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FOR SELWA











The grave’s a fine and private place,
But none, I think, do there embrace.


ANDREW MARVELL, ‘TO HIS COY MISTRESS’












PROLOGUE




PORTSEA, DECEMBER 1967





She wakes (had she slept?) to the familiar sound of the shower running. Relief floods her body, warm and liquid. She turns on the lamp next to the bed and reads the clock. Three in the morning.


‘I knew you’d be back,’ she says as he enters the room, a towel wrapped around his waist, his silvery chest hair damp. ‘I said to Vieve, it feels as though he’s going to walk in the door any moment and have a laugh at us all for crying.’


‘I always come back to you. You know that.’ He sits on the bed, picking up her hand.


‘Why all the fuss then? I was beside myself. There must have been over a hundred people looking for you.’


‘I’m tired. The world is with us all the time. I’m done with it.’


‘You must let me call the children. They’re devastated.’


He shakes his head decisively. ‘No-one can know. Just you and me.’


She doesn’t push the point. He’s right – this can’t work otherwise. The boys were adults now anyway; they had their own lives to be getting on with.


‘Come to bed,’ she says. ‘It’s late.’


‘Early,’ he corrects her, smiling. The towel is on the floor and the lamp is extinguished, and it’s just the two of them in the dark. She curls against his warm body, hand across his upper arm, trying not to hold too tightly. That’s the trick with him; it always has been.


‘What will we do?’ she asks.


‘We will work it out in the morning. You’re clever. You’ll figure out a solution.’


‘The whole country’s in uproar. This will be impossible.’ The weight of the task ahead is suddenly too much for her. Her imagination can’t support it.


He rests his finger gently across her lips. ‘In the morning,’ he says. ‘I’m tired.’


She kisses his finger. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says.


‘So am I,’ he replies. ‘You know how sorry I am, don’t you?’


She has never needed him to say sorry; she always finds a way to forgive. She sees past his betrayals to his gentle heart, his blazing intellect, his good soul.


‘No more of that,’ he says, as if reading her mind. ‘I am back and nobody knows except you, and if we are to keep it secret then there can be no other women.’


She says nothing.


‘I’m tired,’ he says again. ‘Tired of all of it.’


‘Tired of me?’ she asks, hearing her voice waver.


He kisses the top of her head. ‘Never tired of you,’ he replies. ‘Never.’


Sometime around dawn, on the day they run away, she drifts back to sleep.









PART 1









CHAPTER 1




MELBOURNE, 1927





The night I met Harry I was wearing a dress I had designed and made myself. White organdie over a short black slip, black embroidery around the yoke and the hem, and a crimson taffeta sash tied in a huge bow on my hips. It was early December and the summer flowers smelled like Christmas. Party season, as all the college boys from the university celebrated the end of exams before they returned home to families in the countryside. Daddy and Mum had restricted me to one party a week … they were old-fashioned and worried about my reputation. Truly, I did love boys. I loved dancing with them, flirting with them, exchanging furtive glances with them, but it was a game to me. Nothing serious.


I waited on the front veranda of our little house in Kew, eyes on the road for Norman’s Morris. I heard the front door behind me open and Mum’s light footsteps.


‘Who are you going out with tonight then?’ she asked in her lilting Scottish accent.


‘Norman.’


‘Again?’


‘Mm-hm.’


‘And who is bringing you home?’


I turned to her and smiled. ‘Norman,’ I said firmly, though I didn’t blame her for asking. Going out with one boy and coming home with another had become a habit of mine.


‘It’s serious with him? That’s been a whole month to my reckoning.’


‘Six weeks,’ I replied.


‘You be careful,’ she said, and I knew what she meant. A girl my age, two doors down, had been forced through a hastily organised and teary wedding just two weeks before.


I wanted to tell Mum that I didn’t need to be ‘careful’, that I knew what kind of kissing I liked and didn’t like and was forthright enough to stop a boy who went too far. Also, that I had no intention of swelling up in the middle with a baby when I had spent most of the year dieting strictly enough to have visible hipbones. My natural figure and the most fashionable dresses that year did not flatter each other. But I could never talk to my mother about such things, so instead I feigned innocence.


‘Norman is a perfect gentleman,’ I said, though of course this wasn’t true. He was a rakishly handsome party-lover who danced like a fiend and told the most scandalous dirty jokes.


Norman’s dark green Morris Roadster puttered into view, saving me from further conversation. ‘Bye, Mum.’


‘Don’t be home too late,’ she called after me – vainly, I suspected.


Then I was cosying up next to Norman on the long bench seat, headed for St Mary’s Hall, where most of our dances were held. Nobody had any money, so every week a different group of us decorated the hall, brought along a gramophone, provided the punch (none of us could afford gin to make it interesting punch) and stayed to clean up afterwards.


‘Wrong turn,’ I said to Norman.


‘I have to pick up a friend and his girl.’


I eyed the remaining room on the seat. ‘Where are they going to fit?’


‘We’ll squash up. You can sit on my knee and steer if you like.’


We were heading up towards the university. Norman was studying law, so I presumed his friend was a classmate. I watched the late-afternoon shadows out the window, the back of my head leaning against Norman’s hard shoulder. I felt the week fall away from me – the dreary paper-shuffling and envelope-stuffing of my job at the local parish office – and imagined a weekend of walks with Norman, afternoons stretched out on my bed drawing, baking with my sister Genevieve in our cool kitchen.


The car pulled up and I looked around. Leaning in the driver-side window was a dark-haired, bright-eyed young man. Behind him was a slender young woman in a black beaded dress.


‘Harry, Vera,’ Norman said. ‘Jump in.’


‘There isn’t room,’ Vera noted.


‘Beg to differ,’ Norman said, and gestured them around the front of the car to the passenger door, which I opened for them. ‘This is Zara.’


‘Pleased to meet you,’ I said, squeezing up onto Norman’s lap. The steering wheel dug into my thighs. ‘Norman, I’m not sure this will work,’ I muttered.


‘I’ll never fit. I’m so fat,’ the impossibly slim Vera said, making her my instant enemy.


‘This won’t do,’ Harry said. ‘I’ll ride on the hood at the back.’


‘It will be fine. We’ll all just breathe in,’ Norman said. ‘Zara, can you shift your weight so you’re not digging into me?’


I felt suddenly all wrong in my body, as though I was the problem. The reason we couldn’t all fit. I slid off Norman’s lap and said, ‘I’ll sit on the hood. Then you’ll all fit.’


‘I’m not letting a woman sit on the hood while I take the seat,’ Harry said.


‘It’s my choice,’ I said, pushing my way out of the car and gesturing Harry and Vera in.


‘Then I’ll sit with you,’ Harry said. ‘Vera, you can ride with Norman.’


I hitched myself up on the hood, my shoes resting on the spare tyre. ‘There’s really no need,’ I said, but Harry was already sitting next to me, smiling down at me. His eyes seemed to twinkle and his lashes were very long.


‘Your lipstick is the precise colour of your sash,’ he said.


‘Yes,’ I replied, shocked that a man would notice such a thing. Norman certainly never did. ‘I bought the taffeta on purpose for that reason. It’s my favourite lipstick.’


The car shuddered into life, making me lose my footing. Harry grasped my wrist and held it until I was secure again.


‘Steady now,’ he said. ‘I’d never forgive myself if you dashed your brains out on the road all because I’m too poor to own a car.’


‘I’ve ridden the hood loads of times,’ I replied, gesturing at the view.


‘Is that so?’ He sized me up in the fading light. ‘Good god, I like a woman with a spirit of adventure.’


I couldn’t hide my smile. ‘It’s the only way to see the world. Backwards, with the wind in one’s hair.’


‘The wind in one’s hair, eh?’ He took off his Panama hat, but his hair was too slick with brilliantine to be much moved.


Impulsively I grabbed his Panama and pressed it onto my head over my dark curls. ‘Look at me,’ I said, in a deep voice. ‘I’m Harry and I’m going to be a lawyer and then I’ll be rich and buy as many cars as I like.’


‘Oh, I’m going to be more than a lawyer,’ he said.


‘What are you going to be?’ I asked.


‘I’m going to change the world.’ He had flipped so quickly from light-hearted to serious it made me blink.


‘You are?’


‘Watch me,’ he said with a smile that creased the corners of his eyes.


