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      Dedicated to Alan Greenwood
who has always been my hero.
Thanks to Michael Warby, Richard Revill and the usual suspects. You know who you are… And the wombat belonged to Amanda Greenwood, who has the paw marks yet.

      


      
      
      Chapter one

      
      
      
      I’m Isa and this is the story of the long walk. It started on a nice quiet day when everything seemed to be going along in
         the way it had for a year. Strange things always start on days like that.
      

      
      On a Tuesday in November, I stood at the front gate waiting for the postman. There might be a letter from Dad. The post comes
         twice a day, and we hadn’t heard from Dad for weeks.
      

      
      
      I heaved Billy up onto my hip and, with a bit of old, washed calico left over from the curtains, wiped his nose. Again. He
         always seems to have a cold. He is three, and probably too old to be carried by his twelve-year-old sister, but I love him
         and he isn’t all that heavy. Not really. And he’s got the sweetest curly blond hair, like a little angel. If the angel had
         a cold.
      

      
      Now Dad has gone to build the Great Ocean Road, I’m in charge when my mother isn’t home, and I take my responsibilities seriously.
         I don’t want anyone saying that the Wyatt kids are dirty or neglected just because their mother has to work. Mum works very
         hard to keep the family together when so many other families have been dragged apart. It would be nice to have another dress,
         perhaps a few books, and more food, but we aren’t starving.
      

      
      Mum cleans rich people’s houses. This is a good job because she can work the hours she can spare from looking after us and
         doing other people’s washing. There isn’t much extra time and there is no spare money. The newspapers that Johnno, my ten-year-old brother, delivers every day, talk about a Depression, a stock market crash, the collapse
         of the economy. They say that 1929 was hard and 1930 will be harder and there is no end to the bad times in sight. Johnno
         is allowed to take home the outside papers. They are often wet or torn, but Mum and me read them every night now that the
         days are getting longer and we don’t need a candle. Candles are expensive but we can’t afford oil for the lamp. We can’t afford
         much of anything, actually. But we’re lucky compared to some.
      

      
      The papers say that thousands of men are on the roads, searching for a job to keep their families fed. Thousands of children
         have been sent to orphanages, where at least they will get some sort of food and clothing and a chance at learning to read.
         Things are very bad. Old Mr Connor says they’re as bad as he’s seen them, and he was in the Boer War as well as the Great
         War.
      

      
      But not in the Wyatt house. Dad is on the susso, which means that although he doesn’t get paid, we get food vouchers and the council pays some of our rent. Mum has
         the chooks, which my little sister, Rosie, looks after. That’s a good job for a five-year-old. Rosie is a little slow but
         she likes the chooks and the chooks like her. Then we sell the eggs to Mrs Johnson at the grocer’s. Johnno grows vegetables
         and has his paper round with the Sun, in the morning and with the Herald in the evening. He also collects bottles and sells them to the bottle-o.
      

      
      I do fine sewing. My grandma taught me to tat, crochet, knit, embroider and make lace, though no one wants to buy lace. I
         do silk embroidery, sequins and beading for a dress shop in Collins Street, though it’s very hard on the eyes. However, it
         pays well. I only get five shillings an item for plain mending and some of it is quite as hard to do as beading. It took me
         five hours to invisibly darn a white linen tablecloth with a flatiron burn on it and I almost went blind with the headache.
         Mum had to give me two aspirins and put me to bed early. I can also do most of the washing, except for the towels and the double sheets, which are too heavy for me. We all
         help. Even little Billy helps with weeding the vegetable garden and sorting beads and buttons.
      

      
      What am I doing at home, when I ought to be at school? Mum explained to the Inspector of Truancy, a very frightening man in
         a suit, that she would send us to school when she could. Sometimes, when I was still going to school, I took Rosie and Johnno
         with me. But the other children were cruel to Rosie, who doesn’t talk very well, and Johnno got into a fight with the boys
         who were teasing her, and somehow we didn’t go back. It wasn’t as though they were learning anything. So far no one seems
         to have missed us. And that way I can help Mum.
      

