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Prologue

The front door
slammed open so hard that it hit the wall. Heavy boots stomped
along the passage as Lilly crept to the door of her room and
waited. Footsteps stopped at the dining room doorway. Lilly eased
the door of her room closed.

"Mary, where's
my dinner?" Dad bellowed.

"It'll just be
a minute, John."

"What do you
mean a minute? What've you been doing all day you lazy cow?"

"I never know
when you'll get home."

"Well I'm home
now and I expect my dinner!"

"It won't be a
minute."

Lilly eased
across her room to Mikey's bed where she took his hand. Mikey went
with Lilly as she climbed under her bed, Mikey beside, as the
crashing and crying started. Lilly put her hands over Mikey's ears
to block out the noise of Dad beating Mum again and again and
again.

* * *

The cable car
squealed to a stop at Elizabeth Street, Dolly stood with Les to
move to the platform at the rear and then step down to Flinders
Street, cars stopped because the cable car had stopped, to cross
Flinders Street to the footpath. There they walked, side by side,
to Elizabeth Street which they crossed and then headed north
amongst many pedestrians; the city centre of Melbourne was always
busy with cars, trucks and horses and carts on the broad roadway. A
cable car drifted past, heading north. Dolly knew her destination;
she crossed the next street, Collins Street, and then turned left.
Just along, she saw the sign: Kilpatrick and Co – Jewellers. At
their window display behind wire reinforced glass, their best wares
were on display on trays that could be withdrawn from inside.

"Here, Dolly,"
Les said.

Dolly looked
at two trays of diamond rings of every style imaginable, from
modest to fancy, but mostly the latter and expensive. She nodded
her head.

"Let's try one
for size."

Dolly followed
Les into an alcove with a pair of doors with handles. Les swung one
handle to open the door and allow Dolly to enter the shop. He
followed Dolly while she gazed at their display but now from
inside, with display trays accessible from behind sliding glass
screens not secured at all.

"Can I help
you?"

"I'm looking
for a diamond ring for my wife," Les said.

"We have our
diamond rings along here."

Dolly stood
beside Les as the sales assistant opened two sliding screens and
pulled out the two trays to lay them on a counter further inside
the shop.

Dolly tried a
modest ring and then a fancy ring, and then another fancy ring.

"They're nice
but not quite what I want."

"Sorry," Les
said. "You know what women are like."

"That's fine,
Sir."

The assistant
put the trays back while Dolly looked over other items before
heading to the door with two handles. She went outside, looked
along the street and saw a cafe.

"There,
Les."

They went
inside where a young waitress showed them to a cubicle.

"I'll have a
coffee with milk and sugar," Dolly ordered.

"Me too."

The waitress
nodded and walked away.

"They've got
to be worth a pretty penny," Dolly said, "and it's easy to get to
them. You were right: go inside, pretend to buy something, distract
the salesman with a large note, then slide the windows open and
grab those two trays. Out through the doors, and use one of your
special, adjustable chains to lock the handles so they can't get
out and chase. The doors are in an alcove which means people in the
street can't see anyone putting the chain in place."

Their coffees
arrived; Dolly sipped.

"I'll get the
Fitzroy blokes to lift them, and we have the car and we'll fence
them. We'll split it evenly."

"Get the
Fitzroy blokes to get the chain made."

"I'll do that.
Which ring did you like?"

"I won't take
any, Les, that's a giveaway! When you fence them, we can go
shopping legit." Dolly sipped more of her coffee. "If the jacks put
the pieces together they'll get the Fitzroy blokes, not our blokes
from Richmond. Then you can expand north."

Les nodded as
he drank his coffee.

Dolly drank
her coffee. Professing needing help and getting Fitzroy involved in
the risky side of this heist was her idea. For as long as Dolly
could remember, Fitzroy was the home of sly grog sales after pubs
closed at 11, and never more lucrative than when six o'clock
closing came in almost two years ago. If Les expanded his Richmond
Push north and took over their sly grog and brothel protection, and
Harry took over their gambling, Les would be the biggest criminal
in Melbourne and untouchable. With this heist, that might just play
out, along with their share of those diamond rings.
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Australia (The
Commonwealth of Australia). Founded on 1 January, 1901, after
referendums in each colony of Australia saw a majority vote in
favour of the proposed Australian constitution. After federation,
each former colony became a state within the Commonwealth of
Australia, retaining control of day to day government activities
such as transport, healthcare, education, police and law and order.
The sixth-largest country in the world, Australia
is the oldest, flattest and driest inhabited continent, with the
least fertile soils.