And that was it. I did want to watch him. I never wanted to take my eyes off him.
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Whoever decorated the hall that night had done it cursorily at best. A few sad crepe-paper chains hung from the rafters, and the long table for the bowls of punch and the enamel cups was bare of any doilies or garlands. Still, we had good music, a roomy dance floor, and a hall full of young people determined to have fun. I danced with Norman for two songs, spending most of the time glancing around for Harry and Vera. She was so tall and elegant – taller than Harry – that she stood out, and the knot of jealousy in my stomach grew ever tighter. Vera didn’t look to me as though she had a ‘spirit of adventure’. I wondered if Harry had told her he was going to change the world, and if she believed him. I believed him. I believed him with my whole heart.


Harry caught my eye and smiled over Vera’s head. The corners of his mouth went all the way up when he smiled, as though he was filled with boyish delight. I felt my own lips curve up, not the coquettish smile I normally used with boys I like, but something genuine and irresistible.


Norman saw my expression and looked around. ‘Why are you grinning at Harry Holt?’ he said.


‘I’m not grinning,’ I said, as Norman spun me so my back was to Harry.


His eyebrows twitched but he said nothing more.


Later, I gathered with a group of my girlfriends out on the back steps of the hall. The air smelled like cut grass and jasmine. Eloise and I smoked, though I didn’t care much for cigarettes. Betty was in the middle of describing to us how to use a fork to make perfect pleats when a shadow blocked the light from the door and I looked up to see Harry.


‘Hello,’ I said, beaming.


He joined us on the stairs. ‘Am I interrupting something?’


‘No, not at all.’ I extinguished my cigarette under my shoe. ‘Girls, this is Harry. A friend of Norman’s from university.’


My friends introduced themselves one by one, and he was charming with all of them, but then turned to me and said, ‘I haven’t had a dance with you yet, Miss Dickins.’


Something about the way he said it, with a deep promise in his voice, made my heart stir. A ragtime piano tune came on the gramophone inside. I loved a foxtrot.


He took my hand in the light from the doorway and tugged it gently, leading me out onto the lawn. ‘There’s more room to dance out here,’ he said. The music was faint, but audible enough to hear the rhythm. He pulled me up against him – I could smell the sharp, slightly mineral scent of his hair cream – and we danced in the balmy evening air.


I suppose that’s when I fell in love with Harry, though in some ways it felt as though I had always loved him and had simply been waiting for him to arrive. He was not half the dancer that Norman was, and yet when the music ended and he let me go, I ached for more. We returned to the stairs, and I realised his girl, Vera, had joined our little gang. If she was perturbed by me dancing with Harry, she didn’t show it. And of course we all danced with each other all the time – nobody was expected to dance with the same boy all night. But that dance felt different from any dance I’d danced before. The heat and the power of his body were imprinted on all my senses. I felt giddy.


Harry disappeared back into the hall, but Vera stayed with us. She was funny and friendly, despite being thin, and in no time she was making up dirty lyrics to a song with Eloise. It was only when we were heading inside for some punch that Vera gently grasped my elbow and held me back.


My heart thudded in my throat. Why did I feel guilty?


‘He does this,’ she said.


‘Does what?’


‘Woos other girls. All the time.’


‘He wasn’t wooing me,’ I said lightly, shrugging her off. ‘It was just a dance.’


She sniffed. ‘He won’t be any more faithful to you than he is to me. Or the last girl or the one before.’


‘It was just a dance,’ I said again. ‘But thank you.’


I didn’t dance with Harry again that night and in fact I didn’t see him leave, which made me feel terribly deflated. I had thought he might seek me out to say goodnight, but he didn’t. Those few magic moments dancing with him had clearly meant more to me than to him. Norman brought me home at eleven. We sat in the car a few minutes kissing, but then he got a little too bold with his hands and for some reason tonight I couldn’t tolerate it. I firmly pushed him away and said it was late. I waved him off from the patio where Mum had left a hurricane lamp burning for me by the door. His car disappeared down the street and I listened to its engine recede. Then I turned to go inside.


‘Zara?’ A harsh whisper.


I spun round. Emerging from the shadows of the high rose hedge that bordered our garden was Harry.


‘Harry?’ Puzzled. Thrilled.


He walked towards me, spreading his hands, hat loosely grasped. ‘I hope you don’t mind.’


‘How do you know where I live?’ I asked as he ascended the three stairs to our patio.


‘I didn’t until I asked Eloise,’ he said in a soft voice. No lights were on inside and neither of us wanted to wake my parents. ‘I’m sorry I left without saying goodbye. Vera’s parents expected her home by ten.’


‘So how long have you been waiting for me to come home?’


He shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter.’


I stood, gazing at him in wonder for a few moments, then remembered myself. ‘I can’t invite you in, but we could sit here for a while?’ I gestured to the wicker settee by the door.


‘I’d like that,’ he said, and took my hand so we sat down together, close. Again, I experienced the heat of him, the warm magnetism of his presence.


Both of us looked straight ahead. A few moments of silence ensued, but they weren’t awkward. I could hear the crickets, the soft breeze in the very tips of the trees, the faint shush of the hurricane lamp. Then he shifted in his seat so he could face me, and I turned too. He was smiling.


‘Why did you come here?’ I asked him.


‘I’m going away tomorrow,’ he said. ‘London. I’ll be gone until the middle of next year.’


The distance my heart fell surprised me. ‘Oh,’ I said.


‘I couldn’t leave without seeing you,’ he said. ‘Asking you if … well, I think I know.’


‘Know … ?’


He tilted his head. That boyish grin. ‘You feel it. How can you not? It’s too hot and bright for me to be imagining it.’


I opened my mouth to play the coquette, play hard-to-get. Feel what? But with Harry, I wanted to be simple and true. Instead I said softly, ‘Oh yes, I feel it.’


He picked up my hand, rubbed his thumbs slowly up and down the length of my fingers. Electricity flared in all my nerve endings.


‘Be my girl and wait for me?’ he asked.


Good sense kicked in. I wasn’t a green little girl. Six months was a long time. ‘Harry, we’ve only just met. I know nothing about you.’


He withdrew his hands. ‘Well, then. I will tell you all there is to know, and then you’ll be my girl.’


I laughed. ‘Go on.’


He told me the facts: his mother dead, his father living in London where he worked in the theatre trade, his younger brother Cliff also pursuing a career in entertainment. But it was the small changes of expression in his face, the tone of his voice, and his shifting between expansive and terse that told me the most about him. Summers at his grandfather’s farm were covered in detail. The dislocated loneliness of arriving at boarding school at twelve were reframed in the reasonable tone of a man looking back embarrassedly on childish things. Missing his mother’s funeral was skipped over in a clipped sentence. And when the facts were exhausted and he started talking about his thoughts and feelings, he invited me to share mine too. Hours passed as we agreed and disagreed violently with each other, our voices sometimes becoming too loud, which resulted in us shushing each other and giggling. We wove magic between us with our words, soul to soul, and when the sun cracked the horizon he kissed me goodnight and promised me he’d write as soon as he arrived in London.


‘You won’t,’ I said, feeling the morning cold. ‘You’ll forget me.’


He stood up. ‘You’ll see,’ he said. ‘We belong to each other now. Always will.’


I shook my head, smiling. ‘I don’t know what to make of you.’ I picked up his hat, which he had rested on the back of the settee. ‘Here, don’t forget this.’


‘You mind it for me,’ he said. ‘That way you know I’ll come back for it. Besides, it looks prettier on you.’


I placed it on my head and blew him a kiss.


‘Prettier than a rose,’ he said. ‘My Zara.’ Down the stairs, looking over his shoulder. ‘I’ll write.’


‘And I’ll write back.’


‘You’ll have to break it off with Norman.’


‘And you with Vera.’


‘Already done. I’m no two-timer.’


I didn’t tell him that Vera had said differently.


I watched him until he disappeared around the corner then sat on the settee, eyes gritty with tiredness as the sun came up over the laurels.
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Christmas passed, and New Year’s, and no letter came. My heart didn’t break. Sometimes before I went to sleep, I’d do the maths of the situation in my head. Six weeks for him to get to London, perhaps two weeks for a letter to get back via air mail. And when I thought of that exotic route – the aeroplane stopping in places like Persia and Burma – it seemed highly likely something so inconsequential as a letter would get lost along the way. Then again, perhaps he had sent his letters via sea mail, which would mean an even longer wait.


Or perhaps he hadn’t meant it when he said we belonged to each other. Or he had meant it at the time but his regard for me dissolved as the ship left the shore. So I kept seeing Norman, though the shine was dulling when we danced and kissed.