      
      I miss school. I was good at it. I still have my exercise book with my beautiful map of Africa all in different colours, and
         my gold star for my essay on ‘Families Must Stay Together’.
      

      
      Now I try to teach Johnno and Rosie. Johnno can manage long words and knows all about arithmetic but Rosie only wants to look at the pictures in the paper. And
         they do not mind me like they mind our mother, because I’m only their sister, but I know that if they break something or misbehave,
         I will be in trouble when Mum comes home. It’s not all fun being an older sister.
      

      
      I was wasting time out by the front gate, but I couldn’t get on with the washing until the copper boiled again. I was just
         hoping that there would be a letter. I miss Dad all the time. I can remember good times, when Dad was home, a big strong man
         smelling of wood shavings and beer. He used to toss Billy up into the air and catch him as he screamed, ‘Again! Again! Do
         it again!’ Occasionally I wake up in fright, wondering what colour his eyes are. I can’t remember and I don’t want to ask
         Mum, and Johnno never noticed. Boys don’t tend to notice things, I find. I’m afraid that my picture of Dad is fading quietly
         away. Times are bad.
      

      
      The postman sailed past on his bike. He smiled at me. He was sorry he didn’t have a letter for me. I wish Dad would come home. But it’s no use wishing. ‘If wishes
         were horses then beggars would ride’, that’s what Grandma used to say.
      

      
      It was nearly noon. I clapped my hands. ‘Dinner!’ I called.

      
      Johnno raced towards the house and I grabbed him at the door.

      
      ‘Don’t you track mud all over my clean floor!’ I yelled. ‘Wipe your boots! Then wash your hands.’

      
      ‘Orders!’ grumbled Johnno, shaking himself free. But he stepped onto the scraper and wiped the mud off. ‘Don’t you ever do
         nothing but give orders?’
      

      
      ‘It’s bread and dripping,’ I said cunningly and he was diverted. Johnno loves bread and dripping. Boys are easy once you know
         how to deal with them.
      

      
      ‘All right,’ said Johnno. ‘I’ll cut a lettuce. And I’ll wipe my boots again before I come in. Sisters,’ he said with withering scorn, and took the garden knife.
      

      
      I watched him go as I grabbed Rosie to stop her following him. Mum said she could get tetanus from the manure in the vegetable
         garden. Poor Rosie. She’s small and stocky and has a talent for falling into and over things. She’s always bruised or cut
         somewhere. Johnno, though, is a strong boy, taller than me, with curly dark hair like Dad’s. He’s sure in all his movements,
         as though he always does exactly as he wishes and always knows exactly where he wants to go. I looked down at my own scabbed
         knees and thin legs and wished I had his confidence. Like Rosie, I am always tripping over things, because I am always in
         a hurry. There are always more things to do in one day than anyone could do.
      

      
      Johnno washed his lettuce at the gully-trap and shook it without being asked—he really is a good boy sometimes—before he came
         inside. I ruffled his thick curly hair like Mum does, and he pulled away from under my hand.
      

      
      
      I sliced the loaf and the children watched as I took the butter knife and punctured the fat on the surface of the bowl of
         dripping. Dripping is everyone’s favourite. A slow ooze of dark brown stock plopped upward as I sliced the dripping and laid
         slabs of it on the bread. Every eye was watching to make sure that no one got more than anyone else. There was enough for
         three slices, and I measured it very carefully because I don’t like fights.
      

      
      Johnno grabbed his and poured vinegar over his serving of lettuce. We are always hungry, these days. Not starving, but we
         always feel that we could eat double what we are offered. It would be easy for Johnno to take half of Rosie’s slice because
         she never eats the whole thing, anyway, but he doesn’t. Partly because he knows that she’ll give it to him after she’s nibbled
         on it long enough, and partly so that I won’t yell at him. He tried telling me that since he was a working man he ought to
         get a larger share. The cheek of him! I just asked him to tell me who, in this family, wasn’t working hard. Since it’s only Billy who doesn’t work, and he only gets bread and milk anyway, Johnno gave up. Johnno doesn’t
         like bread and milk. He’ll eat most of the lettuce. Not that he likes lettuce a lot, but it’s food and he did grow it himself.
      