	
Foot – one foot is
30.48 centimetres



	
Jacks – slang for
police



	
Melbourne. Melbourne was founded by white settlers in
mid-1835 at the head of Port Phillip Bay in the southern extremity
of the then colony of New South Wales. In 1851 a colony of Victoria
was established with Melbourne as its capital, while gold
discoveries later that year but further inland in Victoria saw
Melbourne grow and prosper. By the 1921 Australian census, the
population of Melbourne was 801,000. Today, Melbourne is
Australia's second-largest city with a population of 5.078 million
(2019).



	
Mile – one mile is
1.60934 kilometres



	
Pessary – although
called pessaries at the time, women who knew used cervical caps



	
Pound, Shillings
and Pence – 12 pennies in a shilling, 20 shillings in a pound.
Typical male wages at the time of this story was four pounds a week
(£4) while women earned half or two pounds a week (£2).



	
Push – an
Australian term for criminal gangs in use until the 1940s



	
Shelve – inform
the police



	
Yard – one yard is
0.9144 metres






 


 


 


 


Melbourne,
February 1919


Chapter
One

It was a fine,
summer's morning when Dolly rose and drew the curtains. She washed,
contemplated her wardrobe for a while before deciding on light blue
silk, sheer blue silk stockings, and modest jewellery for wearing
around the house, a gold chain necklace and her usual diamond ring.
After black pumps with flat heels, Dolly went to the kitchen.

"Morning,
Charlotte."

"It's almost
afternoon, Dolly."

"Is it? Oh
well. Can I have a cup of tea?"

"I'll bring
one out."

"Ta."

Dolly went to
the dining room where she lit a Pall Mall and drew. Pall Mall were
the best. Charlotte brought out a cup of tea.

"Ta."

Dolly drank
and then heard the front door. Les came in with a black eye, his
face red, and his fists clasped.

"What
happened?"

Les stood at
the end of the room, glowering. "Whiting, Cutmore, Slater and
Thorpe were there, not happy about what happened."

"Harry got
their blokes off."

"They're not
happy their blokes were charged in the first place."

"We're not
interested in Dean, Cox and Grimes."

"That's not
how they see it. They also reckon I wasn't fair splitting the
takings."

Dolly smoked
her cigarette. "Surely they see 1,400 pounds retail isn't 700
each?"

"I've told
them it was 700 after fencing, 350 each, but I need to make that
clearer."

Dolly smoked
more of her cigarette and butted it while thinking. "If you see
them to make that clearer, you might not get away in one piece.
I'll see them to make that clearer. Whiting, Cutmore, Slater and
Thorpe know I know as much as you, except they won't touch me being
a woman."

Les frowned
for a moment. "You're right, Dolly," he eventually said.

"They won't
come to Richmond so I'll meet on their territory. We'll send a
messenger boy to put this together."

"I'll get
young Jack to do that."

"He's getting
a bit old to be young Jack. We need a new messenger boy."

"I'll look
into that."

"I'll tell
them 1,400 retail is about 1,000 wholesale, and about 700 fenced,
or 350 each. It's obvious when get together to talk and not beat
each other up." Dolly drank more tea. "Get Charlotte to get ice for
your eye. That looks nasty."

"Harry was
worse, but it was four against two and they jumped us."

"I
understand."

Dolly drank
the last of her tea.

* * *

In late
evening's darkness, the taxi pulled up at 18 Little Napier St,
Fitzroy; a two storey terrace. Dolly paid the fare before walking a
little unsteadily to the green front door which, by magic, opened.
She went inside to the passage where upstairs was Minnie Clark's
brothel, and on the left in the parlour there were several tables,
each with four chairs, a couch on one side and a bar at the end.
One table had Ted Whiting and his standover men: Long Harry Slater
and Fred Thorpe, while a young bloke stood behind the bar.

"G'day Dolly,"
Ted greeted. "Can I get you a drink?"

"Gin and
tonic, thanks Ted."

"Take a load
off your feet."

Dolly sat at
the table with Harry and Fred. Ted brought a glass and took the
fourth chair. Dolly sipped, decent.

"How's the
gin?" Ted asked.

"Ours is
better," and Dolly laughed.

"But Richmond
aint as good as Fitzroy."

"If you say
but nobody believes you."

"Smoke?"

"Ta Ted."

Dolly took one
from his silver case and Ted lit it. She leaned back and drew, then
sipped, nice.

"This is
decent gin." Dolly leaned forward. "There's been a
misunderstanding," she said. "The jacks have been onto this case
and they connected it up."

"Harry gave
evidence to have his charges dropped," Ted said.

"That was
evidence he didn't do it, which he didn't."

"How did our
blokes get arrested?"

"Like I said
the jacks put it together. The chain's easy enough to connect,
being unique the way it is."

"I suppose so.
What about the jewels, then?"