My best friend Betty started work at a construction company office on the northern end of Russell Street, and found me a job in the secretarial pool with her, so I leaped at the chance to work in town and felt quite the grown woman on the tram every morning with my new tooled-leather handbag over my wrist. I had plenty on my mind, and by February I couldn’t remember Harry’s face all that clearly anymore.


It was only when I woke before dawn that a deep sense of loneliness washed over me. As though something important was missing, as though a glittering opportunity had been within my reach and I’d failed to grasp it.
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Betty and I sat together in a pod of three desks in the secretarial pool, which was very poor planning on our head secretary Mrs Bloomsbury’s part, as we spent a good deal of the day gossiping over the clatter of typewriters. I loved to draw dresses and Betty loved to sew, and that meant a lot of our conversation was about clothes, and of course which shoes and lipsticks and hairstyles went best with them. Irma, the thin-mouthed secretary who sat at the head of the pod, clearly disapproved of our obsession with appearance (though Betty and I had commented many times that she had the perfect figure for a drop-waist shift). Dresses won’t get you far in life, was her favourite thing to say to us, but I suspected she was wrong. Being a secretary didn’t get you far, or at least only as far as a marriage because no woman could possibly support herself on a secretary’s wage.


So we started playing a secret game with Irma. Every Friday, I would hand a dress sketch to Betty and over the weekend she would make it. Betty’s aunt had passed on her old sewing machine as a Christmas gift, and she hoarded fabrics and lace, sometimes taking apart an old dress to make a new one. On Monday, she would wear the dress and tell Irma she’d bought it on the weekend at Manton’s or even Georges, and Irma never once suspected they were our designs. Instead, she usually complained that Betty spent far too much money on clothes, given some people were too poor to eat.


I became bored with the game after a few months because the dresses I liked to sketch were evening gowns with beads and sequins, velvet and chiffon. Not even a glamourpuss like Betty could get away with wearing those to work, at least not without being mistaken for a lady of the night. But the game was the start of us thinking about what it might be like if we opened our own dress shop. Would we simply gossip all day and go out of business in a month? Or would working at something we both deeply loved keep our ‘heads down’, as the head secretary liked to tell us?


We talked about it idly, dreamily, but I was aware that Betty’s boyfriend Tom Ramsay was likely to propose soon, and that would be that for dreams of single ladies running a dress shop. I had no desire for Norman to ask me to marry him. Things had changed between us too much since I met Harry. He annoyed me more readily now. He seemed clingy, perhaps because I was impatient with him. And I could hardly let myself think about Harry as a potential husband, given that he had come into my life in one bright moment then disappeared like a phantom.
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Once a week, Mum caught the tram into town with a picnic from home. Ordinarily I didn’t eat, keen to preserve my figure. We walked down to Fitzroy Gardens and Mum would spread out a checked cloth for us to sit on. It was nothing fancy – just sandwiches and a flask of tea, and sometimes jam tarts if she had made them – but I spent so much time ravenous that it seemed a joyous treat.


On this particular February afternoon, unusually hot, I had a mouthful of cheese sandwich when Mum reached into her handbag and pulled out two letters.


Two.


I knew straight away what they were, though I waited for Mum to pass them to me.


‘These arrived this morning, both from the same person. London address. Do you know a Harry Holt?’


I tried not to be too eager snatching them from her. ‘Yes, I met him a few months ago.’ The envelopes were both thickly stuffed. My heart swelled. I slid them into my handbag and fastened the clip, then tried very hard to concentrate on what Mum was saying.


My mother was beautiful, and this had been a great source of pain for me since I reached my teenage years. She was tall and slender where I was five feet two and well-covered with a soft layer of flesh. She had wide-spaced eyes and a strongly defined jaw and cheekbones, whereas I had a round face and a small mouth. I watched her hands as she poured us tea into two enamel mugs: they were elegant with rounded nails. My hands, by comparison, were small and doughy with nails most often bitten down to the quick. I had seen among my friends that a moment always came when their own beauty blossomed and surpassed their mother’s. I didn’t believe that moment would ever come for me.


I found it difficult to engage with our usual lunchtime conversation because my mind was most determinedly elsewhere. If Mum noticed, she didn’t say anything. She loved to talk – something I did inherit from her – and filled me in on all the latest about our neighbours (who fought savagely and audibly every Sunday after church), about how she was certain Genevieve’s boyfriend Jack was going to propose any moment, about how my two younger brothers had muddied the sheets on the line this morning playing in the garden before school. I nodded and tutted and smiled exactly where I should, but my heart was off with Harry.


Where it would be all my life.









CHAPTER 2


We wrote to each other with force and fire, crushing pen tips and burning pages with our fervour. After those first two letters – one of which had been delayed somewhere along the route, the other full of reproaches that I hadn’t responded – they kept coming. Great wads of paper covered in his looping, flowing handwriting. So little of what he wrote was of the day-to-day life in London with his father. Rather, he wrote to me about the ideas he had and the dreams he was nurturing, or he wrote about things that had happened in his childhood, and how boarding school and his mother’s death had affected him. He gave me his future and his past but very little about his present. By contrast, I felt my letters were mundane and full of details of secretarial pool gossip and complaints about my brothers. So I embellished them with tiny drawings in the margins and corners, mostly pixies and fairies, which I had always been fascinated by. They all had cupid’s bow lips (like me) and tiny waists. Harry loved them, and asked for more of my art, but I had never considered my pictures art. So sometimes I would include a few sketches in the envelope, and he was delighted by them. He was delighted by me. I had never known a boy to be so interested in me, not as a pretty girl, but as a person.


Of course, I imagined him coming home and asking me to marry him, perhaps with a ring he bought on the way in Ceylon, which I understood had the most beautiful sapphires in the world. I dreamily drew wedding dresses on my bed in the evening, concoctions of flowing satin, chiffon and rose-point lace. But his letters also made me want to imagine other things. He spoke openly of his desire for me, and I responded in kind. I had not forgotten the irresistible physical draw of him, and at night before I went to sleep, I imagined over and over being with him. Kisses at first, then touches, and over time it all grew more intimate and feverish in my head, until some nights I couldn’t get to sleep for the violence of my body’s reaction to such thoughts. More than once Mum found me in the kitchen drinking milk from the ice chest at midnight, and when she asked me why I couldn’t sleep I would never have been able to answer her. Lust, Mum. I am full of burning lust. All the cold milk in the world could not extinguish it.
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While my thoughts were always turned towards Harry – imagining encounters with him, making note of things to write to him, reading books he’d recommended (usually not my style) and so on – he didn’t exist in a real way in the world, and that’s probably why I didn’t do as he’d asked and break it off with Norman for quite some time. I had a real life to live and, as a young woman, that involved parties and dances. Getting dressed up and arriving on a dapper man’s arm was part of that.


Around the middle of April, as the weather was obdurately turning towards winter, Eloise had her nineteenth birthday and threw an enormous party at her godfather’s house in Toorak. While Eloise’s family was an ordinary middle-income one like mine, her godfather was, in her words, ‘richer than Croesus’, and his house boasted a small ballroom with a parquetry floor and an arched ceiling. The room was lit softly and shadows shifted across the walls. A live swing band played on the low stage, and it was so much louder than a gramophone that the only way to talk was to head out through the French doors onto the tiled patio overlooking the tulip trees.


After the warmth of the ballroom, the chill of the patio was welcome and I stood out there with Betty, as we often did, dissecting every dress we’d seen, enthusing over some and shuddering with horror over others. Betty’s Tom came and fetched her to dance, and I was by myself a few moments before Norman joined me at my side.


‘Have you seen the size of the birthday cake?’ he asked.


‘No.’


He held his hand at hip height. ‘They just brought it out. I dare say they’ll be cutting it shortly. Want to head back inside?’ He took me gently and pulled me against him in foxtrot-ready stance. ‘I’m not done dancing with you yet.’


I laughed and gently extricated myself. ‘Not now.’


I was expecting him to shrug it off as he usually did, but something had changed with him and he grabbed me with force. ‘Not now? Then when, Zara? We come to parties and dances, and you give me one dance. I drop you home and you give me one kiss. I can’t live on one dance and one kiss a week.’


I shrank back but he held me firm. ‘Norman, let go of me.’


‘You know I fancied myself in love with you?’


‘I’m sorry, Norman, I don’t feel the same.’ I said it all in a rush, guilty.


He released me so roughly that I stumbled and had to reach for the stone balustrade to steady myself. ‘It’s a dangerous game you’re playing, Zara. Leading a man on like this.’


‘I hadn’t meant to lead you on,’ I said, forcing a smile, lightening my tone. ‘We have a good time, don’t we? We’re young. Nothing needs to be so serious.’


