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			One

			North Sydney, New South Wales, Australia, Spring 1950

			Seventeen-­year-­old Josephine Cliffe had good hearing but she tensed and tried harder to listen now that she could hear stirrings from her sister’s room. Her parents had quiet voices and they, like she imagined all parents, were not prone to telling their children what was happening, so she had had little recourse but to sit on the top step trying her best to make out their conversation.

			‘Jo!’ came the furious whisper behind her.

			‘Sh!’

			Her younger sister did not take any notice. When had Eliza ever taken notice of what anybody said? Jo thought.

			‘What are you doing?’ The noise of the whisper increased.

			In fury, Jo turned on the tall thin figure in the white nightgown who hovered at her back. She had the figure of a child, she was not quite fifteen and her body had just begun to curve in and out slightly in strange embarrassing ways that Jo herself had had to get used to over the last couple of years. Eliza knew nothing of such difficulties and perhaps with her temperament, Jo thought, she might not care. Eliza was strong and forthright.

			‘I’m trying to hear what’s going on if you’ll only be quiet,’ Jo said.

			Eliza, never very quiet, plonked herself down on the same step and Jo went back to listening. It would have been a lot easier had her parents been the sort of people who shouted at one another. No matter how hard you listened you could never make out whether they were disagreeing or not and the sing-­song quality of their voices gave little away. Could she have been mistaken?

			‘Something’s going on,’ she said finally, dismayed as the voices ceased.

			‘What?’ Eliza demanded.

			‘If you had made less noise I might have known,’ Jo said.

			They were sitting at the top of the sweeping staircase. It was a big house among a road of big houses and one of the most prestigious addresses in North Sydney. Their house looked out over Lavender Bay. It was the most beautiful house in the whole world, Jo thought, proudly. Her father had gone into business when they arrived, made his fortune and built this house. Jo was very proud of him. She thought he was the most wonderful man in the whole world. He was not there very often it had to be said, he was always busy, but she knew that she must not begrudge his absences. Eliza went to a good school, they both had lovely clothes and the dining table was always covered with the best food. They had a lot of servants, their father owned a motor car, they had tennis courts, a pool and often other children who were their neighbours came to play tennis and swim. It was a wonderful life, Jo thought.

			Something had disquieted her of late. She didn’t know what it was. Things hadn’t really changed but her father seemed to be at home more often than usual and had taken to drinking whisky in the library in the evenings while her mother sat alone in the drawing room. It was, Jo thought, worrying. They had always sat together in the drawing room. Usually they had parties of all kinds and socialized with the other people in the area. They were a happy family and had very little to wish for. All Jo wanted was that she could look like her beautiful mother and not like a washed-­out version of her father. Neither she nor Eliza was pretty whereas their mother, they agreed, was the most beautiful woman that they had ever seen. Their mother would not have understood, of course – she thought her husband the most handsome man in the world and cared nothing for the way that she could brag about her good-­looking, tall and successful husband who had given them everything.

			 Apparently their parents had left a place called County Durham in the north-­east of the small island, Britain, halfway across the world. She didn’t know why, nobody ever told her anything much. She had been born onboard the ship and then they had come here. When she was two, Eliza was born. There had been another child between them who had not survived and one after Eliza who had died too but she could not remember it and therefore it had caused her little grief. There had been no more children and her parents had seemed happy and there was nothing to worry about. Until now.

			She heard the opening of the drawing room door. It was late. Her parents would be coming up to bed. She and Eliza scattered to their bedrooms. They each had a huge bedroom on the same floor as their parents. The schoolroom and nursery with bedrooms above had been used for the maids. They were perfectly good rooms – nobody went short of anything in their house – but it was as if she and Eliza had been promoted when they had moved down here. They had reached the stage where they didn’t need to be looked after and watched quite so carefully. Her mother had said, ‘We trust you.’

			People could say all they wanted about love and she knew that some of her friends’ parents were always telling them how they loved them, showering them with stuff they didn’t need or particularly want. Ethel Smith’s mother was particularly bad, always groping people into her arms and she wore some awful scent like long dead roses and the powder from her face smudged all over your neck if you or she ventured too close. Jo and Eliza tried to keep away and Jo felt sorry for Ethel, who often stayed overnight in Jo’s room to be free from her overpowering mother.

			Their own mother, Jo thought in some satisfaction, was perfect. She was beautiful, with her fine porcelain skin, blue eyes and red-­gold hair. She was tall and well built, what people called a powerful woman, and yet she was always alive to their problems big or small while letting them sort out the minor difficulties of every day without interfering.

			Their mother always checked on them when she came to bed but the moment she had satisfied herself that no harm had come to them Eliza would come into Jo’s room or the other way round. They preferred sleeping together but did not tell their mother. She somehow liked the way they could have a room each as though she had come from a big family and had never had a room to herself. Jo didn’t know for certain, her parents spoke little of where they came from and it mustn’t have been interesting or much fun or Jo had the feeling that they would have done. If they had been happy they would not have left. She felt sure you had to have a very good reason for leaving the place where you had been born and brought up and had friends and family. She could not imagine what leaving Sydney would be like. She determined never to do such a thing.

			

			As for their father, he was kind but in a sense formidable so they never asked questions of him. He would have considered it rude, as would any gentleman, Jo thought in his favour. She sometimes felt sorry for those who didn’t have her father, she idolized him. She thought her father very handsome. He was rather vain if you were looking for a fault in him. He wore especially tailored suits and shirts. His shoes were made by the finest shoemaker in Sydney, he wore silver cufflinks, despising gold as unmanly for some reason.

			Each girl thought she preferred the other girl’s room. Jo rather envied Eliza who slept on the side of the house where people went back and forth up and down the hills to the shops or to work or to school and there were always lights, whereas Jo’s room overlooked Lavender Bay and was, so Eliza said, the most beautiful view in the whole world.

			They liked to watch how after the sky cleared a rainbow would run straight from the sky down to the shore across the bay and the harbour bridge, how the sunshine seemed to spill generously everywhere and ships went back and forth. Boys sailed in the harbour. They were not supposed to fish there, they were not supposed to eat anything that came out of the bay because it was full of nasty stuff. Jo tried not to believe that but their cook, Mrs Featherstone, was most particular about what the family ate and nothing that came out of the bay got in by their back door where all the eatables were delivered.