"Yes," Dolly
said, "1,400 pounds...."

"It was
1,435."

"Whatever it
was, that isn't 700 each. Les had to fence it and we got 700 in
total."

"That aint
much."

Dolly sipped
her drink. "All up, what we stole was worth 1,000 wholesale, so 700
is as good as you'll get." She sipped more. "We did well to get
that much."

"Squizzy
shelved us," Harry said.

"Les doesn't
like being called that and he didn't shelve you."

"Those are
nice rings, Dolly," Ted said.

"These are my
rings from many years of hard work."

"On your back
like any good whore."

"You know I
ran tarts for a while and now I'm involved with Richmond Push."

Ted grabbed
her hand which Dolly tried to pull away but his grip was too
strong. "Bloody hell Ted!"

"That's a
decent diamond ring."

"I'm not
stupid enough to wear a stolen ring!" as Dolly tried to pull her
hand from his grip. "Let me go, Ted."

He did and
Dolly drank to calm her heart beating fast. "What's gotten into
you?"

Ted stood so
fast his chair fell over. "You've easily got a hundred quids worth
on you, Dolly, and I reckon your jewels are mine now."

"Sit down Ted;
you're behaving like an idiot!"

Dolly picked
up her glass but it was empty.

"I'll get it
refilled," Ted said.

He did for
Dolly to drink half of it. It was decent gin.

"This was the
biggest jewellery heist in Melbourne."

"That's just
newspaper talk." Dolly thought this isn't going anywhere. "I might
as well go seeing as I can't talk sense into you three idiots. If
your blokes are half as stupid as you are, there's no wonder they
got caught."

"Squizzy never
got caught."

"That's
because Les is too clever. You didn't get caught, did you?"

"Going to gaol
is for mugs."

"That's
right." Dolly drank more of her gin. She emptied her glass so Ted
got it refilled.

"What else are
you and Les up to?"

"Nothing much
except for the usual. What are you and Heidi up to?"

Ted laughed.
"Nothing much except for the usual."

Dolly drank
more of her gin. "The usual is what makes the world go around. Gaol
isn't so bad except you miss out on the usual for the time you're
locked away."

Ted laughed.
"That's true, Dolly."

"What are the
first things a man does when he gets out? He has a beer and he has
a root!"

They all
laughed as Dolly drank more.

"Look, none of
your men got put away, you weren't even charged; you're all free
and still rooting your wives or whores. We got 700; you got half or
350. Surely you see that's fair?" Dolly drank the last of her
gin.

"I'll get you
a refill."

"Oh, no, I
think I've had enough!"

Dolly got to
her feet and suddenly felt woozy. She had to sit before she fell
over. She'd drunk a few, more than a few, and she shouldn't have
had two or three before she left home.

"I feel a bit
crook."

"Go and lie on
that couch, Doll, until you feel better."

"I might do
that."

Dolly
staggered towards the couch only it swayed and moved. Worse that
her feet didn't move like she wanted. She staggered until she fell
on the couch, and then everything was good.


Chapter
Two

Dolly woke,
wondering where she was. She put her hand down to softness.
Bloody hell! She was on the couch in the sly grog joint
downstairs from Minnie's brothel. Dolly sat up and that's when she
realised she was in her slip. Dolly reached to her ears, earrings
gone, to her left finger, ring gone, to her right finger, that ring
gone too. They'd stripped her, the bastards, and stolen her jewels.
Her handbag was gone although there wasn't much in that: her
cigarettes, lighter, keys and a purse with maybe five pounds. Now
Dolly had to get home and that was going to be difficult.

With a great
effort Dolly got up, went outside and walked along Little Napier
Street, barefooted in her stockings, slip and knickers, hoping
nobody saw her like that, to reach Napier Street. Eventually Dolly
got to broad Victoria Parade where she waited for a taxi with its
light on. This was trouble; dressed as she was Dolly looked like
she'd been on the grog, well she'd been on the grog but she'd
recovered; anyway the last thing a taxi driver wanted was a woman
heaving in his backseat. At this time of night, whatever time it
was, there'd be few taxis anyway. One approached, Dolly put her
hand out, he slowed, looked across, and drove away. After what
seemed like hours and two more taxis, one did pull over. Dolly went
to the front window.

"I need to get
home. When you get me home my husband can pay."

"I don't
know."

"I know how
this looks but my husband's Les Taylor."

"Squizzy
Taylor?"

"Yes."

"Alright,
climb in."

Dolly was so
relieved! She got in and leaned forward. "We're going to 34 Lennox
Street, Richmond."

