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Chapter
One

October
1956

 


The dogs were
barking.

They woke her,
but Kathryn didn't want to open her eyes. Pulling the blankets over
her head didn't help. The Dark scared her, and it became worse with
her head buried beneath the bedclothes, so she pushed them away. If
she hid under there and a burglar came into her room, she wouldn't
be able to see him.

She liked to be
nearly asleep before Mum turned out her light. Then she wouldn't
have to put up with all the scary thoughts racing about in her
mind, when it was night-time and evil shadows crept around her.
Even when her bladder felt like it was going to burst, she refused
to pull out the piddle pot from under her bed. She especially
didn't want to lean over and shine her torch there. A snake could
be lurking, and everyone knew that once you flashed a light in a
snake's eyes it would attack and bite you, and kill you with its
poison.

Her grandmother
had told her horror stories of when Great Grandmother Patton sailed
in a big ship from England and settled in Queensland. She'd had to
check everywhere every single night, because once she'd removed her
sheets to discover a huge red-bellied black snake in her bed.

Kathryn didn't
live in Queensland. That didn't matter, because she knew there were
snakes in New South Wales. Shuddering, she squeezed her eyes
tighter. Straight away she knew that was the wrong thing to do,
because now the sounds became clearer. A slight breeze blew through
her bedroom window and the brown blind clunked. Then her neck
tingled when she heard rustling in the corner amongst a pile of
Archie and Phantom comics. Could it be a mouse? That thought was
nearly as terrifying as thinking about snakes.

Clenching her
fists, she made herself imagine she was doing something soothing,
like reading the new Famous Five book she'd borrowed from her
primary school library.

The rowdy
yapping started again. Why did they have to bark so loudly and wake
all the neighbours? Kathryn needed to open her eyes. Slowly, so
slowly, she peeped through her lashes. Moonlight shining through
her lacy bedroom curtains produced a swirling pattern on the top of
her pink chenille bedspread. Watching the shapes form and move was
creepy. For a moment she became caught up, fascinated by the images
she created in her mind, and forgot why she'd decided to open her
eyes.

The dogs began
to go crazy. Even Laddie gave one woof. Then nothing. He was
probably telling the others to be quiet in doggie talk. He was such
a good boy. Why did the Weston family have big noisy dogs? They
were silly, making so much of a fuss. Most likely because leaves
were blowing around, or perhaps a cat had wandered by.

She was kidding
herself. She knew why the dogs barked.

Straining her
ears, she concentrated on the street outside. And then she heard
it. What she'd been waiting for. What she'd been half-hoping she'd
hear, because she knew he was safely home, but dreading, because
she knew how he'd be. Her father's voice came through, warbling,
deep and off-key. "Give me land, lots of land under starry skies
above. Don't fence me in".

Kathryn’s belly
turned over. She wanted to look up to her father all the time, but
when he stumbled and slurred his speech, it was as if he were
another man, not the wonderful father she loved more than anyone
else.

Pushing her
fingers into her ears, Kathryn squirmed inside at the racket his
voice made, before taking her fingers out and hiding them under her
bum. What if Dad found her trying to block out his singing? What a
horrible thing to do! Her father would never be nasty to her. He
always showed interest in her schoolwork and hardly ever raised his
voice. She folded her hands tightly together. She wished he could
sing better, that was all. There was nothing wrong with that. Then
everyone wouldn't be cringing when they heard him come past every
Friday night.

She knew that
Mrs. Weston would be making fun of Dad, probably Mr. Weston as
well. Mr. Weston was “under the thumb”, or so Mum said. He wasn’t
game enough to have a drink. Sometimes Kathryn wished that Mum had
Dad under her thumbs.

Dad sang a few
favourite songs: Don't Fence Me In, My Blue Heaven, Old Man River,
and another one Kathryn was sure he'd made up - I saw a lady on a
white horse riding down George Street, all naked and bare. She had
a rainbow 'round her shoulder and the sky of blue above. I said
"Ain't you cold?" She said " Don't be bold, 'cause I'm in
love."

His wobbly
voice, loud and happy, sounded closer now. Kathryn knew he must be
at the front gate. She heard her mother open the door to wait for
him. She wanted to close her eyes again, to blot out the sounds,
but that wasn't possible. She'd have to see her father, the
intelligent, good-looking man who seemed to be able to answer all
her questions about the world, and he wouldn't be the same. Not
tonight. No, tonight he'd be just like the drunks she noticed
outside the pub, when Mum sent her to the boot maker to get their
shoes mended. And she didn't want to see him like that.

She heard a
loud thumping and then her father's slurred voice. 'Help me up,
Polly.'

'You drunken
bastard! Falling up the steps. I hope you haven't ripped your
trousers again. Look at the state you're in.'