			Jo suspected that their parents also slept in one room even though they also had a room each – it was so much more comforting, especially for dreams you could not easily come out of or the odd time there was some beast waiting for you in the wardrobe or slithering up the carpet to eat you.

			 Her mother’s room was pink and pretty and the kidney-­shaped dressing table was full of wonderful little bottles of scent and powder with a big satin powder puff which the two girls, when they were younger, had scattered over their faces given the chance. They also wore their mother’s clothes – her long evening gowns in green and silver, or black and white, the fox fur cape whose tiny paws had press studs. They put on her lipstick and paraded around upstairs in high heels. Their mother didn’t care. She was not a petty person and since the mistress did not object neither did the maids. It was, Jo thought, a happy house.

			Parents safely ensconced wherever, the two girls lay in the darkness and talked about what kind of weddings they would have. Jo wanted a white wedding but Eliza wanted a rainbow wedding with each bridesmaid in a different coloured dress.

			They had decided that they would be married in the park just below their house. They had watched dozens of couples being married there, it was very popular and so they knew quite a lot about what people wore to weddings and how they behaved, about cakes and pastries and champagne and dancing and singing and how the music wafted up to the houses which lay above it.

			The rooms on that side of the house had balconies. When Jo had been small she was frustrated that the door of the balcony was locked, her mother living in fear that she would fall over the balcony and die, but now that they were older they were allowed on to the balconies. Jo loved her balcony better than anything in the whole world. She would beg cake crumbs from Mrs Featherstone, who was not just the cook but ran the whole house, though both Mrs Featherstone and Jo’s mother pretended otherwise, getting together and drinking tea in her mother’s private sitting room after breakfast seemingly to discuss menus and the state of the household, though privately Jo thought it was nothing but gossip and small giggles. Mrs Featherstone was a big generous woman as all the best cooks were, Jo knew, and she was good tempered and liked the little rainbow parakeets who would come to Jo’s balcony to be fed, so that Jo often sat there when she wanted to think or be alone and Eliza knew when she could go in and when she could not. If the door was closed she was to stay out but most of the time it was slightly ajar.

			Jo spent a lot of time on her balcony over the next few days. It was spring in Sydney, the days were getting a little warmer and buds appeared as tiny green dots on the trees in the neat pavements where they lined both sides of the road.

			 She could not stop herself from worrying. She had never worried about anything much before other than whether Eliza, who was prone to getting coughs and colds during the winter, would be all right, but their mother had been sure that Eliza would grow out of such things and she appeared to.

			The changes were subtle. Her parents did not have any more private discussions, at least as far as she could tell, and her father no longer sat in the library drinking whisky so Jo took a deep breath and felt sure things would be better, but then they weren’t.

			She was not to have a new summer coat, that was the first hint that things were changing. She looked hard at her mother when this was announced. Did her mother not know that the year before’s coat was too tight and much too short and since Eliza was as tall as Jo it would have to be given away to one less fortunate girl who was in need. Jo waited and she watched her mother falter.

			‘I don’t think you need a new coat, Jo,’ she said. ‘It will let out at the sides and the hem could be lengthened. I’ll ask Mrs Peters to come and do it. I did think you would have stopped growing by now.’ Her mother frowned and Jo was astonished that her mother seemed to think people could will themselves to grow to a particular height and then stop. Being more than sixteen had brought its own heartbreaks. Jo had very much wanted to stay on at school and perhaps go to university but her parents would have none of it. She was being groomed for a good marriage when she was a little older. They knew all the right people, Jo thought wincing. Although she had nothing against any of the young men she knew, that were invariably kind, jolly and either almost leaving school, at university or had gone into their fathers’ businesses, she could not imagine marrying any of them. The worst Jo could say of them was that they were inclined to be rather dull. They didn’t read. Most especially they didn’t read poetry, which Jo adored.

			 She hid this failing. Eliza scorned reading and hated poetry and since their mother supervised what they were allowed to read Jo had given to reading what she chose in secret. Yes, her father had a library but there was nothing of interest in it. She went to obscure bookshops and spent her pin money in such ways so that her mother wondered what on earth she was doing with the money which was meant to keep her in gloves and ribbons and such like fripperies. Jo hid the books in a box under her bed. Nobody but Maisie the housemaid did anything there and Maisie was not about to tell her mother anything that the girls did. Maisie was devoted to them.

			Jo stared. Mrs Peters was the local dressmaker and her mother had had many dresses made by her but she had never come to the house to alter anything so drastically. Jo turned and looked in the bedroom mirror. This had always been the way that they decided to go and shop – she would go to her mother to show how short and tight the coat was and then they would go to David Jones, one of the biggest department stores in Sydney, and there her mother would buy her the coat of her choice.

			 Jo and Eliza had already been there the previous week, looking at coats so that they could choose what they wanted when their mother took them. Eliza had seen a sugar-­pink coat. Their mother never stinted them, they always got what they wanted. Eliza had thick dark hair and suited pink. Jo had wished for a time that she too suited pink but she had black hair and was darker altogether, just like her father she thought proudly though she had not inherited all his features but had a big nose which she hated and thin lips and large ears. She had seen the perfect blue coat, so thin it was almost transparent and so very pretty, which she fell in love with. There was a matching blue hat, small and just right, a handbag and white gloves. Jo could see herself wearing these when they went to church on Christmas Day.

			‘Is Eliza to have a new coat?’ she asked tentatively.

			‘None of us needs a new coat, it would be sheer extravagance,’ her mother said not quite looking at her.

			Extravagance? Jo had never heard the word in connection with anything in their house. Extravagance surely was when you didn’t need something but bought it anyway and a new coat was never considered so. They all had lots of beautiful clothes. She was also feeling rather guilty, not going to be too tall whereas it was obvious that Eliza would be. No man, Jo told herself, would ever stop in the street because he had been taken with Jo’s looks. She tried not to care but it was difficult.