He shook his head, and the sadness in his eyes sent a sharp pulse of guilt through my chest. ‘I thought we were serious. I’d started saving for a ring.’


Words stuck coldly in my throat.


‘Zara, I know,’ he said.


‘What do you mean?’


‘I overheard you and Vieve talking at last week’s dance. Harry Holt’s been writing you love letters, hasn’t he?’


My furtive romance with Harry was so secret I hadn’t even told Betty. But Mum and my sister knew because they saw the letters arrive. ‘He’s been writing to me, yes,’ I said. ‘And I write back. But I barely know him and we’re only friends.’


‘Ha!’ Norman said with a bitter shake of his head. ‘I should have known better than to introduce him to you. There’s not a woman alive who can resist him if he puts his mind to it, apparently. It’s not the first time he’s decided he wants what’s mine.’


I fell silent. I couldn’t bear angry men; they frightened me.


He drilled a finger into the soft part of my shoulder. ‘You’re welcome to him. In fact, you are welcome to each other. A pair of two-timers. He will lead you on a merry dance and, when it’s over, you’ll realise what you lost. And I wouldn’t have you back for all the tea in China.’


I tried to stammer out an apology but he stormed off. I was so relieved that I sagged against the balustrade and took deep breaths. He was right to break it off with me. I should have done it myself, months ago. After the first letter. No, even earlier – after dancing with Harry. There was no other man for me from that moment on, so I should have admitted it to myself and to Norman.


A few minutes later, Betty emerged. ‘Oh my, Zara, what have you done to Norman? He’s raced off in his car and I think he was crying.’


The very idea that I made a man cry cut me deeply. I confessed everything to Betty, who comforted me and told me I’d done nothing wrong, but Norman’s words stayed with me. A pair of two-timers. I knew it was true of me, and more than one person had now told me it was true of Harry. What had I gotten myself into?
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There were six of us in our house in Kew, so quarters were a little cramped and Genevieve and I shared the smallest bedroom at the front of the house. On a clear day, if you tilted your head at just the right angle, you could glimpse the Yarra River in the distance over the violet farms that dotted the hills. John and David, my younger brothers, had another room, and my parents had the largest, facing the garden with its tidy lawn and beds of hyacinth. In the middle of the house was Daddy’s dark little den, where Vieve and I had lessons with a governess until I was twelve. After that, my parents had sent me to school, with barely any skills for coping with the intensity of teenage-girl friends or enemies. For a slightly round young woman like myself, who enjoyed nothing more than dreamily sketching pictures of fairies, school had been hard and I’d managed a sterling record of second-bottom of the class in most things. Thank god for Betty James, and thank god for Vieve who was the best sister a girl could wish for.


I was kneeling on the bed next to Vieve pinning her dark hair into finger waves, though not particularly neatly – when Vieve pinned my hair it always looked fantastic; I was rarely capable of returning the favour – when Mum knocked at the threshold and said, ‘Zara, there’s a telephone call for you.’


I looked up, my heart ticking hard.


‘It’s Harry Holt,’ she said. ‘Ringing from Fremantle.’


I dropped everything and shot to my feet. Vieve bounced and clapped for me, and Mum was smiling broadly. I’d known he was on his way back but hadn’t expected to hear from him until he arrived in Melbourne.


Our telephone was in the storage cupboard off the hallway with no light inside. But I didn’t want anyone to listen in so I shut myself in the dark and said a breathless, ‘Hello?’


‘Zara, I’m on Australian soil,’ he said, and his voice sounded crackly and far away but it was still his voice. He wasn’t a character in my imagination anymore but an embodied creature. He was real.


‘I’m so glad to hear your voice,’ I said.


‘Same. I’d forgotten how sweet you sound. Like clover honey.’


My heart swelled. ‘When will you be home?’


‘They’re telling us Saturday. So I called to ask you to go out with me on Saturday night.’


‘Yes!’ I squealed, and the thought that I would be with him in only five days overwhelmed me so much I had to crack the door of the cupboard open to breathe. ‘What shall we do? A dance? Dinner?’


There was a pause. ‘Just you and me,’ he said. ‘I’ve no money for fancy dinners and no heart for crowds. Just you and me, somewhere pretty.’


He sounded a little embarrassed, so I stopped myself from saying I’d happily pay for us to go to dinner. No man wanted to have a girl pay his way, especially not on a first date. ‘That sounds divine,’ I said. ‘As long as we are together.’


‘I can’t wait to see you,’ he said, and then a woman’s voice came on the line, the operator saying he was out of time on his trunk call.


‘Goodbye, Harry,’ I said, desperate for even one more second of his voice. ‘See you on Saturday.’


‘See you on Saturday,’ he echoed. ‘Goodbye –’ The call cut off abruptly, but I thought I’d heard him start to say ‘darling’. Or perhaps it was just ‘Zara’, but I closed my eyes for a second and conjured his voice. Goodbye, darling.


I hung the receiver back in its cradle and emerged into the hallway. Mum was in the kitchen rolling pastry.


‘So, he’s real then?’ she said.


‘He’s real,’ I sighed, and a warm flutter of excitement rose through me, all the way to the roots of my hair. As though my life – my real life – was just about to begin.
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At our first tea break the next day, I prattled on to Betty about Harry’s return, and she mm-ed in all the right places as a good friend would. We were walking with purpose down Swanston Street because Betty had told me she wanted to show me something. The spires of the cathedral were nearly finished, though the scaffolding still surrounded them, making them look as though they’d been drawn then crossed out vigorously by a disappointed artist. I was mid-sentence, talking about what I was going to wear for my date with Harry, when Betty stopped.


‘Here,’ she said.


We stood outside an empty shop with soaped windows, directly across from the cathedral.


‘What is it?’ I asked.


‘Our dress shop,’ she said firmly. ‘I saw this on my walk up from the station and I thought, Zara and I could rent that. We could make dresses and sell them.’ She grinned. ‘Expensive dresses.’


I stared at the shop windows, and in my mind’s eye the soap was gone and I could see mannequins draped in gorgeous dresses. Excitement shivered through me, and every inch of me wanted to shout, ‘Yes!’ but the word that came out of my mouth was, ‘How?’


‘Daddy says he’ll loan me two hundred pounds, and if your father says the same, we’ll have enough for the first few months’ rent, the fabric, the furniture …’ She trailed off as she saw I was shaking my head. ‘No?’ she asked, her voice suddenly forlorn.


‘Even if my father had two hundred pounds, I couldn’t ask him for it,’ I said gently.


‘You couldn’t?’


I also wanted to say that I didn’t think this a good location for a dress shop – not the kind we would want to run anyway. Bracketed by an insurance office and a leather warehouse, across the road from a cathedral … when would stylish women happen upon us? And the more I thought of it, the constant rattle of cars and trams would ruin any peaceful ambience we wanted to create. No, this was not a good place for our dress shop.


I slid my arm around Betty’s waist. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘But I will save every penny I can from now on if you’re serious about a shop.’


‘I am,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to be a secretary until I marry. I want to have done something, Zara. And your designs are so good, it’s criminal to waste them.’


I squeezed her. ‘Not to mention your needlework. And I bet you’d be good at keeping the ledger. Lord knows I wouldn’t be – I can barely add up.’


Betty giggled. ‘Yes, but you would know how to decorate the store, and what to call it.’


‘Oh yes, what would we call it?’


‘Zara and Betty’s?’


‘Two Typists?’


‘Lovely Dresses?’


‘Zara and Betty the Two Typists’ Lovely Dresses?’


We made up longer and longer and more improbable names until we fell on each other laughing, and our laughter helped distract me from the ache of ambition that had arisen in me; I had imagined it now and it wouldn’t go away. We laughed all the way back to our desks in the secretarial pool, which is where girls like me, I feared, were destined to stay.
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The week crawled and I drove my family mad. My brothers got tired of hammering on the bathroom door in the afternoons after I’d locked myself in for too long fussing over my eyebrows (ever since Betty had mentioned in passing that I reminded her of Loretta Young in Laugh, Clown, Laugh, I had become fixated on having precisely her eyebrows), or just gazing disconsolately at my face and imagining Harry looking at me and finding me wanting. I couldn’t concentrate on anything, was off in a dream when Mum asked me to pass the salt at dinner, and went to bed early every evening so I could lie there for hours before sleep, creating elaborate fantasies about Harry and me.


Not all of these fantasies were thrilling though. Sometimes my mind went down a dark path where all I could imagine was him rejecting me, then taking up again with Vera or some other beauty and marrying her, and me somehow being invited to the wedding and having to sit in the back pew breaking my heart … My imagination always had a way of getting out of control like that.