Although her
mother spoke angry words, Kathryn listened closely and knew Mum
wasn't cranky. If Mum knew Dad had fallen down drunk in front of
people who didn't drink, then she would be furious. But Mum sounded
as though she was pleased Dad was home. Kathryn could understand,
because now he’d come inside and stopped singing, she giggled.
There wasn't anything funny to laugh at, but her belly didn't feel
scrunched up anymore and she wanted to laugh. Sometimes, she
imagined Dad got run over when he stumbled home drunk. Now he’d
arrived home, and the dark shadows in her room weren't anywhere
near as scary.

Her father's
voice came from inside the front hallway. 'Where's my beautiful
daughter? Where's my Kathryn?'

'She's asleep.
Just like I was before you made so much noise. Now, get inside and
get ready for bed.'

Kathryn felt
amazed at the way her mother spoke to her father when he was drunk.
Mum sounded like she was speaking to a small child. There was no
chance that Mum would talk to Dad like that when he was sober.

'Got to see
Kathryn first.' Dad sounded as though he'd made up his mind.

Struggling to
focus her eyes in the dimness, Kathryn waited. Her bedroom door
stood open and she concentrated in that direction, until she could
make out her father staggering into the room. Briefly closing her
eyes, she tried not to make out his swaying form. She didn't want
to see him looking like a drunk, not her handsome father. Then he
leant over her and kissed her wetly on the cheek.

'I love you,'
her dad said, and began to cry.

A hot flush
began in Kathryn's neck and spread all the way to the tips of her
ears. Just as well nobody could see her clearly. Sometimes Dad
embarrassed her. Men weren't supposed to cry. Her mother hardly
ever cried, yet her father gave in easily to tears when he was
drunk. It seemed unmanly, especially when his nose started to run.
Run wasn't the right word. His nose gushed when he cried. Kathryn
sometimes wondered if it was all the beer coming out.

'It's all
right,' her mum said, looping her arm through his and pulling him
away towards the door. 'Let's leave Kathryn go back to sleep’.

'What'shup? Ish
he pished again?' The voice cut through the air, streaming into
Kathryn's bedroom and attacking her ears. She sucked at her bottom
lip. Nana Phillips hovered in the doorway, her white nightdress
looking ghostly in the shimmering moonlight.

Her mother
sighed. 'Go back to bed, Mum. Everything's okay.

Nana Phillips
took her false teeth out when she went to bed. Kathryn hoped she
wouldn't come closer. Sometimes it frightened her to look at her
old grandmother with her crinkly face and her mouth all gummy and
sunken in.

'No it'sh not
okay,' Nana said, before turning to walk away. 'I thold you no good
would come oth you marrying into thath family’.

I'm as good as
the next man.' Her father spoke quietly. He became Kathryn’s real
father again, the man she looked up to.

Kathryn waited
for Nana's argument, but she must have obeyed her daughter and
returned to her room. Nana's comment didn't make any sense. Kathryn
knew her dad was an orphan; Mum had told her when she'd asked about
her other grandparents. Nothing Nana said lately made sense, but
the person who puzzled her most was her father.

Her fifth class
teacher, Mr. Downey, had told all her schoolmates about Dr. Jekyll
and Mr. Hyde, and she'd thought about it and knew it was her
father. Of course he wasn't a murderer, or ever likely to be. The
only time he raised his voice was when he sang. But the quiet
dignified man she lived with wasn't the same man who came home on
Friday and Saturday nights.

Sometimes she
wished he could be more like the Friday man during the week,
because that was the only time he kissed her; the only time he told
her he loved her. She'd watched some of the other kids at school
with their parents and they were always hugging each other. Not her
parents. Neither her mother nor her father cuddled her; and the
only time Dad kissed her was when he was drunk.

Kathryn shook
her head. How could she think like that? She lived in one of the
nicest houses in Merthyr Vale and her parents didn't hit her. Some
of her friends were always getting belted. She'd noticed David
Mullen's arms one day at school. He'd pretended he'd fallen over,
but she knew he’d lied, when she'd seen his arm. Long red welts
with dark purple bruises covered his skin.

On that day
Kathryn gave thanks she had Mum and Dad, not some other parents.
And as she thought about it, she supposed what she had now wasn't
too bad. She wore the prettiest clothes in her class and her mother
cooked yummy cakes.

Closing her
eyes, she felt the dampness from her lashes on her cheeks. She'd
been crying again. She hated the way her skin went rosy when people
talked to her, but most of all she hated that she couldn't stop
tears from falling, every time anyone else cried. One thing she
remained sure about was she would never cry because she’d drunk too
much. She hated stinky beer, whether it was poured into a glass or
she could smell it on someone's breath. And worst of all, when she
had to walk past the pub and breathe in the horrible stench filling
the air, it made her want to choke. At least Dad usually smelled
nice.

Two loud thumps
echoed from the front bedroom: her father's shoes. The bed creaked
and she heard her mother's muffled voice.

“For goodness
sake, Chip, lift your arse so I can get your trousers off.’

'Don't
interfere with me, Polly.’

Her mother
laughed and closed the bedroom door.