			‘All the other girls will have new coats,’ Jo said, thinking of her friends and how she would feel when they had new clothes and she didn’t and how ashamed she would be when she went to church on Sundays as the weather grew warmer.

			Her mother did not meet her eyes, nor did she look happy. Jo waited. Perhaps her mother was going to tell her what the problem was, but the silence went on for so long that Jo gave up and went off to convey the unwelcome news to Eliza and was aware of a slight sense of damaged pleasure in telling Eliza the bad news.

			‘No new coat?’ Eliza sounded indignant.

			Eliza had grown a lot that year, even more so than before. Her father said jokingly that if they weren’t careful Eliza would become a tall poppy, they must beware of that. Jo was astonished for a moment. Why was he being so insensitive? Already at dancing classes Eliza was known as Long Meg and when they chose partners none of the boys picked her because she was a head taller than they were. Eliza’s face went so red Jo thought she was going to say something she shouldn’t to her father or slam out of the room, something she had done when she was younger. But now she knew that it would not do and stood biting her lips so that she wouldn’t cry.

			‘He didn’t mean anything,’ Jo said to Eliza when they had escaped upstairs and gone on to Jo’s balcony, the most private place they knew. They both also knew that it had been a joke in one way because tall poppies were people who stood out, who were seen first, so it could have been a compliment but Eliza didn’t take it that way and Jo didn’t want to explain when her sister was so upset.

			‘Why did he say it then?’

			‘I suppose he was thinking of something else, business perhaps.’

			They sat there watching the ships going by and then Eliza who was sometimes shrewd, Jo thought, stared straight ahead of her and said, ‘If it is business and he is so distracted there must be something wrong.’

			Jo considered this sentence and felt the weight of it. It was just the beginning, she soon realized. After that things got worse. Paintings gradually vanished from the walls, leaving space which was a different colour than the rest of the room and the rooms were not painted afterwards so that it looked odd. Two of the housemaids left quickly with no explanation. The motor car was sold, the rest of the maids were found positions in other folks’ houses and the gardener and stable lad were gone and, to Jo’s dismay, the horses also went. Still nobody said anything but, as the buds turned into bright green leaves for some reason rain began to fall every day as though in sympathy.

			Eliza was taken out of school but since she was by now fifteen it didn’t matter and they hoped that perhaps nobody noticed. Eliza had hated school so it was no loss, but Jo thought when she saw them that her friends had begun clustering in corners and throwing her sideways glances and it was not just the shortness of her coat, it was the way things were changing. They were changing so quickly that it left Jo trying to find breath where she seemed to have none.

			Ethel Smith of course was the first to say the unsayable.

			‘My mother says that I’m not to see you any more. You’re poor. Your father’s miners all went on strike because he wouldn’t pay them and now the people he sells to have gone to other mine owners. My father says that he is finished.’

			At that moment Eliza came all the way across the room and walloped Ethel on the nose. It was a birthday party and most of their friends were present but Eliza didn’t notice. She had a temper. She’d kept it very well until now because her mother begged her to but of late it was escaping from Eliza’s clutches and showing itself in a way that their mother would have been deeply upset about had she been there.

			‘Don’t you say things like that, you stupid cow!’

			Eliza watched in some satisfaction, Jo thought, as blood started to gush from Ethel’s nose and Ethel, putting up her hand to the sudden warmth, began to wail.

			Jo wasn’t surprised that Eliza had hit her and it was not that Ethel or her horrid mother were any big loss but to have it known that you were poor. That was too much to bear and it was becoming impossible to deny. Jo had no idea what being poor was like but she was learning. She dragged Eliza away and out of the house and felt sure the incident meant they would be not be invited to anything any more but then perhaps that was part of what was happening to them and they would have to get used to it.

			The most awful thing was that Mrs Featherstone went to look after her sister, who had been suddenly taken ill. Before summer was anywhere near – how fast the time had flown – the servants had nearly all gone and to her horror her mother went into the kitchen to make meals.

			Such a thing had never happened before and her mother did not seem to know how to cook so all they had to eat were messes, and in the end her mother stopped carrying dishes through into the dining room and they ate the dreadful messes in the kitchen where the cook and the kitchen maid had held sway. None of them knew anything at all about kitchens. Her father found this very trying, Jo could see, and absented himself as often as he could. Jo didn’t blame him, she would have done the same had she had anywhere left to go. Her father belonged to two clubs in the city. They were very prestigious ones, Jo knew, and he could eat there and drink wine and talk to his friends. She had no idea what else they did just that it got them away from their houses, their wives and their children. Jo could not help but wish it was the same for her mother and also for Eliza and herself. Having nowhere to escape to was getting harder and harder.

			Her father and mother were very quiet. Her mother had taken to teaching Eliza herself at the dining room table but it was not a success. Eliza had considered her education complete when she had left school so abruptly and was not pleased that her mother was making an attempt to add to this. Her mother knew little of mathematics, she could read of course and write but she was lacking in knowledge of geography and history and Jo was ashamed of herself that she became ashamed of her mother. How awful to feel like that, almost superior in her learning. Had her mother gone to school? She didn’t dare to ask but it bothered her very much. When they were alone Jo taught Eliza what she could but the knowledge she had taken for granted seemed to desert her and caused a huge hole inside her where happiness had once lived. It was not just that she became unhappy but she ceased to think of herself as safe and that made her feel sick as well as empty.

			She did not want to upset her mother so when she felt like saying something that might contradict her she said nothing and whenever possible she would run upstairs to her room and lock the door. Thankfully, Maisie, who was a local girl, had not yet left them and Jo felt like clinging to the little maid to comfort them all.

			Her father stopped going to work and still he told them nothing, but they heard that the mines were closed and the coal, which had once been transported to south-­east Asia, was not needed any more. The men had gone off to other mines which, presumably because her father was no longer in business, were still selling and therefore could employ more miners.

			With their mother doing her best in the house with the cooking and cleaning and washing and teaching, Eliza became short tempered and preferred to sit in her room rather than put up with her mother claiming that she did not pay attention.