My greatest fear that day though was that he wouldn’t show up at all. I had no idea how to find out if his ship had arrived because I hadn’t done anything nearly so practical as asking for the name of the vessel. He hadn’t specified a time for our date, so I was ready stupidly early, waiting on the front veranda in my heels and red wool dress. Fashion’s silhouettes were slowly becoming more forgiving for those of us with curves, and this dress had a bias cut and a waist where my actual waist lay. I had changed my mind a million times about what to wear. My heart wanted to wear an evening gown, but Harry had been explicit that we weren’t going anywhere fancy. So instead I had embellished this day dress with sequins spilling down one arm. I sparkled with a rhinestone hairclip and Vieve’s favourite glittery drop earrings, which she had grudgingly let me borrow.


And so I waited. Knees together, hands in lap, eyes fixed on the road. Wished I had pressed Harry for more details. Did he own a car? He mustn’t, or else he wouldn’t have had Norman pick him up the night we met. Did he have to walk all the way from his college? Was he even off the ship yet?


In my fast-beating heart, it felt as though hour upon hour passed and the sky grew dark. I waited, like ‘patience on a monument’ as Shakespeare wrote, hoping and hoping and hoping that he would come, that he would see me and not think it a terrible mistake. My stillness belied a terrible storm of feeling under my ribs.


In fact, Mum pointed out later that it was only forty-five minutes before she heard his footsteps advancing up the path.


The first sight of him, walking purposefully up the street with a calico bag over his elbow, had me leaping to my feet. He didn’t seem real, as though I were seeing a movie star in the flesh. He took off his hat and hurried his steps, and a few moments later I was in his arms.


‘There you are,’ he murmured into my hair, and I fell against him and my heart was perfectly happy.


The sound of the door opening behind us reminded me that I was at my family home, so I stepped back demurely and turned to see Mum and my nine-year-old brother David looking out curiously.


Harry stepped forward extending his hand. ‘Mrs Dickins? I’m Harry,’ he said.


I saw my mother fighting a smile and knew that his charm had worked on her. She allowed him to take her hand and gave him a decorous nod. ‘Harry, we have heard a lot about you.’


‘Likewise,’ he said. ‘Your accent is beautiful. What part of Scotland are you from?’


I swear she blushed. ‘Ah well. Thank you. I was born in a wee village just outside Aberdeen. Come along inside. Mr Dickins is very keen to meet you.’


‘Of course,’ Harry said smoothly.


Mum took his coat and gestured him ahead. I couldn’t take my eyes off him and nearly tripped over the threshold. David made a gooey-eyed expression at me behind Harry’s back and I kicked him in the shins, rather harder than I should have. His freckled face screwed up in anger.


Daddy was waiting in the sitting room in the big green chair none of the rest of us was allowed to sit in (but where Domino our cat was always welcome). He closed his book and put it aside, climbing to his feet to pump Harry’s hand in a firm shake. Then Harry and I sat on the settee. Harry set down his drawstring bag and it made a slight clink. Mum insisted on making tea, and David disappeared after shooting me an unsettling smirk.


My father was very protective of us girls, but even his aloof exterior melted quickly with Harry, who had spotted immediately that Daddy was reading The Bridge of San Luis Rey, and launched into an enthusiastic discussion about it and about American literature more generally. They were deep in conversation when Mum came back with the tea, while I sat dumbly. My taste in literature ran to scandalous stories about girls falling in love with rakish cousins and so on.


Over tea, Daddy asked Harry about his studies and other things designed to judge his value and prospects. I suppose he and Mum must have realised I was head over heels for Harry, and Daddy read the news every day about the stock market situation in America, which he was sure would throw the whole world into ruin if it fell over. Harry was due to finish his studies at the end of the following year now he’d had his term in London.


Daddy made impressed noises about Harry being on a full scholarship at Queens College, that he represented the university in football and cricket and debating. But for my father, there was an important question that needed answering.


‘And do you work at all, lad?’ he asked. For my father, working was a sign you were a worthwhile human being.


‘Mondays and Wednesdays,’ Harry said. ‘Delivering briefs around the city.’


Daddy nodded, satisfied.


‘It’s unpaid,’ Harry admitted. ‘But my father is in London, and anyway I know nobody in the legal profession so I have to build my networks somehow.’


‘Working for nothing?’ Daddy said, and I could tell he didn’t know if this was very impressive or the complete opposite. Harry had already charmed him though, so he came down on the side of impressed and said, ‘Enterprising!’


‘Harry wants to go into politics,’ I said, knowing Daddy would like that.


‘You do, eh? You’d do a finer job than a lot of the fellows suckling at the public teat,’ Daddy said.


‘Sydney, enough with crudity,’ Mum said to him. ‘Who’s after more tea?’


David appeared then, hands suspiciously tucked behind his back, very still and gazing at Harry.


‘Hello, boy,’ Harry said with a friendly grin. Lord, how I loved that smile. ‘Are you all right?’


‘Getting a good look at you so I can tell Vieve what you look like,’ David replied. ‘She’s dead curious, but is out with Jack.’


Harry tilted his chin up, turned his head this way and that. ‘How’s that? Seen enough?’


‘Question is, have you?’ David asked, and the imp then pulled out one of my sketchbooks from behind his back.


I saw immediately what he was going to show Harry. He had the book bent back to a page where I’d drawn a wedding dress on a model that looked suspiciously like me.


‘Did you know my sister was such a fine artist?’ David said, but his eyes were on me, flinty about that kick in the shins I’d given him earlier.


‘Harry doesn’t need to see my silly drawings,’ I said, standing and reaching to snatch the book from him.


But it was too late. Harry had taken the sketchbook and was leafing through. There were rather a lot of wedding dresses, and I was in all of them. ‘I did know,’ Harry said, and smiled up at David. ‘She illustrated all her letters to me. She’s very talented, though I don’t know much about dresses.’ He closed the sketchbook and handed it back to David with a twinkling smile. ‘But thank you for showing me.’


‘We should let you two get away,’ Mum said. ‘Off to a party?’


‘Of sorts,’ Harry said, picking up his mysterious bag again. He helped me to my feet and offered me his free elbow, which I took happily. With a round of goodbyes and a promise to be home by ten, we left.


It was early evening, clear but cold. I did hope we would be indoors somewhere soon as my nose was getting runny. I expected he had in mind a small coffee house nearby (or at least that’s what my fantasy of the evening had involved), but we walked in the opposite direction and down the hill. His little calico bag clinked, so I asked, ‘What’s in the bag?’


He smiled, and shook it a little. ‘Do you like it? I made it myself. Not as clever as you with the needle and thread, but a man needs a library bag.’


‘It doesn’t sound like there are books in there.’


‘Perhaps there aren’t.’ He hooked his elbow a little closer to his side so I was pulled against him. ‘Do you like me when I’m mysterious?’


‘I like you all the time, Harry,’ I said, and it came out rather more breathless and yearning than I’d expected. ‘Where are we going?’


‘You’ll see. It’s such a beautiful night. Look at the stars, Zara.’


I looked up. The stars formed pale clouds. My breath fogged in the air. I heard a distant car fading to quiet. ‘It really is a beautiful night,’ I said, ‘though I expect I’m ruining it by speaking.’


‘Your voice is part of the starlight,’ he said, perhaps more breathless and yearning than he’d expected.


We took a turn down the unsealed road to the violet farm. ‘Harry?’ I asked.


He stopped and set down his library bag, loosened the drawstring and pulled out a hurricane lamp and a box of safety matches. Crouching near the ground, he lit the lamp and closed the bag again, which he handed to me.


‘Have you ever had a starlit picnic in a violet field?’ he asked.


‘Never,’ I said. ‘I didn’t even imagine there was such a thing.’


Holding the lamp in front of him, he grasped my hand and pulled me gently towards the entrance to the farm. ‘Come along then.’


‘I don’t think they’ll let us in,’ I said. ‘We usually have to pay threepence to enter and they are only open on Sundays.’


‘Trust me,’ he said.


We moved along the road, our shadows long beside us. The fence was high, made of wood and wire. When we got to the gate we found it was, indeed, locked. A No Trespassing sign hung off the post for good measure.


Harry turned to me with a smile that looked a little sinister, lit as it was from underneath by the hurricane lamp. ‘Trust me,’ he said again.


‘The more you say that, the less I trust you.’ I laughed.