He set the
meter, pulled out and drove away. Dolly wondered why she was calm
about this. Without doubt Les was going to be ropable. Dolly knew
she had to focus Les to stop him getting into trouble. They had to
be taught a lesson but it had to be done right. They reached Lennox
Street and pulled up.

"I won't be a
moment."

Dolly went to
the front door and spun the bell. It opened.

"Fuck
Dolly!"

"Les, There's
a taxi out there; can you fix the driver up? He was decent."

"Alright."

Dolly went
into the parlour and sat in an armchair with Les returning a few
minutes later.

"I gave him
four shillings; what happened."

"Ted Slater
kept giving me drinks, until I got drunk and passed out."

"Bastard!"

"He stripped
me and stole my jewels."

"Bastard!"

"You said that
already."

"Nobody does
this to my Dolly."

Despite her
sore feet and everything else, Dolly felt good about that. His
Dolly after all these years.

Dolly looked
into his eyes. "This has to be done right, Les. There's no point in
you doing 20 years for murder just because I was mistreated and my
things were stolen."

He nodded his
head. "I'll kill Slater you know."

"I know you
will, Les, but do it right."

"I will."

* * *

Late evening
Friday, dusk but still light enough, Frank drove slowly along Webb
Street, with Les in the front seat and Charlie and John in the
back. Nothing stirred while number 27, a single-storey terrace, was
quiet.

"Drive around
the block," Les ordered.

Frank
continued on.

"Stop
here."

Frank
stopped.

"John, go
along that lane to their back fence. If you see Whiting make a run
for it, you know what to do."

John climbed
out.

"Now we do it.
Frank, you stay in the car with the engine running"

Frank cruised
to 27 Webb Street and pulled up. Les and Charlie gathered on the
footpath where Les checked his Melior Automatic and released the
safety, and Charlie checked his revolver. With his gun in his hand,
Les strode to the front door and hammered with his fist. Nothing.
Les hammered again for the door to open, revealing Ted Whiting. Les
aimed his gun at Whiting's head as he strode inside, Charlie
following to close the door.

"This is for
Dolly," as Les squeezed the trigger until the magazine was
exhausted, seven shots. Les looked to see Heidi with her hand to
her mouth.

"You know what
he did and you know not to say anything. If anything's said, we'll
do to you what we've done to him."

Les turned to
open the door and stride outside with Charlie following. He climbed
into the front seat, Charlie got into the back, and Frank drove to
the lane to pick up John.


Chapter
Three

Lilly sat on
her stool, bored witless. Only an idiot would come to the Public
Baths. As always it was warm and humid but these days empty of
customers. It really was the oddest time: after four long years,
the war to end all wars ended in November; just before Lily
finished school and got this job. Then normality lasted barely two
months, until early in the new year, Spanish Flu hit after terrible
stories from other countries. That faded quickly only to come back
now, late February, worse than before.

"Lilly?"

Lilly turned
her stool to face the manager, Ted.

"I'm sorry,
Lilly, but we've been ordered to close. This will be your last
shift until I don't know when. We're paying you for a full week;
you can pick up your pay on the way out."

Lilly nodded
her head.

"I'm
sorry."

"We expected
this."

"This second
wave will get worse before it gets better. Will you be
alright?"

"I live at
home where Dad works on the docks and Mum sews piecework. We'll be
alright. How about you, Ted?"

"Don't worry
about me."

"Will you be
alright?"

"I have
savings and I'm sure we'll get by. You might as well go home now,
Lilly. Goodbye and I'm sorry your job didn't last for longer."

"Goodbye
Ted."

Lilly climbed
off her stool, went to Ann in the office where she was given an
envelope of nine shillings, they wished each other goodbye, before
Lilly took her mask from her handbag and put it on for her walk
home. Outside was busy yet sombre as people rushed past, heads down
and keeping distances from each other, knowing masks if they
offered protection didn't offer enough protection. Just along, two
council workers pasted a poster about coughing etiquette, and
another worker sprayed the footpath with pungent disinfectant
carried in a backpack tank. The Herald said that winter would be
worse although Lilly couldn't imagine worse. She walked along the
familiar streets of Richmond to arrive at her home, 52 Richmond Terrace, a modest, single storey home in a
terrace, four rooms: living room, dining room and two bedrooms, and
the kitchen and washhouse of course. Lilly removed her mask before
entering a corridor of grubby, water-stained dark green past the
two bedrooms, then across the parlour to the dining room where Mum
sewed, as always.

"Hello
Mum."

"Hello Lilly,
you're home early."

"They closed
the baths."

"You expected
this."

Lilly nodded
her head.

"This won't
last forever."

"I know.

Some died in
the first wave, but nothing compared to the past weeks of this
second wave.

"God must have
a plan in all of this."

"Yes Mum."