			‘How can I pay attention?’ Eliza asked, exasperated in the end. ‘You don’t tell us anything we don’t already know and our lives are turning upside down.’

			To her astonishment their beautiful mother burst into floods of tears, scraped back a chair from the kitchen table and put her hands over her ears.

			

			‘Oh, Mama, I’m so sorry,’ Eliza said, staring in horror at the consequences of her unruly remark. ’I didn’t mean to upset you.’

			‘It isn’t you, my darling.’ Their mother was beginning to sound a little better, it was relief, both girls knew. ‘It’s just life. We thought we had got away from everything.’

			What the ‘everything’ was and why they had had to get away from it Jo had no idea and at this point she didn’t want to upset her mother further by asking, but leaving had apparently been crucial.

			‘It seems that we have brought all our bad luck with us,’ their mother said.

			Jo didn’t think this could possibly be true. She could never have accused her mother of thinking or speaking nonsense before but she thought it now. Her mother sat back and pushed the tears away with the heels of her hands and then blew her nose on a tiny scrap of handkerchief which had daffodils on it.

			‘We are going back to England,’ she said.

			Jo stared.

			‘Back?’

			Jo’s mind went into overdrive. They had disliked it so much that they had left it to go halfway across the world to a new life and now they had to go back? To what?

			‘There is just enough money to get us there and then we will go home. It’s the only thing to do, your father says.’

			

			Jo was coming to dread the clause, ‘your father says’. Her father had not spoken to her for days. She had heard him come into the house in the small morning hours, shouting and falling over things, like drunks did in the street. It made Jo want to cry too. Her father had always been so strong and, well, just there, and now it seemed like he had turned into somebody who drank and everybody knew it was the road to hell.

			In the end he took the more courageous way and told them to their faces that they were to leave. Jo, having longed for him to put them out of their misery by making it official – nothing had ever been official until their father said so – wished that she had not wanted such a thing. He looked awful. She had never before felt sorry for her father, she had never needed to. He had always been so strong and capable. Now it seemed that he had shrunk, gone back inside himself for fear of coming out, like a scared sea snail, for fear of going on and while he stood there stumbling over his words Jo began to despise him. Catching herself in such a horrid feeling, she felt ashamed. His dress was careless, his tie was not straight and his hair – that lovely black hair – was falling into his eyes. His dark eyes were clouded and though he looked up now and then he seemed to be almost ethereal, if you could call it that when somebody was there and not there, unreal, a different reality where he now lived, when before he had been a clever and successful man. That illusion was gone. He looked broken. His eyes were glazed with what looked to Jo like tears, she was so astonished that her father might cry that he did not leave them anywhere to be but gazing down at where the turkey rug had been and was no more. He brought his thin hand across his face as though he could disguise how lost he was. Jo could almost see him as a small boy who was afraid and lonely.

			Eliza was heartbroken, Jo could see, when it was official that they would leave their home and go back to what Jo was sure her father had sometimes referred to bitterly as ‘that godforsaken hole’. He would never have said such a thing in front of his children, Jo told Eliza, except in jest but she had ears that would have been adequate on an elephant. She heard everything, whereas at one time she didn’t listen because none of it mattered. Eliza was staring and now she did something unforgivable. She stood up, glaring straight at her father across the drawing room floor after he delivered his unwanted message, and said, ‘It’s all your fault!’ and ran from the room.

			Their mother was on her feet, putting her fingers reassuringly on her husband’s arm. He turned away. When he usually stood in front of the fire her mother in a good humour would call him the big fireguard as he cooled the rest of the room but now she looked down at his hands and said nothing for a second. Her father too said nothing and after a long silence her mother managed softly, ‘Go up to her, Jo.’

			Jo hurried towards the door and then she went back and hugged both her parents before she too ran thankfully away.

			Eliza was perched on the window seat in her bedroom, the place where they always sat when they were in her room during the evenings. As Jo went in and closed the door Eliza said, ‘He’s ruined everything. I hate him.’

			How anybody could have hated such a broken man at this point Jo could not think but then Eliza had more energy than imagination or empathy. Eliza was taking up the whole of the window seat on purpose, Jo could see. Jo sat on the edge of the bed nearer to her sister. She wanted to say anything which would help, but she couldn’t think of anything that would make her sister stop crying. They sat there in silence. Even Eliza’s devastation made no sound.

			‘All he has to do is go to work. Mama does all the other stuff,’ Eliza said after what was possibly the longest silence in the world, Jo thought.

			That wasn’t true and they both knew it. Perhaps Eliza hoped to love her father less now that he was failing as though she wanted nothing more to do with him.

			‘That’s unfair.’ Jo tried not to say it but she was so incensed even though all of it held some truth.

			Eliza turned and threw a black look at her. ‘Is it fair that we should have to give up everything and go back to some dreadful little place which everyone despises where our families were poor?’

			Some people called England dreadful. Jo having never been there had no idea what it was like and since her parents had barely mentioned it before now, she was trying to keep an open mind but it was difficult.

			She hated the idea of going back to anywhere or anything. Life had to be lived forwards, she knew. Going back to anything was a bad idea.

			‘We don’t know that they were poor,’ she said.

			‘Then why else would they have left?’ Their parents had become ‘they’ in such a short time, as though it was better to despise them and treat them like the enemy than wish that things had gone differently. Jo had thought that her father held her world in his hands and now he had dropped and broken it into so many tiny pieces that it was beyond repair.

			‘I don’t know,’ Jo said, losing patience, ‘and neither do you.’

			She watched the fight go out of her sister. Eliza moved over so that they could sit together by the window. The two girls had always loved it. Now it was just another thing to lose. Summer was coming and in the past it had been parties and dancing and swimming and the glorious sun had shone all day. Now it seemed as though it had gone forever and even now when it was only two months to Christmas, all was lost and there would be no joy for them.

			The final straw was when Maisie was dismissed and there was nothing they could do about it. Maisie admitted that her mother had said she had found a place for her ‘among much better people’ and that was that.

			Perhaps it would be a good thing when they left. They certainly couldn’t stay here much longer the way things were and yet the days dragged by as the hours were mostly light, the house hot and stuffy, and in the end it seemed that they had long outstayed any welcome in this place they loved so much. Jo longed to be away.