Kathryn
listened some more, but she could hear nothing, only the occasional
croaking of a frog from Burgoyne's next door. After what had
happened tonight, thoughts tumbled around, especially about what
Nana Phillips had said. Knowing the best way to overcome
sleeplessness was to count sheep, she closed her eyes and began
imagining sheep jumping over a fence. They kept getting stuck,
stopping in mid-air. It seemed like forever before the rotten sheep
began to behave and she drifted off.

After waking
later than usual, Kathryn hurried out into the dining room, where
her father sat at the cream wooden table, his face hidden behind
the morning newspaper.

'You're up
then, sleepyhead. Would you like some eggs for breakfast?' Mum
stood in the doorway between the dining room and kitchen. She
looked happy and Kathryn felt glad. Sometimes Mum looked sad and
Kathryn wanted to wrap her arms around her, but Kathryn wouldn't be
game enough to do that. Mum would probably laugh at her or push her
away. Mum liked to cuddle babies, not bigger children.

Before pulling
out a chair to sit opposite her father, Kathryn asked her mother if
she could have a cup of cocoa with her eggs. Lowering the huge
Newcastle Morning Herald, Jim (or Chip as he was known to family
and friends) Carpenter dipped his head and gave her a wink.

'Have anything
special planned for today?’

Kathryn drew in
a breath. Was now the best time to ask? She always approached her
mother first. Mum would usually agree to any argument or
proposition. Her dad was a different matter. He said yes or no and
that was it. No argument. She wouldn't consider trying to persuade
him.

'Can I go to
the pictures this afternoon?' she blurted, taking a chance.

Can't see why
not,' he answered, turning back to his newspaper.

Dropping her
gaze to her plate, Kathryn tried to concentrate on the delicious
breakfast of scrambled eggs with melted cheese her mother placed
before her, but she couldn't stop the guilty flush flaming her
face. She knew something her parents didn't. They rarely went to
the pictures and they didn't know what was on. Of course, they
wouldn't mind her seeing Ma & Pa Kettle, but there was always a
double feature at the Roxy.

Lady Godiva was
the other picture. Another blush burned through her, as she thought
about her deception. The trailer had been on last week and she'd
seen Maureen O'Hara on a horse, with her beautiful red hair hanging
down. Apparently she didn't have any clothes on. Of course, even
though Kathryn had tried, she couldn't see Lady Godiva's naked
body. Perhaps there would be more to see today.

Little shivers
ran up Kathryn's spine and she gulped her breakfast, trying to
ignore the tingles zipping through her body. Just as well her
parents hadn't asked what was on, because she couldn't lie to them.
She was pretty sure they wouldn't like her watching Lady
Godiva.

She frowned as
a thought came to her. Did Dad sing about Lady Godiva riding down
George Street? Should she ask him? One glance at her father,
upright and engrossed in his newspaper, decided the matter. She
couldn't ask him about something that happened when he was the
Friday Man. If she wanted to know about the countries in the
British Empire or who Buddha was, then Dad answered her straight
away; but it wouldn't be right to ask him about things he did when
he became the other man.

With her plate
in her hand, Kathryn walked into the kitchen to put it on the sink
for her mother to wash afterwards. Kathryn's job was to wipe up, as
her mother called it.

‘Mum?' she
yelled.

'Out here with
Nana.’

Their fibro
house, although one of the larger homes in the small coal mining
village of Merthyr Vale, wasn't huge, comprising three spacious
bedrooms, a lounge room with a piano, a kitchen, a dining room and
a bathroom. The wash house and dunny stood in the backyard.

Finding her
mother didn’t prove difficult. In the back bedroom, just off the
kitchen, she knelt at Nana’s feet, helping her put on her
shoes.

'Watch my
tits!' Nana exclaimed, when her daughter stood up to fix the belt
on her floral dress.

'Mum, where's
your brassiere?’

Kathryn
remained in the doorway. She didn't want to help, especially when
Nana talked like that. It was bad enough saying "breasts", but
talking about your private parts in such a horrible way didn't feel
right. Besides, she could see the shape of Nana's breasts under her
dress. They were hanging down to her waist and she didn't want to
see anything like that, or even think about it.

'Some bastard's
stolen it,' Nana said, staring directly at Kathryn.

Her whole body
on fire, Kathryn turned away. She would let her mother know she was
going to the pictures later.

Nana Phillips
became stranger every day. Sometimes she wandered out of her
bedroom with nothing on but her underwear. Although she
occasionally behaved peculiarly, at other times Nana wanted to
spend time with Kathryn, sitting and listening to the stories
Kathryn wrote. Nana would tell Kathryn how clever she was. And most
importantly, she would have her false teeth firmly in place.

Hurrying into
her bedroom, Kathryn thought about what she’d planned for today.
Lady Godiva wasn't on until the afternoon, so she had all morning
to enjoy. She put on a pink cotton around-the-yard dress and her
sandals, planning to go next-door to ask Jane Burgoyne if she'd
come to the pictures. Mrs. Burgoyne always agreed to let Jane do
anything Kathryn did.