Lilly didn't
understand divine reasons for this tragedy and even Saint Ignatius
was closed for services. Lilly hid her handbag under the mattress
of her bed, she didn't want Dad to get his hands on her pay; then
returned to Mum.

"I can cook
dinner."

"That'll be a
great help Lilly! There's tripe in the icebox and I have potatoes
and carrots."

"Alright
Mum."

Lilly went to
the kitchen to take the tripe from the icebox, and then set to
peeling and slicing potatoes and carrots. If Lilly cooked Mum could
sew, and as Mum was paid by the piece, the more she sewed the more
she earned. Lilly could sew, Mum taught her, but they had only one
machine. Despite that there were other ways to make things work.
Before long Lilly had carrots and potatoes boiling and put some fat
in the frypan for the tripe. She would cook that later, but not too
much later because Dad wanted his dinner when he got home. Another
advantage of Lilly cooking was Dad didn't hit her, or not yet
anyway. The clock chimed five; Lily put the frypan on the range
before placing knives and forks, glasses of water and a glass for
Dad on the dining table. She put four plates on the kitchen
cabinet, ready.

When Lilly
heard the front door she began to dish up, one plate first along
with a bottle of beer from the icebox, while she heard Dad's heavy
footsteps and coughing. They reached the dining room at the same
time.

"Hello
Dad."

He coughed and
coughed and coughed. Holding the door frame and bent over as he
coughed. Lilly backed away.

"You should go
to bed, Dad."

He nodded his
head while coughing.

"Go to bed and
I'll bring you some beer."

"Yes," he
gasped before coughing.

"Give me the
beer," Mum said.

"Should I get
the doctor?"

"The doctor
won't come."

That was true.
Lilly gave the bottle and glass to Mum, who followed Dad to their
room. There he coughed and coughed. There was a pattern where old
people and children were safe, and Lilly at age 16 and Mikey at age
14 were young enough. While Mum tended to Dad, Lilly went to her
room.

"Mikey, I've
cooked tripe and vegetables."

"How's
Dad?"

"Dad's sick.
Come to the dining room and have something to eat."

"Alright
Lilly."

The potatoes
and carrots were warm in their saucepans but the tripe was now
cold. Lilly put the frypan back on the range for a few minutes
before dishing two plates. Then she carried those plates to the
dining room where they ate, and drank water while Dad coughed. As
she ate, Lilly thought. Dad was going to be off work for a while
with this flu. Unlike Ted they had no savings, and the money Mum
made, well, it helped, but it wouldn't pay rent and food and
whatever other bills. Lilly had some money from her work these past
months, but a 16 year old girl didn't earn much. Still, anything
was better than nothing.

After eating,
and then washing and drying and putting everything away, Lilly went
to the parlour and sat on the brown hessian couch. February nights
were long, especially with daylight saving, as Lilly sat while the
room got ever darker, and in the background, Dad coughed and
coughed.

"Lilly dear,"
Mum said. "Can you go to Mr Arnold and ask him to telephone for an
ambulance?"

"Yes Mum."

Lilly put her
mask on before walking to the Mr Arnold's shop, and then along the
path to the rear where they lived. She spun the bell. Mrs Arnold,
Betty to Lilly, came out.

"Hello
Betty."

"Hello
Lilly."

"Dad's sick
and we need an ambulance. Do you mind telephoning for one?"

"I'll
telephone right now."

"Thank
you."

Lilly left to
go home where she removed her mask. She lit the gaslight in the
parlour until, not long after, she heard a bell getting louder and
louder until it was out front and the noise stopped. Mum opened the
front door while Lilly stood in the parlour doorway.

"He's in
here."

Dad coughed
and coughed as two officers in blue uniforms and masks looked on
from the doorway of Mum and Dad's bedroom.

"We'll take
him to the special hospital they've made in the Exhibition
Buildings. Because you're contacts of a known case, you're now
confined inside this house for 14 days. If you go out for any
reason, the penalty is 25 pounds."

"I can't earn
money if I'm confined home, and the rent's due."

"It's alright
Mum," Lilly said. "We'll work something out."

"What's the
patient's name?" the officer asked.

"John Joseph
Anthony Kelly," Mum replied.

That was
recorded before the officers went outside to fetch a stretcher, to
carry Dad, still coughing, to their ambulance. They drove away
while Mum closed the front door.

"I've got some
money for the next rent payment," Lilly said.

"Oh thanks
Lilly dear."

"Do you have
material, trimming and findings?"

"I've got
enough to keep me going for a few days. I'll keep sewing although
it's not enough to pay the bills."

Even so every
bit helped, and maybe the landlord would be generous in a crisis.
Lilly hoped so.