			They left in the middle of a warm, sticky day and set out, travellers to another land.

		

	
		
			Two

			There was a part of Jo that had made up fairy tales about what snow was like. She had seen pictures of it in storybooks and had chosen to think that she was missing nothing because it could not be as beautiful as it was depicted and anyway why on earth would anybody choose to live in a country which had such a cold climate? She watched until the place she loved was completely out of sight and there was nothing to look at but oceans of water so level and grey and dull that it did not bear watching. She felt as though her life was over.

			Nobody said much. There was nothing wrong with the ship other than that they had a long way to go. Jo had lived beside the water all her life and knew as much as anybody else in New South Wales about shipping and sailing and how vital it was that Sydney was such a huge port and so rich by comparison to so many other places.

			The food on board at least was edible, which was something that had been lost at home when Mrs Featherstone had gone off to care for her sister. Jo had never really believed in the illness of Mrs Featherstone’s sister and had heard rumours that Mrs Featherstone had gone no further than another rich family in Sydney. Jo tried to wish her well but resented it, and Mrs Featherstone’s departure was rooted so deeply in this that she could not bear to think of the woman, how much they had liked her, how much they missed her alongside all the other things about their life, in particular at this time of year their swimming pool, the sunshine, the tennis courts, the ice creams, how everybody sat outside cafes and drank coffee and ate cake and how they used to have glorious coloured salads which contained every kind of fruit and vegetable fresh from the gardens. She even missed cold soups which she had never liked.

			The journey felt endless and Eliza became fractious, as she always did when tired, and complained ceaselessly. Their parents took no notice. Their faces were full of worry and yet still they had said nothing. Jo had given up hoping that they would and felt rather cross that they did not tell her anything, as though she could be dismissed as a child and would follow them wherever they went as she had no other option.

			It was November when they reached England and Jo had never endured such cold, wind and rain was there as they docked and felt as though the weather was deliberately biting into her face to make her feel even worse than she already did.

			Had her mother not realized that in the northern hemisphere it was almost winter? They had no clothes for such weather. It was depressing to think that it was true so she tried to comfort her sister and Eliza went to sleep against her shoulder as the train, which was taking them north from Liverpool, began its monotonous rhythm. Jo envied Eliza the release of sleep, so much easier not to see the darkness. She wished that at least their mother had told them they would find it hard here as they had never known or dreamed of. Jo was wearing thin clothing, which became more unsuitable as the journey went on, and now she was shivering beneath last year’s summer coat which she had not had altered for her mother had more on her mind at the time than dress alterations. Mrs Peters never had been called to make it longer or let out the seams. Her mother was more concerned with other things so Jo went on, her legs in a terrible draught and the coat so tight that she could see herself breathing. She did not like to move in case she woke up Eliza. Her parents looked dully from the train windows at the few lights that passed by and then the train went on its way into thick blackness and Jo went on wishing she was back on the balcony of her room and that it was warm and light as it had always seemed. She was now able to believe that things had gone so wrong. Had she allowed them, a few piteous tears would crawl down her face but she was too indignant, wanting to blame others for letting this happen. She went on watching the night as it drew itself out into what felt like several days. She longed for dawn but there was no sunrise, just a thin grey light that got bigger and bigger and revealed itself as what her mother told her was sleet.

			

			Jo had never heard of sleet, but when they had got off the train – she knew not where nor cared – this semi snow or thick rain needled her face and Eliza, who had to be woken up with an urgent shake, seemed not to notice, too dazed to care, but when they got on another and smaller train she did not go to sleep and they watched the carriage lighten.

			There was a refreshment car which they walked to swaying from side to side as the train pursued its way north. The tables were covered in clean white cloths and a man in black and white uniform came to them. It was a poor meal. Scrambled eggs which had been cooked so hard that all the liquid had run from it and into the soggy toast with its scraping of something Jo wasn’t sure she recognized and the bacon was undercooked and slimy. There was no coffee, which was another disappointment, there was only tea and she thought it tasted musty. Afterwards they went back to their seats and she had hoped that her parents would have something to say but they didn’t.

			All her father said was that they were crossing the Pennines, which meant nothing to Jo, just that there were big hills all around that hid whatever light there might have been. Eliza was reading a book; Jo didn’t even care to see the title. Eliza hated reading so she must have been desperate. There were a lot of long winding streets of dark grimy-­looking houses which the train clattered past so she had nothing but a general impression of the places they went through, just that it was sleeting all the time and some wind had got up and howled through the carriage. Jo wished she had a blanket, some boots for her feet such as she had never worn, something with fur to hide in, perhaps a hat which might warm her ears for she had come to the conclusion that her nose would never be anything more than icy and kept touching it with her fingers in hope that it might regain its usual ordinary temperature.

			Her mother had eaten little since they had set off and neither of her parents had slept. There was another station to sit around in, this time in a waiting room which had a small fire. Jo longed to hover over it but other people had got the prime seats and she and Eliza went to sit on hard wooden benches which were set against the far wall. There was a café and people had teapots in front of them. Jo had never known such an amount of tea drunk, as these people did. She had already found out that nobody seemed to know how to make coffee. The stuff she had drunk so far was light brown sludge and upset her stomach.

			‘Do you think we will ever get there?’ she ventured softly to Eliza so that nobody else could hear. She could see her parents talking in whispers as they did whenever they had a conversation as though it was so private that nobody else could know.

			‘Who cares?’ Eliza said in a bitter tone that showed how very much she did care.

			Yet another train and finally they got into a taxi of some kind, big and with creaking seats and the unmistakable smell of mould and dirt. They had but one suitcase each and nothing to follow. It was as though their lives had been eaten up by the past. What had happened to all her belongings, the things she had held dear, her childhood toys, her favourite books? Her mother had somehow got rid of all these things, saying there would be no room for any of them and Jo, aghast, had stood by and let it happen, unable to think of what else she could do. They were to be sacrificed like something awful out of the Old Testament in the Bible.