Her mother had
other plans. 'Kathryn, I need you to go to the shop,' she
called.

Kathryn didn't
mind. The corner store, or Mrs. Ford's, stood on the end of her
street only three hundred yards away, and her mother always gave
her threepence to buy lollies. She went on a message to the shop
for her mother quite often, as Mum bought almost all of their food
there. Grocery deliveries came once a fortnight in a van from the
same shop. Mum liked to go to the butcher’s herself, in case the
butcher tried to give Kathryn poor quality meat.

Owning a
refrigerator made a difference to the number of times Kathryn
needed to go on messages. The electric fridge kept the food much
better than the old icebox that used to stand in the kitchen. The
ice-o didn't call anymore and neither did the milkman. Mum bought
the milk they used at the corner store. At present they had two
different deliverymen. Tiger Towers brought fruit and vegetables in
his small truck twice a week and Barney the Baker, as he was known,
supplied the bread in the co-op store van every day, except for the
weekend.

Kathryn liked
to be present when the bread was brought into the house. She loved
the enticing smell, but most of all she loved to break the aromatic
tank loaf apart and pull off the top to eat, while the bread was
still warm and fragrant. She had to be careful not to tear off too
much, but sometimes when her mother cut into the loaf, the first
slice had a hole in it.

She almost
forgot. There was another important deliveryman – the dunny man. He
carried in the clean sanitary pan especially early on a Friday
morning and took away the full one. What a terrible job! Even if
she was asleep, and she usually was, Kathryn knew when the dunny
man came close to her home. First of all, she smelled the pong as
the huge truck lumbered up the back lane. The choking fumes managed
to get into her nostrils, whether she was properly awake or
not.

And then there
was Laddie. With his paws scraping on the lino and scattering the
mats, the dog made quite a noise as he rushed past her bedroom door
and into her parents' room, to hide under the bed. He wouldn't come
out until the dunny man’s truck had passed. No one in the family
could work out why Laddie took cover, but Kathryn didn't blame him
one bit.

Laddie lay
inside the back door, keeping watch, she knew. Bending down, she
patted the dog's soft black ears. 'Want to come to the shop with
me?' Laddie wagged his stumpy tail.

'What do you
want, Mum?' she asked.

'Here.' Mum
placed a piece of paper in Kathryn's hand and a five-pound note in
the other. 'Be careful you don't lose the change now.

Kathryn
frowned. Why did her mother have to talk to her as though she were
an idiot? She wasn't stupid. She was almost eleven, for heaven's
sakes, and she always made sure to be careful with money. She
couldn't complain, because her father was rolling a cigarette to
smoke while he drank his second cup of tea and he would hear.

Dad didn't
allow anyone, even her Mum to say unkind words about people. His
favourite expression was "if you can't say something good, then say
nothing". Of course, Kathryn had overheard her mother gossiping
with Aunty Lil and Aunty Maggie. But that was when Dad had been
digging in his vegetable garden, or he’d stopped at the pub.

Clutching a
shopping bag, the five - pound note, a torn off edge from the
newspaper, and with Laddie at her heels, Kathryn left the house,
skipping through the gate and onto the dirt footpath. Mr Burgoyne
stood in his front yard, loading some timber into a
wheelbarrow.

'Hello Mr
Burgoyne,' she called.

The small,
olive skinned man looked up and grinned. 'Hello, Kath. How's your
belly where the pig bit ya?’

Kathryn
couldn't think of a reply, so she smiled and waved, hurrying
towards the shop. Every time Mr Burgoyne saw her, he said the same
thing. Either he thought it was very important or extremely funny.
Kathryn didn’t have a clue what he meant, but he always seemed
friendly, at least when he was sober.

Telling Laddie
to wait outside, she pushed open the screen door of the corner
store and the bell above responded, tinkling prettily. It was cool
and dim inside and for a minute she stood still, looking around
till her eyes adjusted from the glare outside.

Counters formed
a u-shape around the large room. A special fly-screened partition
on the right stored the bacon and Empire sausage, to be cut on a
huge slicer into the thickness customers asked for. An enormous
wheel of cheese sat on a table in this small enclosed area and she
was always fascinated to watch whoever served her cutting it off
into the required portions so accurately.

Mrs. Ford, the
owner, had an assistant, a young man named Tom, who liked to tease
everyone. Actually, Kathryn only knew of one person he teased, and
that was herself. Hoping Mrs. Ford would be behind the counter,
Kathryn stepped forward to be able to see more clearly.

'What would you
like today, Miss Carpenter?' The voice definitely didn't belong to
Mrs. Ford.

Straightening
the piece of crumpled newspaper, Kathryn looked at her mother's
instructions.

'Let me guess,'
Tom said, before she had a chance to speak, 'you'd like a writing
pad.’

Lowering her
head, Kathryn fought against the blush threatening to darken her
cheeks. 'No thanks,' she mumbled and handed over the crinkly bit of
paper.