      
      I ate my slice between feeding Billy mouthfuls of bread and milk. The milk was awfully thin, almost blue. Maybe Mrs Patterson
         was putting water in it, as Mrs Auburn always said. Or perhaps it’s because her cows are so scrawny. There isn’t a lot of
         pasture left in Yarraville now, so close to Christmas. I really wanted to take a little of the tinned milk from the food parcel,
         but Mum likes to use that for making sweet scones, which are so much cheaper than shop-bought cake. The idea of cakes makes
         my mouth water. Sometimes Mum puts sultanas in them.
      

      
      ‘Story,’ said Rosie, giving her half-eaten slice to Johnno.

      
      ‘Once upon a time there were three bears,’ I said promptly. ‘A Mummy Bear, a Daddy Bear and a Baby Bear. And they all lived together in a little house in the forest.’
      

      
      The children all settled down to listen. They love The Three Bears. Especially the bit about the porridge.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      After dinner, I folded the newspaper which serves as a tablecloth, shook the crumbs out of it, and pinned the struggling Billy
         against the washstand while I scrubbed his face, combed his hair and wiped his nose. Rosie doesn’t mind washing as long as
         I wash Elizabeth’s face as well. Fortunately, Elizabeth is a porcelain doll and waterproof. If she was made of cloth we’d
         be in trouble. Elizabeth was my doll, but her chestnut brown hair just matches Rosie’s and Mum couldn’t afford a doll for
         Rosie, so I gave her up. Rosie never goes anywhere without Elizabeth. And you can’t shorten her name, either. Johnno can always
         drive Rosie into hysterics by calling Elizabeth ‘Betty’. Johnno splashed his face and rumpled his hair and said he was ready.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got to see the welfare lady and get the vouchers and then we have to go to the butcher’s and the grocer’s,’ I said,
         knowing that he doesn’t like the other boys to see him pushing the pram.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got to pick up the bike for the afternoon edition, but I’ll give you a hand as far as the grocer’s,’ he said, to my
         surprise.
      

      
      The pram is Mum’s prize possession. Bought when Dad was home, it’s a carriage-built English nanny’s perambulator. The sides
         are made of basket work, painted cream. There is a seat at the handle end for another child and plenty of room underneath
         for the groceries. It is so beautifully sprung that even Rosie can move it with one hand when it’s empty.
      

      
      I know that Johnno was helping me push the pram because sometimes nice Mrs Johnson at the grocer’s gives us a handful of boiled
         lollies or broken biscuits for free. But as Rosie was insisting on riding as well as Billy, I did need Johnno’s help.
      

      
      We shut the gate behind the pram, replaced the picket which always falls off, and pushed the pram up and over the gutter and
         started on the walk into Footscray. We looked quite nice, considering. I was wearing my straw hat with a faded blue ribbon.
         Billy had a beret and Rosie her Sunday School hat with a bunch of pink roses on it. Johnno was wearing his cap, of which he
         is very proud. We had to look respectable for the welfare lady or Mum would be ashamed.
      

      
      Cars passed us and once a van delivering tyres to the petrol station drove by. I found a piece of coal and a perfectly good
         apple on the ground and added them to the cargo in the pram. Rosie sang a song to Elizabeth and Billy gaped open-mouthed at
         the motor cars. I do not care for them because they leave an awful stink behind. Johnno raced ahead, trying to look as if
         he was not with us, but he came back as the path grew steep. It’s a long push up the hill to the Town Hall. I don’t know if I could do it alone. It’s up one hill and then down another and I’m always
         afraid that I’ll let the handle go and then what would happen?
      