			The cases packed in the boot, they set off into what was left of the day and after a long time down winding roads amidst houses Jo could not see for there was little light at any time here, it seemed, they eventually arrived. December had been hot and sultry in Sydney. Did it get light at all in this place or was it hell without the flames, a frozen place where people had layers of warm clothing, woollen gloves and scarves and hats in dull greys and browns such as she had never needed before?

			

			Eventually there was a long straggling street with what looked like a continual run of houses on either side and then they turned off up a side road and again up a hill, which turned off once again into some kind of drive and in the gloom in front of her stood an enormous building.

			The taxi driver and her father fussed with the suitcases, her mother stood like a statue before the house which looked to Jo like something out of a very scary story, taking up all her sight, all the space, taking up the whole world and dragging her into its depths so that she must suffocate.

			She could not help staring. It was like something out of a gothic novel so ugly was the building. There were gargoyles, nasty little creatures smirking from the eaves of the roof, and there were great turrets and towers and an enormous number of windows which glared black at her. The house stood alone as though it thought itself a long way above everybody else. It was hideous, Jo thought, and there was a garden around it so big that the houses nearby could only just be seen in the lack of light and the dim glow that came from indoors.

			Her father went up the long wide steps and hammered on the door. Her mother stood back. The taxicab was disappearing into the darkness. Jo and Eliza stood even further away. Eventually the door opened and a tall skinny woman wearing a black dress said, ‘The mistress is expecting you.’

			

			The suitcases deposited in the hall, Jo looked up and the long winding staircase, which disappeared into the blackness of the upstairs, was like something sinister from a dark fairy tale. No doubt goblins were up there on the landings waiting to turn Jo and Eliza into frogs. The hall was even colder than the air outside had been and was so dimly lit that it was difficult to see anything much.

			The woman led the way along the hall and into a room on the right. It opened with double doors and was the biggest room Jo had ever seen, full of furniture, dark and ugly. The fire did little justice to itself, being nothing more than a few glowing coals in the enormous red marble fireplace which looked to Jo like a piece of beef, lined white for the fat veins that ran through it. The curtains were half pulled across the windows, no doubt to keep out what draughts they could. Jo was coming to be aware of and respect cold winds. There seemed nowhere to get away from them.

			A woman was seated in a chair with a huge pouffe where her legs rested. She was a very large woman with iron-­grey hair that disappeared into a cap. She had many chins and was wearing black except for the enormous strings of pearls which clasped so tightly about her neck that some of them fell over the chins and sat there as though they were captured and could not move.

			The old woman sat even further back and surveyed them without asking anyone to sit down. Jo thought her ill-­mannered and scary.

			‘You haven’t aged well, Francis,’ the old woman said. Jo was astonished at her way of speaking, it was some very strange kind of accent with flattened vowels and dropped-­off consonants at sentence ends, and her voice raised in what was almost a lilt except that Jo disliked her already so much that she could not think it pretty. Jo had had a particularly astute English language teacher and she remembered it now.

			‘I wish I could say the same for you, Mrs Snowdon,’ her father jollied, his voice so that Jo cringed.

			‘Fool,’ the woman responded. ‘And you, Patricia,’ her mother was being addressed. Nobody ever called her Patricia, Jo knew that her mother was called Pat by those who were on first name terms with her. Now the name seemed stupid as though she was a lapdog, one of those disgusting snuffly soppy little dogs which old ladies often carried and smelled of, acrid and warm. ‘You look as though a square meal would knock you sideways. I daresay you diet all the time so as to try and hold your man. It doesn’t do anything for your face. And who is this?’

			Grandmother looked directly at Eliza as though Jo didn’t exist.

			‘I’m Elizabeth,’ Eliza said, holding her gaze.

			‘Of course you are, you were named for your other grandmother who thankfully did not live to see this sad day. And you.’ She finally got round to searching Jo so that Jo felt like opening her mouth as though at the dentist. ’You must be Josephine.’

			Why must she be, Jo wondered, and then realized, she had been named for this dreadful old dame with her blue-­veined hand clasped around the head of a gold-­topped stick, a wobbling bosom which flopped to her waist and what had to be massive thighs spread out on the chair below the dress waist, the lower part of which was like an enormous balloon and reached to her feet, which could only just be seen at the end of her enormous body like somebody had fastened them to her as a last hope of something human. Was this what she would look like in later years? Jo was horrified. They had come halfway across the world to this? The old woman was dressed from head to foot in black like somebody, Jo thought, from the Victorian era, which had been many years ago.

			Jo’s mother was twisting her hands and unaware of it as she dutifully came forward and kissed the wizened cheek. Nobody could ever have had less family likeness than her mother now so that Jo stared at the difference between the two women. Her mother was pale and much too thin but she had been and always would be beautiful, Jo thought. Was that why Grandmother resented her, had she been jealous of that beauty since she could obviously not have kept any of it for herself?

			

			‘I am glad to see you, Mother,’ she said. At least there was only one grandmother. Jo didn’t think she could have stood another such ancient dame, though how she would have escaped she had no idea.

			‘Nothing of the kind,’ the old lady almost spat, her eyes narrowing, getting so small in her head that Jo thought they might disappear into her saggy cheeks. ‘You come back here with your tail between your legs because you have no choice and I even had to send you the money for your passage.’

			Things were getting worse. Her mother stood like a statue and her father did not defend either of them. Jo could barely look at him and he was looking away as though he would have given a great deal to be anywhere else.

			‘And we are very grateful for it,’ her mother said.

			‘Nonsense. You had no choice. And don’t think I wanted you back here. Barely a word in twenty years since you ran out of here like mad hens.’

			Mad hens? Jo was torn between giggling and disgust. Nobody had ever been so disrespectful to her parents and it was humiliating to watch them go through it. She wished that she could say something. She watched Eliza’s lips part and she squeezed her sister’s fingers so that Eliza closed her mouth determinedly.

			At long last they were allowed to escape the august presence of the dreadful old woman. A tiny maid was disappearing up the stairs to show them where they were sleeping. All they could do was follow her up and up almost as far as heaven and then the staircase petered out into a huge square landing and there were rooms everywhere with big doors. It was very dark. Jo had no sense of night or day any longer. The little maid opened the door, switched on a tiny bare lightbulb in the middle of the room and without more ado turned and left, closing the door behind her.