Tom served her
efficiently with 1/2 lb of butter, a packet of tea, a jar of
vegemite and a packet of tobacco. Then he went into the screened
off area again to get saveloys from the refrigerator. Kathryn knew
she was drooling. Spicy saveloys with lashings of tomato sauce were
one of her favourite lunches; she could almost taste them.

'Lollies?' Tom
asked, putting the parcels together into her bag.

Smiling,
Kathryn made her way to the best place in the whole shop, where a
glass case showed a delicious display of loose lollies. It wasn't
hard to choose, chocolate cobbers and liquorice allsorts were her
favourite. And Tom put in a couple of extra jellybeans, giving her
a wink and her mother's change as he did so. He really was a
friendly man even if he liked to torment her.

Kathryn moved
to the shop doorway and patted her leg. 'Laddie. Time to go.'
Obediently trotting over to her, Laddie took up his usual position
close behind, and they walked home.

'Put the butter
and saveloys in the fridge,' her mother called out as soon as
Kathryn opened the back door.

Kathryn wanted
to go to Jane's; she'd had enough of helping. But she went into the
dining room and did as her mother asked. She knew she wouldn't be
putting things away in the dining room for much longer; she'd heard
her parents discussing taking out the fuel stove and replacing it
with an electric one. Then, once the electrician had installed a
power point, the fridge would be moved into the kitchen.

The fuel stove
took up almost one wall in the kitchen. As well as supplying
cooking facilities, it had a tank attached to it where hot water
was available, whenever the stove was lit. Kathryn could remember
her mother filling a huge tin washtub in the centre of the kitchen
floor for her to bathe. That was before they had the proper
bathroom, with a white bath and a chip-heater to provide hot
water.

In the middle
of a freezing winter, when Jack Frost lay thick on the ground and
the wind howled, Kathryn wished she could still enjoy the bath in
front of the glowing fuel stove. Though back then, to give her some
privacy, her mother had to chase her older brothers away into the
lounge room, where an open fire afforded some warmth in the cold
house.

But now it was
spring and a warm day, and Kathryn wanted to make sure she had
someone to sit with at the pictures.

'Can I go to
Jane's?' she asked her mother, who was drying the last of the
breakfast dishes.

'Don't stop too
long,' Mum answered.

Kathryn saw her
mother wasn't really listening, so she took off before she had to
do any more jobs.

After running
down the rear steps, past the smelly dunny and the chook pen near
the back fence, she hurried along the lane and into the Burgoyne's
yard, managing to keep her distance from the squawking geese.
Suddenly she stopped; something was wrong. There was no door on
Burgoyne's house. Puzzled, she ran up to the unpainted wooden
steps, knocked on the doorjamb and called out, yelling so she could
be heard over the sound of hammering coming from inside.

Her
blonde-haired friend, who reminded Kathryn of one of her pretty
dolls, came to the doorway. 'Hello, Kathryn. Are you going to the
pictures?'

Kathryn nodded.
She knew it wasn't polite to be a sticky beak, but she had to ask.
'Jane, where's your door?'

Jane glanced
behind, then motioned for Kathryn to go down the steps and into the
yard.

'Dad's in
trouble,' she whispered. 'He came home drunk last night and Mum
threw his tea at him. You should have seen the yellow mess the
curry made on the walls. Dad got really mad and sawed off the back
door to make a coffin for Mum. And this morning he had to ride his
bike to the hardware store really early to get some timber, so he
can make a better door to put back on.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


October 1956.

 


'Would you like
me to read to you, Mum?' Polly wiped the last of the flour from her
hands onto her apron, before looking into her mother's room.

Polly had
become used to that – calling it "her mother's room". The boys
slept there all their lives, till they married one by one. For the
past four months and five days her mother had made it hers. At
first, Polly didn’t mind Ada moving in. Someone in the family
needed to step forward to take care of her. But it wasn't easy
becoming accustomed to having an extra person in the house to look
after, even if it was a loved one.

'Mum, what on
earth are you doing now?' Polly's eyes adjusted to the darker
surroundings and she could see the mess her mother had made.
Clamping her lips together, she stopped herself from saying
anything more. Christ, she wasn't a saint, but dealing with Ada's
odd behaviour every day set her nerves on edge.

Ada Phillips
sat on the side of her double wooden-frame bed, the contents of the
top drawer of her dressing table spilled over the bedspread.

'I'm looking
for my black earrings. Someone's stolen them.’

Polly sighed.
It seemed that Ada thought everything was being taken lately. As
long as nobody believed her, then it would be okay. But Polly
didn't fancy having to defend herself to anyone, especially her
sister, Maggie, who hadn't yet realised their mother was quite
forgetful.

'Nobody's
stolen anything, Mum. Here, I'll help you look for them. You know
your eyesight isn't as good as it used to be.’

After lowering
herself onto the bed, Polly rummaged through for a few minutes,
before picking up the onyx clip-on earrings. 'Is this what you're
looking for?’