Chapter
Four

Lilly woke
with a start. She wondered what happened and then it came to her.
Dad was sick and they were confined. Mikey slept as Lilly eased out
of bed, grabbed a floral dress, a white cotton slip, knickers and
her shoes, to carry to the washhouse where she washed herself
before dressing. Then Lilly remembered Dad had The Herald delivered
each morning, to read on the cable car on his way to work. Lilly
went to the front door while pleased they weren't totally isolated
from the world. She opened the door to the greatest shock: a bottle
of milk, a loaf of bread, a pat of butter, a bag which contained
sausages, and another bag of potatoes, carrots and string beans.
Still shocked Lilly looked up and saw so many, almost all the women
of the street, watching her. She waved and they waved back.

"Thank you so
much!" Lilly called out.

"It's our
pleasure."

"What is it?"
Mum asked.

"They left
food for us." Lilly stood aside for Mum to see.

Mum looked
down and then up. "Thank you all!"

"You take
care, Mary."

"We'll be
fine."

Lilly helped
her mother take the food to the kitchen before remembering the
reason she went out the front. She grabbed The Herald to place it
on the dining table and flick through the pages. Mum entered the
room.

"Theatres,
dance halls, pubs and schools are now closed," Lilly said.
"Movement by public transport is restricted to essential
workers."

"The Public
Baths are closed too."

"Many are out
of work and soon will be doing it hard. At least when Dad recovers
he has an essential job on the docks."

"That's right.
We just have to get through these next two weeks. For breakfast,
I'll toast bread with a cup of tea."

"That's fine,
Mum."

Mikey got up,
washed in the washhouse and dressed, and they ate breakfast before
Lilly helped Mum clean and dry the plates and put them away. While
Lilly did that she knew these next 14 days, trapped inside except
for their small back yard, were going to the be the longest 14 days
of her life. This was like going to prison! With nothing better to
do, Lilly grabbed a pencil to do the crossword while Mum set to
sewing.

The day
dragged like Lilly had never experienced before, until
mid-afternoon when she heard the bell on the door.

"I'll get it,
Mum."

Lilly opened
the door to a policeman, where she stood with her mouth hanging
open.

"Is this the
residence of John Joseph Anthony Kelly?"

Lilly pulled
herself together. "It is; I'm his daughter Lilly Kelly."

"I have bad
news for you, Lilly; your dad passed this morning."

"Pardon? No, I
heard. He died?"

"I'm
sorry."

"What is it?"
Mum asked.

"Dad
died."

"Oh."

"I must remind
you that this household remains confined for the next 14 days."

"Yes, I
understand," Mum said.

"My
condolences."

The policeman
left and Lilly closed the door feeling strangely – empty. She
thought she ought to feel sad or something, but no.

"I wonder if
they got a priest for John," Mum said.

"I'm sure they
would have."

"What is it?"
Mikey asked.

"Dad
died."

"Can we go out
now?"

"No we can't,
we might still be infectious."

"That's a
shame. Oh well. What are we having for dinner, Mum?"

"I'll fry
sausages and we'll have beans and mashed potatoes."

"Oh good!"

"I'll cook
that, Mum."

"Thank you
Lilly, you're an angel."

"Mikey, come
with me to help peel potatoes."

"Alright."

Lilly went to
the kitchen feel oddly light and airy, until she remembered Dad's
job. Now that was a problem. Oh well, they weren't the only
ones in Melbourne, as Lilly led her brother to the kitchen while
Mum returned to her machine.


Chapter
Five

Sun not long
up; early morning Richmond was quiet as Lilly crossed their weedy
back yard while carrying a hessian sack. She climbed the rails of
the five foot tall corrugated iron back fence, to see that nothing
stirred in the bluestone-paved lane behind. Lilly tossed the sack
over the fence before scrabbling up the rails to reach the top and
drop down the other side. Head down, Lilly marched the length of
the lane to Michaels Street to turn left, and then strode briskly
until she reached the modern, four storey Australian Knitting Mills
factory in Tanner Street. Without pausing, Lilly strode along the
driveway alongside the factory to the loading bay at the rear where
she climbed a several steps to the loading bay proper, and walked
to the office where a girl about her age, lucky to have a job, sat
behind a half-window not too far different from Lilly's cashier
booth at the Public Baths.

"Good morning,
I have piece work from Mary Kelly of 52 Richmond Terrace."

The girl
pulled out a book marked A-K on the spine and opened it. Lilly gave
the girl the sack and the girl picked through the items before
writing in the book.

"This is worth
one pound, one shilling and sixpence."

A pittance for
the effort involved.

The girl slid
open a drawer to get one note and two coins, which Lilly pocketed
having left her handbag and purse at home. Now the important
thing.