The gate was about six feet high, made of horizontal wooden planks with an inch between them. He handed me the lamp and climbed up, then sat on the top reaching down.


‘Harry, I’m not climbing up there.’


‘Hand me the lamp.’


I stretched up to give it to him.


‘Come on,’ he said. ‘It’s easy. Plenty of hand and foot holds.’


I glanced around, sure I was going to get in some kind of trouble. ‘I’m wearing a skirt,’ I said. ‘How do you expect me … ?’ I trailed off, because he was gorgeous up there, grinning boyishly down at me.


‘Oh, all right,’ I said, and made sure his library bag was hooked firmly in my elbow crook before placing one toe carefully in a gap and reaching up. Hand over hand, and then Harry had my fingers in his and was pulling me up. There was no delicate way to throw my leg over, but I did my best not to reveal anything more than the tops of my stockings.


‘Wait here,’ Harry said, handing me the lamp again. He climbed down, landed and reached for the lamp, which he placed on the ground before helping me down.


His hands on my waist were very warm.


‘You see? We’re fine.’


‘We have to get back over later – without getting caught.’


‘Nobody will catch us.’ He held the lamp aloft. ‘This way.’


We made our way down between the dark rows of violets, careful not to trample them.


‘I love the smell of violets,’ I said. ‘They smell pale blue and rainy for a moment, and then the smell disappears.’


‘As though hiding their scent, yes,’ Harry said, taking my hand.


I wore gloves, he didn’t, and I wondered that he wasn’t turning as blue as the violets. I said as much, and he told me he rarely felt the cold, and then waxed forth for a while about his love for the outdoors, for wild spaces, for nature untamed … but then we arrived at a long wooden bench. I recognised it as a place where elderly people might sit while visiting the violet farm if they found the path back up the hill too taxing. Harry shrugged out of his coat and laid it carefully over the bench, inviting me to sit. The hurricane lamp sat at our feet and he gently took the library bag from me and opened the drawstring.


‘For my beautiful Zara,’ he said, and took out a Stanley bottle, two enamel cups and a cake tin, which he prised the lid off. ‘Warm cocoa and fruit scones. Baked fresh this afternoon.’


‘You made this?’


‘Who else?’ He poured a cup of cocoa and handed it to me. ‘Sorry there’s no jam for the scones, but there are dates in them. They should be sweet enough.’


I took a bite. ‘This is delicious.’ I had never met a man who cooked. Daddy would rather die than bake scones. ‘I like baking, but I can never get the consistency of scones right.’


‘You’re good at other things. Designing wedding dresses for example.’ He was grinning at me good-naturedly in the lamplight.


‘Oh, my wretched brother. I hope you don’t think …’ I didn’t know how to end that sentence, but he caught my meaning nonetheless.


‘I thought nothing, Zara, just how clever you are. But I feel, while we are on the topic, that I should say something.’


My heart picked up a little, and probably some foolish, very young part of me actually thought he was about to go down on one knee.


Instead, he turned his eyes away from me and towards the dark river in the distance. ‘I can’t marry, not for a long time. I need to be established if I want to support a wife, possibly a family. Any girl who loved me …’ He paused here, shot me a glance then quickly fixed his gaze in the distance again. ‘Any girl who loved me would have to wait.’


I couldn’t tell if it had grown colder or if I was simply disappointed. Either way, I pulled my coat around me and babbled something about what a sensible fellow he was, but in my mind I was doing the sums: eighteen months until he’d finished his studies, then a junior role somewhere … What did he mean by ‘established’? Would it be years?


And what did that mean for me? How many years in the secretarial pool? I felt small under the sky. A little lost, a little desolate, though the bright nonsense coming out of my mouth hid it well, as I quickly pivoted the topic away from the future and into today. How long did it take him to bake the scones? Did he still feel as though he was on the ocean? Was it strange to be back in his room at the college? He answered happily, and we ate and we drank our cocoa, and it never grew warm enough for me to take off my coat and show off my sequinned sleeve, but I didn’t mind so much. It was clear he was delighted by me, sequins or no.


‘And so,’ he said at last, when the conversation trickled away and the food was finished. ‘Now I have to ask you something important.’


‘Go on,’ I said, intrigued.


‘May I kiss you?’


I bit my lip so I wouldn’t smile my face in half. ‘Yes, please!’


He grasped my chin in his right hand and touched my hair with his left, and watched me for a moment.


‘Are you going to kiss me?’


‘I’m savouring it,’ he replied.


‘Oh. Very well. Carry on.’


He laughed and swooped in, his lips still turned up as they touched mine. I responded, and a feeling of such rightness came over me, like a last piece falling into place in a challenging puzzle. He slid his tongue into my mouth, and a silvery heat flushed up through me. I had been kissed before. Kissed badly, kissed well, kissed to bruises by Norman. Nobody had ever kissed me like Harry did, as though we had been designed by God to fit together perfectly at the lips.


We kissed for what seemed like an age, stopping occasionally to talk and laugh, then kissing some more. I could have gone on like that forever, but Harry became mindful of the time and soon enough we were packing up and climbing back over the gate again. This time I tore my stocking but I was too happy to care.


Outside my door, he gave me one last, chaste kiss on the cheek. ‘I’ll ring you up tomorrow evening.’


‘I miss you already.’


He smiled at me. ‘You know I love you, don’t you, Zara?’


‘I didn’t know that.’


‘Well, now you do.’ He turned to leave and I seized his wrist, and the bottle and cups in the library bag rattled.


‘I love you too,’ I said. ‘Madly. So madly.’


‘It’s the same for me,’ he said. ‘If love isn’t mad, it’s not love.’


It wasn’t the last time he would say those words to me.
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I’d like to say things proceeded blissfully for a while. Perhaps they were blissful, or perhaps hindsight colours them that way. Nonetheless, we settled into a pattern. He rang me every night – he on the telephone outside Queens College, me in the hallway cupboard in the half dark – and we spoke until one of us was ushered off by other students who wanted to use the telephone, or my mother or father expressing impatience that they’d barely seen my face all day. Then we’d spend the weekends together from just after breakfast on Saturday right through to Sunday lunch, when Harry would suddenly grow anxious about an exam he hadn’t studied for or a paper he hadn’t started. Every Saturday night I’d return home at ten o’clock as promised, but Harry and I would sit on the front veranda for hours – often until dawn – talking and talking, and kissing when we were sure my parents had gone to sleep. By the end of the first month there was nothing I didn’t know about Harry. I was deep in mad, mad love.


Winter passed. I probably ignored my friends, except for Betty who must have grown sick of me prattling about Harry all the time at work. Sometimes, if Harry was nearby in the city delivering his briefs around lunchtime, he might pop in and take me to the park, where we would sit and neither of us eat. Me because I was determined to stay thin; he because meals were free at his college so he couldn’t countenance paying for them throughout the day. No matter. We were too in love to care about food.


It was one Monday in September, a crisp but clear Monday after a week or more of rain, that he arrived at the office but not in his usual good cheer. He barely smiled as he pushed open the door, and Mrs Bloomsbury looked at the clock pointedly. It was eleven. Nowhere near lunchtime. I smiled up at him, but got barely more than a twitch of the corner of his lip in return.


‘Hello, Harry!’ Betty called, barely glancing up from her typewriter.


I stood and reached for my handbag. ‘Would you mind if I took an early lunch today?’ I asked Mrs Bloomsbury. I became aware that Harry had not yet said a word, and a low sort of fear stirred in my guts.


‘Are the letters for Mr Garrett finished?’


‘No, but I will finish them by one. You’ll see.’ I could type like the wind if I had to.


‘Very well,’ she said.


Harry had already headed out the door and I hurried after him, the door swinging shut behind me with a firm thud.


‘You’re early today,’ I said, faking a cheeriness I didn’t feel.


‘Needed to talk to you,’ he said gruffly, still three paces ahead of me, descending the stairs at a clip.


‘About what?’


‘Here’s not the place.’


A hundred thoughts tumbled through my imagination as I followed him: he had to go away again, he had an incurable disease, he had failed his studies and we would never marry … Whatever it was, this news was so very bad he couldn’t even look at me. My stomach felt like water as he led me up to Carlton Gardens, where finally, under the shade of a turkey oak, he stopped and turned towards me.


And then I saw it. He wasn’t here to bear bad news. He was angry. He was furious. With me.


‘Harry,’ I said, startled. ‘Whatever is it?’


‘Norman told me everything.’


I scrambled to think what Norman would have to say to him. Norman hadn’t even crossed my mind since that night I’d made him cry (allegedly). But then I remembered I had taken quite a long time to break it off with him.