			Eliza burst into tears. She could stand no more, Jo knew it. Jo gathered her sister into her arms, hugging her tightly.

			 

			Frank thought he had better go and see his brother straight away. Pat did not envy him, he knew, but at least he had some family. His brother was the local vicar, older than Frank, who had always been considered the pride of the family. Godfrey was the one who had gone to university and become a clergyman, whereas Frank followed the pit owners in his family and they had been small pits. Small pits carried very little status, Frank knew. Everybody knew that it was all about money, no matter where you came from, and Frank’s family had very little. They had lived in an ordinary terraced house; it was an end house but carried no class with it and his family was not looked on as Pat’s family was. The Snowdons were the squires of the area, their family tree went back hundreds of years and Pat had been expected to marry well, someone on her own level. Here she had failed. And now twenty years later their failure had caught up with them and they had nowhere to go but this horrible little town in the middle of nowhere and she had her mother to contend with.

			 

			‘I’ve never understood why you married him,’ her mother said after Frank had left the room. This was not new, this same sentence had gone on and on and had rung in Pat’s ears all the time they had been away. It had taken everything she had not to write and brag about their new-­found wealth, their beautiful house beside the water, their motor car, their pool, the tennis courts, the friends they had made. Those friends had slipped away as they had fallen into comparative poverty.

			Worst of all, she had sugar-­coated the idea of coming back as she felt she had to or she would never have managed to countenance it. Her mother would have mellowed, things would have moved forward but apart from obvious signs such as the odd car in the street, it was the same as it had been. It was cold and dark and unwelcoming and she found that she hated it just as freshly as she had done when they left. They had been so excited about the future, so full of hope.

			

			This house was exactly the same. The room where her suitcases had been taken was the room she had had as a child and Frank had been placed down at the far end of the hall, just in case they should want to sneak out and visit one another. It was like they had done something wrong. Failure was wrong of course, coming back after running away was the worst thing that could have happened and now she felt like he had deserted her by going the short distance into the town beyond the Cattle Market inn and down the always muddy lane which led to the parish church and the old Victorian house which was the vicarage.

			There his brother Godfrey lived with his wife, Margaret, who was the pride of the area, her family having had various grocery shops for at least two generations so she was the one with money. They had two sons. He was not rich, of course – clergymen were notoriously badly paid – but there was no one in the area more respected than the local vicar and he had done well, with a big house to prove it, and the villagers crowded into his church every Sunday to listen to his sermons.

			Her mother certainly would, Pat felt. She had always been a big churchgoer. Pat was bereft, she wished she could run after Frank and grab him by the arm and somehow spirit him back to the place where they had been so happy, so very happy.

			‘He never had any backbone,’ her mother said. ‘The family was always mediocre. Look at his brother, stuck there in that wretched house so badly paid that he couldn’t afford it if hadn’t been for Margaret being the grocer’s daughter and them making money with their shops so that they can have a decent fire and here in a pit village. Anybody would think with his family having had pits he could do better than that.’

			Her mother, Pat thought, could put so much spite and venom into one word that she wanted to flinch on Margaret’s behalf, although she doubted she would like her much more than she ever had and Godfrey had ever been a prig.

			The pits, which were mostly open cast, had been played out years ago.

			‘I don’t know what you think you’re going to live on,’ her mother said. ‘I only took you in because I felt obliged to as you are family. He will have to get some kind of work though what he is fit for I can’t imagine and you needn’t think you can sit about idly. We will find plenty of work for you to do. You won’t be sitting on your hands all day as you did in that penal colony. And those two girls will be eating me out of house and home and of what use are they? Can they do anything? I suppose they play the piano and lie around, reading rubbish. I can’t think you’ve even shown them how to sew or knit since you were no good at it yourself. They are too old to go to school and too young to marry if any man was desperate enough to get involved, which I doubt any decent sensible young man would be. No doubt they will be old maids and I shall be obliged to provide for their clothing and food and whatever else they need but they needn’t think there will be any fripperies here. They are not even comely. At least they might have inherited your looks from you. I fear that Josephine looks like me, for the Lord’s sake. I was no beauty, never even pretty, and the other one looks just like Francis’s mother, tall and skinny and whey faced and stupid.’

			 

			Frank had tried hard to like his brother. He supposed he loved him, he supposed you always loved those you were landed with by blood though it seemed to him a poor way to distribute the joys and horrors of life. He was only glad to leave his mother-­in-­law’s house but for all he knew worse awaited him down church lane.

			It was dark. How could he have forgotten the cold and gloom here? There were huge puddles and no moon so he only narrowly escaped having wet feet. His shoes would soon be letting in the damp, they were never intended for such places and neither was he, he felt. Fortune had dealt him a hard blow. He was angry and exhausted beneath the weight of it. But for his family, he might have thrown himself overboard soon after they had left Sydney. He did consider it but he could not bring himself to be such a coward. He wanted to blame Pat, love of her had brought him to this. He found it impossible to be glad of anything. On the way here Jo hadn’t spoken unless spoken to, and Eliza, who was his favourite because she had such a lot of spirit, had not looked at him. He had failed them and could think of nothing to do or say. He could not see a way out of this.

			Having negotiated the wet and muddy lane as best he could, he then trod up the long potholed drive to the darkness of the vicarage at the end and rang the bell. He heard it resound in the depths of the house and then a maid arrived, at least he presumed so – she wore a thin poor dress, and by the dim hall light she seemed almost shrivelled she was so thin. Her hair was brown and grey and drawn back severely into a bun. She left him in the hall and there he waited for so long that he began to worry about it until his brother appeared, and he had not altered. He was taller than Frank, with thicker hair and bright blue eyes, but his smile was thin and his hand when Frank took it was cold and moist.

			Godfrey led the way into what was obviously his study and there a tiny fire did not bother to warm the room. It was a dull room with several old leather armchairs and smelled of soot. The chimney smoked and Godfrey said without asking, ‘Mary will bring some tea. Margaret is busy I’m afraid and the boys are away at school, of course.’

