours some evening next week so that I can hear about your years in Melbourne? Would Wednesday suit?’

      ‘That would be super. And what about you, Joanne, what are you doing these days?’

      ‘I work in the Burgh Chamberlain’s office in the Main Street.’

      ‘I remember you were always keen to study languages at University and work as an air hostess.’

      Joanne shrugged and raised her hands in the air. ‘I decided against that, and when an opening came up in the Chamberlain’s office last year, I applied for it.’

      ‘Is that in the red sandstone building next to the library? The one with the date 1890 something on the front?’

      ‘1893. Yes, the Council Chambers. Our office is in there and also the Town Clerk’s office.’

      Their conversation was cut short when it was time for Elinor to return to Aunt Muriel’s house for lunch. ‘See you on Wednesday night,’ Joanne called after her when they were leaving.
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            WEDNESDAY, 20TH DECEMBER, 1955

          

        

      

    

    
      After a heavy overnight fall on Tuesday evening, the snow was still hugging thickly to the streets on Wednesday.

      ‘Maybe you should phone Joanne to cancel tonight’s visit,’ Susan suggested to her daughter in the late afternoon.

      ‘Oh, Mum, don’t be such a spoilsport. It’s only a few minutes’ walk to Johnstone Drive from here.’

      ‘Do Joanne’s parents have a phone?’

      ‘I think so.’

      ‘Well ask Mrs Scott if you can use the phone and ring Aunt Muriel when you’re ready to come home. Dad will come down and meet you.’

      ‘Okay.’ Elinor groaned inwardly. She hated how Mum fussed about things but she agreed rather than start an argument.

      After dinner she pulled on a pair of sturdy fur-lined boots that Aunt Muriel had lent her, along with a heavy, wool coat that belonged to her cousin Rita. Guided by the overhead street lights, she plodded through the snow, thinking back over the twelve days that had elapsed since her return to Rutherglen. She still blamed her mother for their departure from Melbourne, but admitted to herself that her anger had abated a little. Her good health had returned by now following the miscarriage and Mum and Dad had no inkling of what had happened on the ship that night. As a normally truthful and open person, lying didn’t sit well on Elinor’s shoulders, but she convinced herself that it was in a good cause.

      Her parents would have been shocked to know she’d been pregnant, and she wondered if having a baby before marriage would ever become acceptable in society. She didn’t think so, at least not in her lifetime anyway.

      Halfway down Belmont Drive, she slipped on an icy patch but got up quickly, unhurt, and brushed the soft snow off the back of her coat. She loved the crunching sound of the snow beneath her feet and looked back at the footprints she’d left behind. She smiled to herself. I guess we never really grow up, she thought. Walking in the snow was one thing she’d missed during her years in Melbourne.

      The storm doors to Joanne’s house were open, the lamp standard outside the gate throwing a swathe of light across the front porch. ‘Come away in,’ Joanne said in answer to Elinor’s ring, standing back behind the inside door to allow her friend space to enter. Elinor gave her coat to Joanne, while she slipped off her boots. The pale green carpet felt soft and springy beneath her stocking soles as she followed Joanne into the front room, where Mr and Mrs Scott and Joanne’s young brother, Hector, were listening to the wireless.

      Mrs Scott got up and switched off the radio set. ‘Hello, Elinor, and how are you, my dear?’ she greeted their guest.

      ‘I’m very well, thank you, Mrs Scott.’

      ‘Hello, Elinor, nice to see you,’ Mr Scott said.

      ‘Thanks.’ She wasn’t sure he meant it, because she’d interrupted the programme he’d been listening to.

      ‘Have a seat over there where it’s warm.’ Mrs Scott pointed to the armchair at the side of the fireplace, which she had just vacated.

      ‘Thank you,’ Elinor said politely and sat down.

      Mrs Scott squeezed in between Joanne and Hector on the sofa.

      ‘Hello Hector.’ Elinor thought he smiled at her but it was hard to be sure because his mouth was barely visible under the long hair that fell over one side of his face.

      The flames from the fire hissed and spat against the lumps of coal, their lively movements reflected on the back of the grate. Despite the size of the fire, most of the heat went up the chimney, very little of it spreading to the far corners of the room. The front of Elinor’s body was roasted but she felt the chill from behind and was glad of the red polo-necked jumper Aunt Muriel had knitted for her. She hunched her shoulders up in a shiver.

      ‘How are you finding our cold weather?’ Mrs Scott asked, as if reading Elinor’s mind.

      ‘It was a shock to arrive to this weather after leaving temperatures in the high 90s in Melbourne.’

      ‘What was life like over there?’ Joanne asked.

      ‘I loved it. It was nearly always sunny and warm although we did get some colder weather around June/July time.’

      Joanne laughed. ‘It sounds strange to think of winter in June.’