      
      Today Johnno threw his weight onto the handle as we came down, little Billy pulled on the brake and the pram slowed to a respectable
         walk. Together we reached the Town Hall and went in under the tall pine trees, the pram wheels crunching over the cones.
      

      
      The pillars were tall and the doors so wide, like a castle in a fairy book. As always, there was a long line of people waiting
         to see the welfare lady, so we joined the end of it as it snaked out into the garden. This was always the worst part. Two
         women in the line were talking as comfortably as if they were leaning on their own back fences.
      

      
      ‘Tom sent a note from Kyabram,’ said one. ‘Said there was nothing there and he was going north. What about you, Maisie?’

      
      ‘Haven’t heard a word,’ said Maisie. ‘Good riddance, I reckon. Men! I don’t reckon some of ’em are even trying, Annie. I got a job easy enough.’
      

      
      ‘At half a man’s wages,’ said Annie. ‘For the same work. And if you got a job, why are you here?’

      
      ‘Got sacked,’ mumbled Maisie. ‘Not enough work, they said. But I’ll get another.’

      
      ‘Perhaps. How’s the baby?’

      
      ‘I’m taking him to the doctor tomorrow. I’ve got the fee. But if I pay the doctor I can’t pay the rent and that old skinflint
         will have us out on the streets. So that’s why I’m here, see?’
      

      
      Annie took the baby from Maisie’s arms. It gave a thin, sickly cry. I could see her eyes as she stared down into the baby’s
         face. Annie looked very worried. Her voice croaked a bit.
      

      
      ‘Take him to the doctor, Maisie. He’s had that cough for weeks. Bit of medicine will soon bring you round, eh?’ she said to
         the baby, who wailed again. ‘Or a bit of real milk, perhaps, instead of cold tea.’
      

      
      Billy wriggled to get down and I freed him from the straps. Johnno and Billy began a game of ball under the trees with a pine cone. Rosie stuck her thumb in her mouth and fell asleep. No one needed me for the
         moment. I had time to look around. I sniffed. The air under the trees was scented and fresh.
      

      
      I wondered where my father was now. Mum said that he was building the Great Ocean Road and was camped in a real tent, like
         he had done as a soldier. There were a hundred men in a gang, with an officer and their own cook. In his last letter, Dad
         said that they even had a piano in the recreation tent, and a gramophone. I had heard a gramophone once or twice and had been
         a little worried by it. The voices had come from a flat cake of wax, whirling around on a stand, with a needle scratching
         it. It seemed unlikely and possibly magical. But the music had been lovely. A waltz by Strauss called The Blue Danube. I began to sing it to myself as I thought about my father. ‘Da da da da da, dum dum, da da.’ Surely the road would be finished
         soon and he would come home. His family needed him more than any old road. Dad had drawn us a map, and Johnno and I had followed the progress of the road winding along the coast between
         Apollo Bay and Lorne, Lorne and Airey’s Inlet, Airey’s Inlet to Anglesea, and so all the way to Gee-long. A long, long trail,
         like that song Mum sings sometimes. Such a sad song. But it did not do to give way.
      

      
      I had been keeping up with the moving line, shifting myself and the pram. Now I was under the porch and through the glass
         doors into the echoing hall. The pram wheels ran silently on the polished wooden floor. Maisie and Annie were at the counter.
         Miss Arthur, the welfare lady, was behind it, looking tired.
      

      
      ‘Can you give her some milk tickets?’ asked Annie. ‘That kid’s sick.’

      
      ‘I can’t give her any more,’ said Miss Arthur. ‘She had milk tickets on Tuesday. Here’s your rent book, Maisie. See you next
         week.’
      

      
      Maisie hoisted the baby onto her hip and went away. Annie followed. She looked angry. I drew back a little. I don’t like angry
         people. Then I pushed the pram forward. Miss Arthur smiled a little smile.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Isa. Rent book?’

      
      I produced it. Miss Arthur stamped it and I delved into the front of my dress and drew out my purse on a string. I counted
         out two shillings and Miss Arthur swept them into a cash box. ‘That’s the rent. Here’s the vouchers. Four of you children?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Billy and John are playing under the trees.’