‘I broke it off with Norman ages ago,’ I said.


‘You were writing me love letters but still seeing him.’


The deep, deep shame I felt then. It was true. I had two-timed him. ‘I’m so sorry,’ I said breathlessly. ‘I didn’t know where we were going, what would happen. You were so far away …’


He made a fist and pushed it into his solar plexus. ‘You are killing me, Zara.’


‘I broke it off as soon as I –’


‘You broke it off when he found out you were writing me love letters. If he hadn’t found out, perhaps you would still be seeing him now.’


‘No, Harry. No.’


He ground his fist further under his rib cage. ‘It’s like … burning.’


‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry, my love.’ I tried to push myself against him but he stood back, raising his hands to avoid touching me.


‘I want you to feel this pain,’ he said. ‘So I will tell you that while I was in London I was seeing a beautiful woman. More beautiful than the dawn. Her name was Evie. There. Now you know how it feels.’


Oh, I knew how it felt all right. Shame upon shame. I would never be more beautiful than the dawn. I was little and dumpy, and I felt it all the way to my ugly marrow. I could not speak.


‘I thought you were my girl,’ he said. ‘But you’re just a girl. Goodbye.’


He brushed past me roughly and I had to steady myself against the tree. I was sure I was going to be sick, but I hadn’t eaten yet that day and so nothing came out.


Just a girl. Just a stupid, ugly, shameful girl. He had seen me at last. I was finished.
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I ran home. I locked myself in my room and wouldn’t come out, wouldn’t let Vieve in until she swore not to ask me what was wrong. Spent the next day in bed, but by Wednesday had hatched a plan.


On my lunchbreak, I would simply hang around on the route he always took between law offices. And he would see me and forgive me.


So there I was, staring in the window of a hat shop, when I saw him appear in the reflection behind me.


‘Zara?’ His voice had its usual, tender tone.


I turned and he gathered me in his arms, and he pressed me so hard against him that I thought he might suffocate me. We sobbed our regret and shame to each other, we vowed undying love – mad love – and after that everything was back to normal.


Until the next time we fought.


And so on. For forty years.









CHAPTER 3


To say our first year together had its ups and downs is more than an understatement. The highs were like the Matterhorn, piercing the clouds where the air was so thin it made us breathless. The lows were dank pits impossible to climb out of. The worst of it was that Harry was so easily able to shut off his feelings. He often told me that after our worst quarrels he’d go home and tidy his desk and get on with some study, while I would cry on my bed with a storm in my heart, replaying our argument in my mind and parsing every word and gesture.


But I never stopped loving him. If anything, the intensity of the reunions deepened how we felt about each other. We savoured that powerful smashing together, the hot promises that this was the last time we’d fight. It imbued our kisses and caresses with a kind of desperate passion. It was exhausting, but addictive.


The rest of the world had receded for me. I knew that Daddy’s worst predictions had come true and the stock market had crashed, and everywhere there were people without jobs or money. I never saw the soup kitchens with my own eyes, but I heard terrible tales of families who had to eat grass or kill rabbits they found in parks because they were so hungry. Daddy’s business struggled on, thankfully, though Mum had started to ration everything just in case – not just meat and coffee, but soap and toothpaste. I took to making my own soap out of scraps and hiding it in my drawer so the boys couldn’t use it. I contributed what I could from my secretary pay cheque, and forwent most indulgences.


We were lucky that Daddy’s uncle, who lived in India, passed away and left us a small amount of money. Genevieve leapt on the opportunity, and on the same day Harry finished his last exams, my sister came home to announce she was getting married. With Christmas approaching and all of us feeling such goodwill, Daddy agreed to an engagement party.
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Genevieve came to me to design a dress for the party. Given the financial situation and Daddy spending so much on the wedding, she didn’t want to ask for anything else, but she longed to have a sapphire-blue frock in the absence of the sapphire engagement ring she had coveted; her fiancé Jack had scraped together enough for a pearl, but a lot of women were making do with amethysts and citrines.


We sat on my bed together – like we used to when we were little, shoulder to shoulder with our feet tucked under the covers against the evening chill – while I sketched rough silhouettes for her. I was a little obsessed with bustle-like bows falling at the back of gowns, below cinched waists. I drew deep V-neck and V-back lines, pointed seams and twisted shoulder straps. But Vieve was not an adventurous wearer of fashion, and insisted on flounced sleeves, curved seams and a skirt that fell in a soft bell shape. When we were happy with the design, I stood her up to measure her.


‘Zara?’ she asked warily, arms spread while I ran the tape measure from her shoulder to her wrist. ‘Can I ask you something?’


‘What is it?’


‘Do you think you could ask Betty to sew it? I don’t mean to sound ungrateful but …’


I had to laugh. ‘I can’t say I blame you. I am somewhere between dreaming and rushing the whole time I sew,’ I said. ‘Let me ask her for you.’


‘You used to talk about opening a dress shop together,’ Vieve said. ‘It’s such a good idea. Look how happy you are when you do this.’


‘It’s money,’ I said. ‘We’re not rich. I can’t ask Daddy for anything, and I can’t start a business without a shop, furniture, fabrics … Also, is anyone buying dresses at the moment? The whole world seems so poor.’


‘Not everyone is poor. Some people stayed rich, and they need dresses.’


I moved to measure her waist.


‘I have an idea,’ Vieve said, ‘but I don’t want you to take it the wrong way.’


‘That sounds ominous,’ I said, reading my sister’s waist measurement and finding it caused me actual physical pain. She was much tinier than me.


‘Daddy’s spending up big on my wedding. Tell him you want the same amount of money for your business.’


I looked up at Vieve. ‘And if I want to get married?’


She met my gaze quite coolly. ‘Is he going to marry you?’


‘One day.’


‘When he’s “established”,’ she said.


‘He’s finished his studies now.’


Vieve didn’t say another word because she didn’t have to. I had told her everything. Harry and I happily imagined buying a house, having a baby and so on, but if I ever tried to pin him down he would say, ‘I’ll probably never make much money. Money isn’t important to me.’ I knew, as did Vieve, that it was his way of saying he had no plans to marry me.


Vieve touched my cheek gently. ‘Now you look sad. I didn’t mean to make you sad. I want you to be as happy as I am.’ She spread her arms. ‘I’m getting married!’


I leaned in for a hug. ‘I am happy, Vieve. Don’t you worry about me.’
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Betty loved my design for Genevieve’s gown and agreed to sew it for her, and it was the most beautiful gown that Betty and I had ever made. Betty even sewed a satin tag, embroidered with our initials wrapped around each other: ZB. Zara and Betty.


It was strange to see our family home turned into a venue for an engagement party. All the furniture in the lounge and kitchen had been moved to the edges of the rooms, and we had cleaned it until it gleamed like a pin. Outside on the veranda, clusters of lamps lit the cool dark evening. A gramophone played inside and the younger people were dancing, while the older ones gathered in the kitchen and drank coffee with whisky my father had bought for the occasion.


Harry was by my side of course, pleased with himself because that week he had rented his own place – a room so tiny there wasn’t enough space for him to kneel and pray next to his bed. But the boarding house was clean and not too far from me, and we had an outing planned for the weekend to find furniture for his brand-new office in the city, where he hoped to start taking his own briefs.


After Daddy made his speech, and Jack made his, the music grew quieter and some of the older guests started leaving. A woman in her fifties approached me and took my hand.


‘You’re Zara?’ she asked. ‘Genevieve’s sister?’


‘Yes.’


‘I’m Jack’s Aunt Maddie. So I suppose I’ll be your sister’s aunt-in-law …’ She shook her head, laughing. ‘She can call me Aunt Maddie and so can you.’


‘That’s very kind,’ I said, puzzled, but drawn to her soft eyes nonetheless.


‘I hear you made the gown Genevieve is wearing?’


‘Ah, yes. I designed it and my friend Betty is the gifted seamstress.’


‘It is a splendid gown. Just splendid. I worked for many years at Bon Marche in Sydney, buying fashion for them. Those years are well behind me, but I know a gifted designer when I see one. And I’m looking at one right now.’


I was almost smiling too broadly to speak. ‘Thank you!’ I said.


‘Goodnight, Zara.’ With that, she disappeared off to find her coat.


Harry gave me a proud squeeze. ‘There you are then.’


I looked up at him. ‘Wouldn’t it be mad if you and I went into business at the same time? You in law. Me in fashion.’


‘It wouldn’t be mad at all. Here we are – young, hungry, terribly good at what we do.’ He gave a self-deprecating grin. ‘Well, you are at least. What I am good at is yet to be seen.’