			

			‘How is Margaret?’ Frank felt obliged to ask.

			‘Oh, my wife never ails anything. She is as stout as ever.’ Stout was a strange word to use for Godfrey’s wife, a tiny woman who was always busy, from what he could remember. Frank had never seen her in the sitting room at the vicarage without knitting or sewing in her hands and it was a necessary accomplishment presumably as there were always buttons which had come off coats, socks where the heels had worn thin and sheets to be hemmed. There were also dreadful little beige tray cloths. Frank had a severe hatred of tray cloths as Pat had been made to do such things when she was a child and by the time she finished a small corner of purple pansies, the beige was so stained from where the needle had pricked her finger and bled the tray cloth had to be thrown away and her failure would be on her mother’s lips for months afterwards.

			He wanted to laugh loudly at himself now for thinking he could rescue her and himself from the horrors of life. He had very nearly succeeded. He couldn’t understand what had happened. One minute it seemed that he had it all, the next it was water through his fingers.

			The tea came and was put down in front of them on one of several small tables which were unstacked by Mary. It was poured out immediately into cracked white cups with brown and orange patterns. The tea was weak, weaker still with a touch of milk which was so old that spots of it floated on top of his cup and when Mary handed the cup to him it was barely warm. There were a number of broken biscuits on a tiny plate which Frank thought it would be wiser to stay away from. They looked old and smelled damp. Frank was starting to think that he would never again enjoy a cup of coffee. He loathed tea and he knew why now. It was not fresh, it was always weak and tepid and he had not been offered coffee so far except the dreadful stuff which came out of a bottle.

			Godfrey settled himself in an armchair and when Frank politely asked for further news about the boys his face altered as though he would have lied if he could have done but it was no good. There were different kinds of desperation, Frank allowed.

			Godfrey said, ‘There’s no point in pretending. They are leaving school at the end of term and after Christmas will be here all the time. The money that was made by my parents-­in-­law has run out and since neither of them appears to have any scholastic ability we will bring them home. What happens after that is anybody’s guess.’

			Frank felt uplifted. He was not the only one with problems. He had not realized that his brother and sister-­in-­law were short of money and since the church paid badly they were not that much better off than himself. He tried not to smile.

			‘I’m so sorry that Patricia did not give you a son. You must feel it very much.’

			

			Frank longed to get away from the stale cold tea and nasty biscuits but at least now he understood. Misery loves company, he thought in glee.

			‘And how did you find Patricia’s mother?’ Godfrey said, not quite managing to restrain a smile. It was as though each man was revelling in the other’s hard times. ‘She comes to church every Sunday morning and is always walking in in the middle of the first hymn, strides down to their pew which nobody else would dare sit in and glares at me all the way through the service. Everybody waits until she moves at the end and then she parades up the aisle and gives me a point-­by-­point dissection of my sermon. I wish I had never started offering tea and coffee after the service, she is a terrible old person.’

			This cheered Frank so much that he laughed and Godfrey laughed a little too and after that they remembered that they were brothers and had two glasses each of Glenfiddich, after which Frank left, thinking that Margaret would be back soon and he had no wish to face her.

			‘And how are the young ladies?’ Godfrey had said and there Frank was ashamed of them and hated himself. They were not beautiful, they had no accomplishments such as girls of their position did here. They had nothing to recommend them to anybody. He had always imagined they would prosper in Sydney and eventually marry good rich men as though it wasn’t a contradiction, he thought bitterly.

			 It was probably true that Godfrey was not interested or even remembered their names. Frank longed to be out of there but did not want to go back to Snowdon Hall, Pat’s ancestral pile. A year ago his wife had been beautiful. Now, she was like a crumpled dress that had been thrown to the bottom of the wardrobe and lain forgotten in the darkness. She was crushed, almost broken, and it was all his fault. He had brought her home. He had never been more ashamed of himself.

			Eliza was like all girls her age, slightly disagreeable but good hearted and Jo had liked nothing better than to sit on the balcony of her own room, watching the sun go down and having a book in her hand. He thought back to that balcony where the lovely birds with red and blue and green colours had gathered. If he wasn’t careful there would be water in his eyes and that would finish him off.

			‘I expect when they are older you will be looking for suitable husbands for them,’ Godfrey said. ‘There isn’t a great deal for respectable women here, it’s all pitmen and foundrymen and farmers with nothing more than a few acres. There are shopkeepers and, of course, the pits are mostly gone. The man who owns the steelworks is fifty-­five and has three children, all girls, poor chap. Have your girls had good schooling? If so then they could become schoolteachers, other than nursing or secretarial there isn’t much else.’

			 

			When Frank got back the house was in darkness but for a single dim bulb burning in the hall. The air inside the house was almost as cold as the air outside so he made his way up to the room at the far end which had been allotted to him. It had looked grim when he first saw it earlier that day. The fireplace had never seen a fire and he had noted the black mould along the walls and the damp patches making a sort of pale brown pattern on the wallpaper. It was that thick embossed material, the colour of wallpaper paste – Anaglypta. The furniture was huge. The wardrobe could have been big enough to house him had he needed it. The curtains were thick with dust and when he tried to pull them along to close out what he could see of the night one of them was torn, and he tugged impatiently so that it crashed to the floor with a sound that was neither loud nor dull. The sound of my bloody future, he thought bitterly.

			His case stood upright where it had been put by him earlier in the day. He took off his outer clothes and shoes and then he climbed between icy sheets.

			He lay and looked at the moon, so bright that the night must be almost crisp, with wind tearing low over the fell, turning the sheep’s fleeces to waves where they huddled against the low stone walls. The trees, which were bare, tossed their branches like fingers at his window and the window rattled on and on as he watched it.

			He thought of his wife, because he had taken various things into her room. It was tiny, sported a single bed, and furniture so small that it must have been there since she was a child. There was not even a fireplace, as though the room was too lowly for any kind of pretension. He doubted she was sleeping. Neither of them had slept well since long before they left Sydney. Why should they do so now?
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