"I need
material, trimming and findings."

"Of
course."

The girl gave
Lilly a sack similar to the one Lilly handed across. Lilly checked
inside; good.

"Thank
you."

"My
pleasure."

Lilly retraced
her walk to the lane where she tossed the sack over the back fence
of their yard, before easing open the back gate of number 54 to
creep into their backyard, then use the rails of their side fence
to climb to the top and drop down. She grabbed the sack and went
inside to where Mum waited.

Lilly gave the
sack and money to Mum.

"It went
well."

Mum looked at
the money in the palm of her hand. Their rent was fifteen shillings
a week, almost as much as Mum earned sewing in a week, and while
they'd been given food each day that wouldn't last beyond their
confinement. Then, Lily knew, they were in trouble.

* * *

Lilly had the
strangest dream, and then she realised it wasn't a dream. She sat
up where the streetlight part-lit her room through curtains that
didn't fit well. But that wasn't the problem, Mum coughing was the
problem. She went to Mum's room.

"Mum?" but Mum
was beyond responding as Lilly closed on her bed. Mum had the flu
too! After their confinement, Lilly told Mum not to go out unless
she really had to; Lilly could do their shopping and other errands
like going to Tanner Street, because at her age she was safer from
the flu. But no, Mum insisted. Going to the shop was probably safe
enough, but walking all the way to Tanner Street where every
stranger in the street, and the people at the clothing factory,
were risks. Like Dad, Mum's coughing was so bad she couldn't talk.
Like Dad this could go wrong.

"I'll go to Mr
Arnold and ask him to telephone for an ambulance. Don't worry Mum;
I can sew and make enough money. All you have to do is get
better."

Mum nodded her
head while coughing. Lilly slipped a dress over her nightgown and
pulled on her shoes and mask before walking to the Arnold's shop
and their home behind. There she spun the bell. It took a while for
Mr Arnold, Jack to Lilly, to appear.

"I'm so sorry
Jack," Lilly said. "Mum's sick and would you mind telephoning for
an ambulance?"

"You're not
having much luck there, young Lilly."

"No I'm not.
I'm hoping if we get Mum to hospital straight away, unlike Dad
where we waited for a while, that might help."

"I'll
telephone now."

"Thank you
Jack."

Lilly went
home where after a time she heard bells closing to stop out the
front. Lilly opened the front door to greet two officers in blue
uniforms and masks.

"She's in
here."

They stood at
the doorway where Mum coughed and coughed.

"We'll take
her now."

"I know about
14 days' confinement. Are you taking her to the Exhibition
Buildings?"

"We are
although that place is – beyond what I can describe."

"Please look
after her."

"We're doing
our best."

Lilly realised
that. "This must be hard for you."

"It is hard.
What's her name?"

"Her name is
Mary Alice Jane Kelly."

His mate wrote
on a clipboard before they went to their ambulance for a stretcher.
In no time Mum was in the back and they were on their way. Lilly
stood in the doorway; hoping that calling an ambulance straight
away would make a difference. Even then, not everyone died of the
flu, just the unlucky ones. Lilly went to her room where Mikey
slept. Poor boy, he didn't deserve this at his age. Lilly took off
her dress to climb into bed while knowing she wouldn't sleep. Poor
Mum, Lilly really hoped she would be alright, while two
confinements were beyond belief. Beyond that, Lilly could sew with
the machine; not as fast as Mum but not too bad. Lilly used most of
her money to pay for Dad's funeral and grave, while over the past
month they'd used Mum's earnings and the rest of Lilly's money to
pay rent and for food, and Lilly's money was gone now. She had no
relatives in Melbourne; she was on her own risking 25 pound fines
to deliver what she made, and get material, trimming and findings
for more sewing, and soon enough falling into debt to the
landlord's agent, Palmers and Co. The thing was, with Dad passed,
there was no way to get out of debt until the pandemic was over and
Lilly could get a job again. Lilly lay on her back where that was
the only answer. Boarding houses were the cheapest accommodation
but some were seedy and dangerous, while decent boarding house
rooms were quite expensive and really beyond Lilly's budget. Lilly
lay in semi-darkness; worried they'd end up sleeping under a bridge
or in a park, like many.

* * *

The doorbell
startled Lilly and she jumped. Not bad news already! With her heart
beating fast she opened the front door to face pudgy John Palmer,
frowning beneath his mask.

"Your rent is
due, Lilly Kelly."

"Mum went to
hospital last night. If I was you I would get far from this house,
because you never know what you might catch."

He stumbled
backwards so fast he fell over. Lilly with her head tilted, watched
him sitting in the middle of the street.

"Like last
time our confinement is two weeks. You should come back after two
weeks when it's safe."