I told Mum about my encounter with Aunt Maddie many hours later as we were cleaning up after the last guest. I would have left the clean-up for the morning, but Mum insisted she couldn’t go to bed while there was still such a mess about. The boys had already gone to bed, of course, and I couldn’t ask Genevieve to mop floors after her own engagement party, so it fell to Mum and me.


‘What do you think, Mum?’ I asked. ‘I’m tired of being a secretary. Do you think I could be a fashion designer?’


Mum flinched a little, almost as if she was embarrassed that I had said it out loud. ‘I don’t know if people like us become fashion designers, sweet pea. Seems as though it’s not a real job.’


‘Somebody has to make dresses,’ I bit back, immediately sorry for the heat in my voice.


She stopped and leaned on her broom. ‘I suppose you’re right, but I have never known a person who makes dresses. Not for a living. That’s not to say you’re not good at what you do, but you’re also a very good secretary.’


‘Mum, I’m a terrible secretary. I’m off with the fairies, always late, my shorthand is abominable.’


‘And yet, you must be good at it, because you’ve been working there for so long now and they haven’t marched you out.’ She shrugged. ‘I don’t know what to say, Zara. But I’d hate for you to invest too much of yourself in a pipedream. Harry will want to marry you eventually, and then you’ll want to give up work anyway. Take the path of least resistance. Stay in the secretarial pool.’


I clenched my jaw and got on with washing cups in the sink.


‘I must say, love, don’t spend too much longer with Harry if he won’t marry you. Genevieve and Jack held out long enough … If a man loves you, he’ll make you his wife.’


‘He loves me,’ I said.


‘Then there’s nothing to worry about. If you are right.’
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The desire to make my own way grew every day. When we moved furniture into Harry’s new office – I did my best to polish the battered bureau and shampoo the faded rugs for him – and he sat behind his desk with his first brief, I felt a stab of ferocious jealousy. Harry started working long hours and so I filled my time with drawings of dresses; it became like an obsession. I burned through sketchbooks, and started using the backs of old letters or documents destined for the dustbin at work. My job became unbearable, a torture.


Harry was surviving on twenty-five shillings a week, and most of our dates were at a tiny, noisy Italian place on Bourke Street where a half-crown bought us two three-course meals. When Harry got his first big cheque, he wanted to splash out and take me to the Wattle for high tea.


We arrived just after two, and waited in the palm-filled foyer before being ushered through to our table. I wore a dark grey Canton-silk dress with a bow tied loosely at the collar. I had originally designed it for Betty, but she took one look at the design and said it would suit me best, on account of the sharp waistline. Harry pulled out the chair for me and I sat. I found myself facing a round mirror hung on the pale blue wall. Fresh gerberas – yellow and red – filled a vase on the crisp linen tablecloth. A waitress in a blue and white smock dress approached and handed Harry a menu. While he read it, my eyes went to the mirror, which reflected the tall windows behind me. I watched a woman in a red hat pass on the street. It caught my eye so I turned to look.


That’s when I saw the shop, and a feeling came over me. I can explain it no better than that.


The shop was empty, its windows soaped. A FOR RENT sign rested on the sill. Unlike the place Betty had shown me, this was on Little Collins Street, where stylish ladies were in abundance, on their way to and from shops and tearooms.


‘What is it, Zara?’ Harry asked.


I turned back, and saw him peering at me curiously over the top of the menu. ‘Order me what you’re having,’ I said. ‘I’ll be back in a moment.’


I pushed back my chair and slipped past the waitress, my heart beating hard. The feeling of rightness, of destiny, was bright and hot in my heart. I crossed the street and put my hands against the glass. Through a gap in the soaping, I could see the interior of the shop. Wooden floorboards. Pretty glass light fittings. A long wooden counter. But nothing else. Empty enough for me to fill with my imagination.


Harry, of course, had not waited for me inside. He was at my elbow, and his hand came to rest on the small of my back. ‘Care to explain?’ he said, a smile in his voice.


‘I have a feeling about this place,’ I said, although I knew he was not fond of my ‘feelings’ about things. He was far too rational for that.


He seemed about to say something, perhaps something cynical or even disparaging, but he held his tongue. He blinked a few times, those long lashes dark. Perhaps half a minute passed, and then he said, ‘Well, then. You’d better do something about that feeling, Zara. Because you are the cleverest girl I’ve ever met.’
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That evening, I waited until after tea when Daddy was in his favourite armchair with a book and his pipe, soft music playing on the wireless, a cloud of tobacco aroma around him – Havelock Aromatic; I had bought it for him at the shop dozens of time. I could hear the boys being rowdy in their bedroom, and willed them to be quiet so my father wouldn’t grow exasperated and refuse to listen to me.


‘Daddy?’ I said, coming to kneel next to him, my hands on the arm of his chair.


He laid his book flat on his lap and patted my left hand. ‘What is it? You’ve a look on your face I’ve not seen before.’


I smiled up at him. ‘What kind of look?’


‘Hmmm … I would say hungry, but I’m fairly sure you’re hungry all the time given the tiny amounts you eat.’ He gazed at me, tilting his head to one side. ‘Hungry in the heart, maybe? Have you come to ask if I’ll pay for a wedding?’


I shook my head quickly. ‘No. No, that’s definitely not it. Though it does involve money.’


He took a puff of his pipe. ‘Go on, then.’


‘You know that I love to design dresses. And Betty loves to make them. We have talked a few times about opening a dress shop.’


‘I see.’


‘At Vieve’s engagement, Jack’s aunt told me I should go into fashion. She used to be a buyer for Bon Marche.’


‘I don’t know what that is.’


‘A very, very famous dress shop, Daddy, where rich ladies spend lots of money.’


He nodded. One of the boys – it sounded like John – had started shouting at the top of his lungs, some kind of ape noise. Daddy’s eyes flicked away from my face and I realised I had to be quick.


‘I’d like you to give me the money you would have used for an engagement party or a wedding. I’d like to start my own business. I need two hundred pounds.’


‘I see. And what if you then decide to get engaged or married?’


‘It seems I am in little danger of either of those things happening.’


His eyes grew soft. He stroked my hand. ‘You’re a good girl, Zara. You deserve a happy marriage.’


‘Perhaps one day I’ll have one, but for now I want my own fashion business. I have found a shop. Luckily for you, Harry stopped me from foolishly signing a lease for it on the spot.’ He’d sat with me over our high tea with his notebook and pencil, and worked out the cost of setting up. Diligent and thorough. Not once had he tried to dissuade me, instead earnestly ensuring I would be sensible.


‘Harry’s a good fellow,’ Daddy said, leaning back in his chair, eyes going heavenward as though looking for inspiration. ‘It’s a pity he can’t do the right thing and make you his wife.’


‘He will one day. When he’s on his feet. But until then, I have such big ideas, Daddy. I burst with them.’


Another puff on his pipe. The crackle of tobacco burning. ‘All right then, Zara. You may have your two hundred pounds and one day, when you marry, you’ll have no right to ask for more.’


‘I wouldn’t,’ I said, with a little swirl of regret. I had been imagining my wedding abstractly all my life, concretely for the last year. But I told myself that when I was a successful fashion designer, I could pay for my own wedding if I chose to have one, and that thought cheered me, and made me feel quite the independent young woman. I stood and kissed Daddy on his bald spot. ‘Thank you.’


‘I hope neither of us regrets this,’ he said, almost in jest, but I heard the warning.


‘I hope so too!’ I said merrily, and hurried out before he could change his mind.


I went directly to the telephone cupboard to ring up Betty. Her mother answered, and I waited like what seemed ten minutes for Betty to get to the telephone.


‘Sorry,’ was her first word. ‘I was in the bath and didn’t hear Mum calling me.’


‘I found our shop,’ I said.


‘What do you mean?’


‘I found our shop, and I have the money, and I have such a feeling about this, Betty. But I can’t do it without you. Do you still want to go into business with me?’ I needed Betty. I would drop stitches and add up bills all wrong.


Betty was already laughing. ‘You mad hen!’ she said. ‘I thought I’d never get you to commit.’


‘So that’s a yes?’


‘Of course it is. No more typing pool? No more Irma and Mrs Bloomsbury? How soon can we start?’


‘Tomorrow,’ I said. ‘I’ll get Harry to take me down to the letting office first thing.’


Betty started singing, some silly made-up song about Zara and Betty going into business making dresses, and I couldn’t remember a time I felt more excited and happy. Our dream of a fashion business was going to come true.
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