Her mother eyed
her suspiciously. 'How did you find them so quick?’

'Just put them
on, Mum, and then you can come and help me. I'm going to signal to
Maggie and Lil to see if they'll come over for afternoon tea. You'd
like that, wouldn't you?’

Gathering all
Ada’s jewellery and the mementos she insisted on keeping, Polly
piled them back in the drawer and closed it. There was no need to
try to be tidy. How long it would be before her mother tipped it
all out again wasn't worth thinking about.

She glanced
around the room. Everything remained much the same as when Charlie,
the youngest, married six months ago, except the bed. Where the
boys had three single beds squashed into the room, now her mother's
double bed stood in the centre, with lots of space on either side.
Polly had to admit it looked like it belonged, had been here
forever.

'Come on, Mum,'
she said, taking Ada's thin arm in hers. 'Let's go find some tea
towels.

With the linen
in their hands, they moved down the back steps to the yard. There
they collected pegs from the outside washhouse and hung the
patterned towels in a row on the clothesline. The message needed to
be precise. Four tea towels meant, “Come over for afternoon
tea”.

Polly knew her
sisters always kept their eyes pealed for a signal, just as she
used to. Nowadays, there was no way she would be able to walk over
to the other side of town with her mother. Ada's frail legs
wouldn't make the distance. Up to a few months ago, before her
mother moved in, she would go over to one of her sisters' homes at
least once a week, while Kathryn went to school. There they could
catch up on some sewing and gossip. Remembering the hilarity they
enjoyed, Polly smiled. She couldn't take pleasure in a little bit
of scandal around Chip, but exchanging tit-bits of juicy
tittle-tattle with her older sisters was great fun.

One day, she
promised herself, she and her sisters would own a telephone like
Dr. Ramage and Mrs. Ford. There was no point now; she didn't have
enough use for it. Fortunately her sisters lived on a hill adjacent
to the pit chimneystack. Their homes were situated high enough for
them to be able to see the clue she’d posted, even if they needed
binoculars. She wished they lived closer to her; at least they were
within walking distance of each other.

'Good
afternoon, Mrs. Carpenter, Mrs. Phillips.’

Turning from
hoisting the clothesline with the new prop Chip had brought home
from the pit, Polly was faced with Mr. Callaghan standing behind
her. He touched the brim of his felt fedora and flutters twirled in
her belly. What was happening to her? The sight of a well-dressed
man shouldn't make her feel like a nervous teenager.

She reached for
her apron strings, but decided against removing it, instead
smoothing the old checked apron down. If Chip had expected Mr.
Callaghan today and hadn't warned her, she'd have a few words to
say to him later.

'Hullo. I
didn't hear your car,' she said, immediately wishing she'd said
something more interesting.

She should have
heard him arrive. Very little traffic travelled on the street in
front of their house. That was understandable, as only one family
in their street owned a car; some still pedalled a bicycle, but
most walked.

'Who are you?'
Ada said rudely.

Polly knew her
cheeks turned pink; she could feel the warmth. Where was her
formerly well-mannered mother?

'You remember
Mr. Callaghan, Mum,' she said, looping her arm through her
mother's, and hoping the contact would quieten Ada. 'He's the under
manager of the pit and writes the column in the local paper you
like me to read to you.' She pointed to the far corner of the yard,
where her husband bent, almost hidden, attending to his flourishing
vegetable patch. 'Chip's in the garden.’

Clinging on
tightly so her mother wouldn't follow him, Polly watched the
distinguished middle-aged man approach Chip. Laddie lay on the
ground close to where Chip worked. Being remarkably intelligent for
a bitser, Laddie wouldn't bark at Mr Callaghan.

Laddie's mother
was a miniature Fox Terrier, and Laddie had been a tiny ball of
white with black ears and a few black spots, when her sister Lil
gave him to them. Then Laddie grew rather large. Some might say he
looked a little strange with his docked tail, but to Polly he was
the most beautiful, smartest dog she'd ever seen, with his lovely
black and white face and black ears.

Watching Mr
Callaghan bend down and ruffle Laddie’s ears, Polly admitted she
was a little in awe of Chip’s visitor. Her own schooling finished
when she turned fourteen and she hadn't missed it one bit. Academic
subjects never interested her. Not like Chip, who had been even
younger when he left school, but nowadays grabbed every opportunity
he could to keep up with political events, both in Australia and
worldwide.

Chip relished
Mr. Callaghan's visits. They would always have some sort of
political discussion. Mr. Callaghan, who lived in a large town
about five miles west, sought Chip out on a regular basis to talk
about politics and union matters. Her husband kept up to date,
especially about the mining industry.

Sometimes Chip
talked to her about his concerns. Her usually calm husband became
agitated when he talked about “that bastard Chifley”, who had
turned against his own and brought the army into the miners' strike
in '49. Chip had been there, had witnessed the brutality, though he
had to be very drunk to tell her anything about it.