      
      ‘Mother still poorly?’ asked Miss Arthur, as she did every week.

      
      ‘Yes,’ I lied. I don’t usually lie. I know that lying is wrong and a sin. But with the food vouchers and the rent assistance
         and what Mum earned at her work, me with my mending and Johnno with his paper round and bottle collection, the family could
         stay fed. Without them, we would starve. I had been lying about my mother since my father went off to build the Great Ocean
         Road. If the welfare knew that Mum was working, there would be no help for us from the council, even though we could not live on Mum’s wages. Miss Arthur didn’t say anything else. I
         wondered if she knew. She must have been lied to a lot, in her job. I picked up the rent book and the vouchers and turned
         the pram.
      

      
      It was always a relief to get out of the Town Hall and into the sunlight again. November. The last cold day had gone. It was
         going to be summer soon. I stretched like a cat and smiled. Summer! No more need to lie under crackly quilts made of sewn-together
         newspapers. No more chilblains, no more colds, no more breaking the ice in the washbasin in the morning. Maybe even Billy’s
         nose would dry up. No more dragging icy sheets onto the line. I’m all in favour of summer.
      

      
      The day continued to improve. The butcher didn’t scowl and wave his cleaver at us, which he thought was funny and which always
         scared the small children. He gave us some extra soup bones. When we had bought all the groceries our vouchers allowed, nice
         Mrs Johnson threw in a whole bag of broken biscuits, some bruised apples, some squashy tomatoes and five candles which had been left in the
         sun and had melted into strange shapes. I could re-melt these and make new candles.
      

      
      I love the grocer’s shop; it’s a cave of delights. Sacks of biscuits and flour and sugar line the wall, which is composed
         of boxes and tins. It always smells of fruit and vanilla. Unluckily, a big flat tin advertisement with a painted baby on it
         attracted Billy’s attention. He barely touched it and it fell down, missing his foot by an inch and startling him into crying.
         Mrs Johnson gave him a boiled lolly, then had to give one to all of us, too. This was turning out to be a very good day indeed.
      

      
      It was getting late as Johnno and me pushed the pram back along Barkly Street and paused, as we always did, at the cake shop.

      
      There was a huge wedding cake in the centre of the window, frosted with white marzipan an inch thick. There were icing roses
         all around it in a garland and a little bride and groom on top. Surrounding it were shelves of cakes. There were small, iced cupcakes decorated with hundreds and thousands
         and others with silver balls. But our attention was always on the cream cakes—sponge fingers, matches, cream puffs and eclairs,
         oozing confectioner’s cream and totally out of the question.
      

      
      Except on this wonderful day. The screen door slammed open and we all jumped, expecting to be scolded away from the glass.
         Instead, a fat woman in a pink apron said, ‘You like my cakes?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Johnno. ‘They look grouse. We stop every time to look at them,’ he hinted.

      
      ‘I know. I’ve seen you. Cream cakes won’t last till tomorrow,’ said the fat woman, who had just been elevated to an angel.
         ‘You can have two each. Which will it be?’
      

      
      ‘Sorry,’ I said. I only had sevenpence ha’penny in my purse. ‘We can’t afford…’

      
      ‘I can see that,’ she snapped. ‘I got eyes. Two each, you’ll be doing me a favour. I hate to see good food go to waste. Better you than the pig bin, eh?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, yes,’ I agreed. I knew that to delay might mean that this heavenly offer would be snatched away. Beggars, as Grandma
         had also said, can’t be choosers. This was no time to hesitate. ‘Two of each sort, please.’
      

      
      ‘Hi!’ objected Johnno. ‘I want eclairs!’

      
      ‘You shall have them,’ said the woman. She took the tray out of the window and placed the cakes in a box. ‘Carry them carefully,’
         she told me, then slammed back into the shop as if she did not want to be thanked.
      