      ‘Yes, I felt a bit cheated as Christmas and summer holidays came at the same time. I didn’t really like Christmas in hot weather.’

      ‘And how was school?’ Mrs Scott wanted to know.

      ‘I attended Symonds High School in Brighton … I made a lot of friends there. The Aussies are easy to be with and I was accepted very quickly at the school.’

      ‘Was it Brighton you went to when you arrived in Australia? Or did you move about?’ Mrs Scott wanted to know.

      ‘Brighton was the only place we stayed in. Apart from the Migrants’ hostel when we first arrived in the country. Everyone who emigrates by the ten-pound scheme is put into a hostel until they find a house of their own.’

      Joanne’s eyebrows raised. ‘What was the hostel like?’

      ‘Very basic, with few home comforts, but we were only there for a short time. They don’t encourage you to stay too long. When Dad got a job, we rented the house in Brighton. We stayed there until we returned to Scotland.’ She went on to tell them about the places of interest in the city and described the sort of lifestyle they’d enjoyed at the weekends, with the beach being so close to their Brighton home.

      ‘It sounds wonderful,’ Joanne said, when Elinor drew to a halt. ‘I’d love to go there.’

      ‘I’ll show you some photographs. Once we get properly unpacked, that is.’

      ‘The thought of insects would put me off living in Australia,’ Mrs Scott said.

      ‘True enough, they can be a problem. We lived close to the beach and our windows were long, with the sills close to the ground level, so insects could get in. We had screens over the windows but, even although we were careful to close the screens when the windows were open, the insects still got in. I always checked my sheets before I got into bed.’

      Mrs Scott grimaced. ‘Do you think you’ll ever go back to Australia?’

      ‘I’d go back in a minute but I don’t think Mum would return, at least not for good, maybe for a holiday.’

      Hector got to his feet. ‘Excuse me,’ he apologised, ‘I need to do my homework.’

      ‘You should have done that earlier,’ his mother called after him. When he’d left the room, she shook her head. ‘That boy, he always leaves everything till the last minute. He’s adamant he doesn’t have any homework and then remembers when he’s getting into bed.’

      ‘I’ve given up on him long ago. He’s a lost cause,’ Mr Scott muttered, stubbing out his cigarette in the ashtray that sat on the small table at the side of his chair.

      Mrs Scott nodded. ‘The children of today certainly don’t have the respect that we did for parents and teachers. They think they know it all.’

      Fearing that her parents were going to continue in this boring vein, Joanne looked over at her friend. ‘Elinor, do you want to come up to my room and we can play records?’

      ‘Sure.’ Elinor followed Joanne upstairs and into her friend’s bedroom which, she remembered, overlooked the back garden, although it was too dark to see out. The room was decorated in soft pink and lilac shades. Elinor sprawled herself across Joanne’s bed, half-sitting, half-lying on it. ‘So do you like your work in the Chamberlain’s office?’

      ‘Yes, my boss, Mr North, he’s the Burgh Chamberlain, is a real gentleman.’

      ‘And are you Mr North’s secretary?’

      ‘Oh no, Miss Prentice is his secretary,’ Joanne told her, looking through a pile of records as she was speaking. ‘According to Stella, the girl I share the main office with, Miss Prentice has worked there for years. My job could be described as general dogsbody but the staff are lovely people and I’m getting a good training there. Did you work in Melbourne?’ she asked, as she finally located the disc she was searching for and held it up triumphantly.

      ‘No, I was in the top grade at school and, if I hadn’t returned to Scotland, I would like to have gone to college to study journalism.’

      Detecting the note of regret in her friend’s tone, Joanne tried to reassure her. ‘You could still study that here.’ She slipped the disc out of its cover and placed it on the metal prong on the record player and secured it with the arm. ‘I know you said you had lots of friends at school but what about boyfriends? Was there anyone special?’

      Elinor didn’t reply straight away, instead she shrugged and made a face. ‘There was someone, Michael, but I’ll tell you about him another time.’ She looked at all the records propped up on the shelf above the table the record player was sitting on. ‘That’s some collection you’ve got.’

      ‘I buy a record each month from my wages, usually from The Music House in Hamilton Road. They have a great stock of records in there. This one I’m going to play is my latest, think you’ll like it.’ Joanne turned the knob and the disc fell down on to the turntable. Once the arm holding the needle came across and made contact with the disc, the music started and Fats Domino’s voice resonated around the room.

      ‘The two girls sang along with Fats and when it was finished Elinor picked up another disc. ‘Can you play this one?’ she asked, as Joanne put the Fats Domino disc back into its cover.

      ‘See you later, alligator’ by Bill Haley and the comets started to play and the two girls danced and swayed around the room, in time to the music. They sang along with that, and other top hits, until Mrs Scott called up to them that supper was ready.
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