Now, the issue
that troubled him most was the Democratic Labor Party or “Disguised
Liberal Party” as Chip liked to call it. He hated the DLP with a
passion she'd rarely seen him exhibit, hated especially the way the
Catholic led organisation attacked the Communist Party. Although he
wasn't a member of the Communist Party, Chip supported the
principles of the working man, mateship and the reliability of the
unions.

Polly suspected
there might be another reason why Chip disliked the DLP so
vehemently. His background, particularly his relationship with his
mother, could have something to do with it. But there was no way
she was going to bring that up. She doubted he would admit it, even
to himself. He liked to believe he possessed enough integrity to
not let other people's behaviour influence his decisions.

Knowing Chip
had the brains to do better than being a shot-firer in the mine,
she tried to talk him into going for the certification to become a
mine deputy, but he point-blank refused. She couldn’t understand
why, although she suspected it was mainly because he wanted to
remain with his mates, and be one of the regular blokes.

'Been reading
your red rag again, Chip?' Mr. Callaghan called out referring to
the communist Common Cause newspaper Chip devoured every week.

Polly saw her
husband smile, and for a wonderful moment he became the young man
who swept her off her feet thirty, or was it thirty-two years ago?
She'd only been fifteen when she met him. She'd been attracted by
his good looks and flirted outrageously with him, letting him know
he stirred her interest. Everyone told them they were too young,
but they survived. More than survived. They owned their own home;
their children were building happy lives; and they enjoyed good
health.

Having family
around gave Polly more pleasure than any other thing in her life.
After all, things were just "things", but a family lasted forever.
Sometimes she wished they had more time together to enjoy each
other's company. Family singsongs around the piano were rarely held
now her sons were married and had little children. And although she
didn't like to think about it, the pubs closing at ten instead of
six had put an end to the two of them going to the pictures on a
Friday or Saturday.

Of course,
nowadays the pubs late closing wasn't the only reason she couldn't
go out with Chip and Kathryn to the pictures. Her mother was in bed
most nights by seven, and Polly didn't like to leave her alone. Ada
was becoming very forgetful about things and needed constant
attention.

'I'm going
inside. The sun's too hot,' her mother said, interrupting her
thoughts.

It was quite
warm for an October afternoon. Nodding, Polly took her mother's arm
to help her up the steps. She would have liked to stop to see what
she could glean from Chip's conversation with Mr. Callaghan,
because her husband hardly ever told her what was going on with the
unions. But she needed to keep moving, get the scones into the
oven, so she had something extra nice to serve to her sisters.

'Yoohoo! Anyone
home?’

Recognising her
older sister Maggie's voice, Polly rushed to the back door to greet
her. Everything was ready; the dining room table was set, a pretty
rose patterned tablecloth covering the wooden table.

'Where's Lil?'
she asked, ushering Maggie into the dining room, where their mother
sat eyeing off the butterfly cakes and lemon meringue pie Polly had
baked earlier that day.

'She didn't
want to visit me. No one wants to visit me anymore. I'm just a
silly old woman,' Ada said mournfully.

'Oh Mum,'
Maggie bent close to her mother and kissed her on the cheek. 'You
know we love you. Lil couldn't make it today.' Looking up, she
caught her sister's eye, and shook her head.

'Mum, I'm just
going to show Maggie the new roses Chip planted. We'll be back in a
tic. Have a cake,' Polly said, knowing that would please her
mother.

Neither Maggie
nor Polly spoke as they hurried up the hallway and out the door.
Polly didn't want to speak, to ask, because already her stomach was
clenched, waiting for the inevitable news. They were barely outside
on the front steps, when Polly grabbed Maggie's arm. 'It's Fred,
isn't it?

Her sister
nodded. 'He's coughing up worse than ever. Bloody pits! I'm so
thankful my Arthur became a deputy and doesn't have to suffer as
much from the rotten coal dust’.

'What did the
doctor say?' Polly asked, choosing to ignore the tactless
comment.

Now she didn't
see Lil as much, Polly wanted to have a closer relationship with
Maggie, but it seemed every time Maggie opened her mouth, prickles
irritated Polly’s skin. Even though there was six years between
herself and Maggie, they’d fought from the moment they were old
enough to talk; and nothing had changed.

Maggie frowned.
'The same as usual. Wait and see. There's nothing he can do. Fred's
lungs are stuffed, dusted. And, as usual the chief dicks at the
mine won't have anything to do with compensation. They brought in
their own doctor and said it was smoking too much that's caused it.
What a load of bloody rubbish.’

'I hope he
doesn't suffer the same way Dad did.' For a moment an image of her
father, wracked with pain, coughing up chunks of blood as he fought
for every laborious breath, came into Polly's mind. She shook her
head determined to shut out any distressing reflections.

'He will. They
all do. Do you know how many men in our small town have died from
being dusted?' There was a slight catch in Maggie's voice and she
coughed to clear it.