      
      We got home in record time and not even Billy complained at having to walk because the pram was full of food. Mum was home
         when we got in and I handed over the rent book and the remaining vouchers. Then we unpacked the pram. Mince for shepherd’s
         pie, bones for soup, a bit of bacon, flour, sugar and tea. A tin of sardines for a treat. Potatoes and carrots. And then all
         the presents, finishing with the box of cakes. Mum sat down at the kitchen table and sighed.
      

      
      ‘When your dad comes home we won’t have to accept charity from a dago shop,’ she said. Mum hates dagoes and the cake shop
         is Italian.
      

      
      I watched her nervously. Was Mum going to forbid us the cream cakes because they were dago charity? I had to say something.
         It wouldn’t be fair if we couldn’t have those cream cakes and there would be tantrums all round. I might even throw one myself.
      

      
      ‘The lady said they wouldn’t last,’ I said. Mum looked up from her folded hands. They were red from scrubbing and her black
         hair was streaked with grey. She was very thin and she coughed a lot. But right now she laughed.
      

      
      ‘It’s all right,’ she told me. ‘You shall have your cakes. Even if they are from a dago shop. But first we need to make a
         little supper. Boil me an egg, Isa? I’m a bit tired. And put the kettle on, Johnno.’
      

      
      ‘Time for my round,’ said Johnno, and escaped. Boys! I put on the kettle, made tea, boiled an egg and cut a thin slice of bread. Mum ate some of it and fed the rest to Rosie and Billy.
      

      
      ‘Since Johnno has run away, we’ll put his cakes aside,’ said Mum.

      
      ‘He wants the eclairs,’ I said, which was more than he deserved.

      
      ‘Rosie wants match,’ said Rosie, taking the long, iced-pink cake and biting into it. Cream spurted onto her overall front
         and she licked it off very carefully before taking another bite.
      

      
      ‘Billy want eclair!’ yelled Billy, only to be comforted by a mouthful of sponge finger, which distracted him so much that
         he forgot to scream. I took a cream puff and sat down to nibble it very slowly, making it last. My method is to eat the outside
         cake first and then finally take one huge mouthful of cream. I reached the mouthful stage and almost wept at the sweetness,
         the creaminess. Then it was gone, but I had another. I was very happy. We were all covered in cream. Such luxury.
      

      
      Mum seemed to be thinking. She fed the rest of the sponge finger to Billy and then said, ‘You must promise me something, Isabel.’
      

      
      I knew this was important. My mother only calls me Isabel when it is important.

      
      ‘Yes, Mum?’

      
      She leaned down so that I was looking into her eyes. ‘You must look after the little ones and you must all stick together.’

      
      She gathered me into her arms. This was a surprise. Mum didn’t hug us much. She was usually too tired and her nerves were
         always frayed. She smelt of soap and her chest was all ribs, as uncomfortable as a washboard. I leaned my forehead on her
         shoulder. She was so thin. She was waiting for me to reply.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ I said. That wasn’t enough.

      
      ‘If anything happens to me, Isabel, you must keep your brothers and sister with you. Look after them for me. Promise.’

      
      ‘Yes, Mum. I promise.’ I tried to look into her dark eyes, which were full of tears, and my eyes filled in sympathy.

      
      ‘What do you think is going to happen, Mum?’ I asked quietly, so that the others could not hear.
      

      
      ‘Nothing.’ Mum straightened up and released me. ‘Look at the two of us, crying like little Billy. Wipe your eyes, my dear,
         then wipe Billy’s nose and you can have your second cake. We will be all right,’ she said firmly.
      

      
      Later that night Mum sang the song about the long, long trail a-winding into the land of my dreams, and I could not sleep
         for worrying.
      

      
      When I finally did fall asleep, my dreams were filled with the sound of the sea, which I have only seen once, at Williamstown
         Beach. It sang me to sleep.
      

   
OEBPS/images/Art_bullet.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780734412034.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_Piii.jpg
The
Looreg Dalk





OEBPS/template.xpgt
 

   
		 
			 
		
		
     
			 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
        
    

  