Polly knew
Maggie didn't require an answer. The death toll amongst the men in
Merthyr Vale was never discussed, although most of those who had
died before their time had succumbed to the insidious coal dust.
The few who had died from fall-ins were remembered as dead
colleagues, but the manner of their deaths was not mentioned –
ever. It was as though not talking about it might prevent it from
happening again.

'I wish I could
go and visit Lil,' she said, 'but I'd need someone to look after
Mum.’

'How's Mum
going?’

Polly frowned.
'I know it makes more sense for me to have her now I have the empty
room, but I can't take my eyes off her for a minute. She's likely
to wander off looking for Dad. She doesn't seem to realise he's
been dead for sixteen years.

'You poor
thing.' Maggie wrapped her arm around Polly's shoulder.

'I don't need
your sympathy,' Polly said, shrugging away from her sister's touch.
'What I need is a break now and then. Couldn't you come over once a
week to look after her while I go get my hair permed or catch a bus
to the shops?’

'I'll see.’

It wasn't the
answer Polly had hoped for, but deep down, she'd not expected
anything else. Maggie usually managed to express the right
sentiments, but action was unlikely to follow. Polly knew that her
sister would eventually help out, but it would be in her time, on
her terms, letting Polly know she was doing her a favour.

Sometimes Polly
wondered if Maggie was really her sister. Both she and Lil would do
anything for their loved ones, recognising that keeping the family
together was the most important job any woman could have in her
life.

'Let's go in,'
Polly said, 'before Mum's eaten all the cakes and scones.

'Where's Kath
today?' Maggie asked as they walked back up the hallway.

'Gone to the
pictures.’

'And Chip?’

Polly gave her
sister a scornful look. 'It's Saturday,' she said.

'I don't know
why you put up with it.’

Clenching her
teeth, Polly glared at her grey-haired sister. 'Most of the men in
this town, those who still have their balls, go to the pub to try
to forget the dangerous job they have to go back to every Monday.'
Now she'd done it. She'd given her sister an excuse to go and not
come back for a few weeks. There definitely would be no help
offering with their mother.

'I'm thankful
my Arthur is a deputy.' Maggie folded her arms across her buxom
chest and stared angrily at Polly.

'So you said.'
Blood rushed to Polly's head. She hated to argue with anyone,
especially family, but her nerves were on edge these past few
months and right now she wanted a fight, if only to clear the
air.

'I've peed my
pants.’

Looking down,
Polly saw a small pool formed on the polished linoleum under her
mother's chair. For a moment, the simmering anger she'd been
feeling towards Maggie reached boiling point and she almost yelled
at the old woman. Then she noticed her mother's eyes. Ada was
confused, looking like a small child. Oh, Jesus, why had she let
things get this bad? Her mother was frail and needed her patience,
not her bad temper.

'What can I
do?' Maggie said, tears evident in her eyes.

Help out. Help
Mum. Help me. The words went unsaid, as Polly bit off her reply.
She wanted to tell her sister that crying wouldn't help, especially
the fake tears shining in Maggie's eyes. If her sister really
cared, she'd be here more often, spending caring time with her
mother.

'You can take
Mum into the bathroom and undress her, while I get some clean
clothes,' Polly said.

Between the two
of them they managed to take care of Ada quickly and guide her back
into the dining room.

'Are we going
to have afternoon tea now?' Her mishap forgotten, Ada gleefully
surveyed the table.

'Mum, haven't
you had enough cake?' Maggie’s expression was horrified.

Observing her
sister’s reaction to their mother, Polly made a special effort not
to be bitchy. Surely Maggie realised by now what was happening?

Ada didn’t
disappoint. Folding her arms, she scowled at her daughter. 'Are you
losing your mind or something? I haven't had any yet.

'It's all right
Mum,' Polly said, 'sit down there and I'll make you a fresh pot of
tea.

'Is she always
like this?' Maggie had followed Polly to the kitchen and as usual
wasn't offering any assistance.

'I've been
trying to tell you, I need help.' Polly unsuccessfully tried to
keep the note of exasperation out of her voice. She'd been looking
forward to her sister's visit, now she didn't care if Maggie went
home.

Her back gate
closed with a click and she pulled back her kitchen curtains to
have a better look.

'Arthur's
here,' she said.

'What? What
does he want?'

'He is your
husband. Why don't you bloody - well ask him.’

Picking up the
pot of tea to take into her mother, Polly left Maggie alone to open
the back screen door and greet her husband.

'Here, Mum,'
she said, pouring the tea. 'I might join you. We're going to have
company.’

It wasn't long
before Arthur, puffing from his walk, entered the dining room.
Polly could never understand how Arthur made it to deputy. Rarely
expressing an opinion of his own, her timid brother-in-law
constantly bowed down to her sister's definite point of view. As
far as Polly knew, Arthur enjoyed good health, although his pallid
complexion belied that fact.

'Sit down, have
a cuppa,' she said motioning for the 'Grey Ghost" as she secretly
called him, to sit.

After removing
his baggy cap, Arthur placed it on the chair beside him, exposing
his
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