"I will, I
will; don't worry."

He scurried
off while Lilly couldn't help but laugh at the sight of him.


Chapter
Six

Like last time
their neighbours in Richmond Terrace bought food from Jack Arnold,
as well as from the butcher and baker, and left it at the front
door. Like last time, each morning Lilly thanked those she saw.
Like last time, early one morning Lilly took a bag of completed
garter belts to the Australian Knitting Mills to get a pound and a
few shillings, and a bag of material, trimming and findings, but
the problem was Lilly couldn't sew as fast as Mum. Eventually John
Palmer would return and Lilly wouldn't be able to pay their rent.
Worse, when their confinement was over and she had to buy food
again, they would have even less money for rent. Lilly could sew as
fast as she could sew; if she tried to sew faster the quality
wasn't good enough. Lilly sewed from early to late, until her eyes
hurt, except for when she cooked their meals, but it wasn't enough.
Hopefully Mum wouldn't be sick for too long.

The doorbell
rang.

"Can you get
it?" Lilly called.

"Alright."
Lilly heard talking in the background for a moment. Then Mikey came
to the dining room.

"You have to
come."

Lilly's heart
skipped many beats when she approached the front door and saw the
policeman.

"Is she
dead?"

"I'm sorry.
Remember, your confinement lasts until tomorrow."

"I know. Do
you have her body in the mortuary there?"

"Yes we
do."

"I understand,
thank you."

"My
condolences."

He left and
closed the door while Lilly slid to the ground, crying. Mikey sat
beside and hugged her. "What can I do?" he asked.

"Just hug
me."

He did. "I'm
going to miss her."

"Me too."

Lilly needed a
good cry.

* * *

The doorbell
rang, Lilly opened the door.

"Hello
Jack."

"We saw the
policeman."

"Mum
passed."

"That's
terrible Lilly; are you alright?"

"No I'm not
but I don't have a choice."

"Can I
help?"

There was one
thing. "I might be able to cover our bills or I have to try, but I
don't have the money to bury Mum."

"I can pay for
that."

"I'm after a
loan and I'll pay you back when I can."

"Are you
sure?"

Jack Arnold
was far from well off. "I'm sure." Lilly thought. "Tomorrow when
I'm no longer confined, I'll get a quote like Mum did for Dad, and
I'll let you know how much it'll cost. Unfortunately, services are
restricted to immediate family."

"That's a
shame."

Lilly knew
almost everyone in the street would go if they could. "When it's
arranged I tell you all the day and time, and you can pray for her
like if you were there."

"That's a fine
idea, Lilly."

"I know many
will miss her."

"They will.
Goodbye and I'm really sorry for your loss."

"Goodbye
Jack."

Lilly shut the
door for the doorbell to ring a short while later. She opened it to
John Palmer.

"What do you
want?"

"Your rent is
due."

"We're still
confined. You'll have to come tomorrow after I've settled the work
I've done."

"Yeah,
alright."

"How much do
we owe?"

"As of today
you owe three weeks rent or two pounds, five shillings."

Lilly's heart
really jumped, she never realised! She pulled herself together.
"Come here tomorrow, John, and I'll pay you every penny I
have."

"Will that be
two pounds five?"

"I'll pay what
I've got, and if that's not enough you can throw us onto the street
to rent this house to someone who can pay 15 shillings a week."
Lilly put her hands on her hips as she stared into his eyes. "I'm
sure you have a queue of people looking for houses to rent, don't
you?"

"If someone
wants this house I'll throw you out, and if you don't pay I throw
you out, out of spite, Lilly Kelly."

"I believe
whatever I pay is better than nothing."

Silence for a
moment. "Pay me what you can and I'll talk with the owners."

"You make sure
you talk with them, John Palmer."

Lilly slammed
the door in his face. "Fuck him!"

"That's bad
language, Lilly Kelly; you know you've been told not to use
language like that!"

Lilly burst
out laughing.

"You're a bad
influence on young Mikey!"

"Come here and
hug me!"

He did while
Lilly laughed and laughed.


Chapter
Seven

Lilly strode
along the loading bay to the cashier who looked up from behind her
half-window. Lilly handed across the hessian sack where the girl
picked through it and pulled a garter belt out.

"This isn't
great sewing but I suppose it's alright. This is 18 shillings
worth."

Lilly knew how
much it was worth.

"Is this is
from Mary Kelly of Richmond Terrace?"

"It is."

The girl wrote
in the relevant book, before giving Lilly a handful of coins and a
sack of material, trimming and findings.

"Thank
you."

"Ask Mary
Kelly to make sure it's better next time."

"I will."

Lilly headed
to Templeton and Sons, where in the manner of such places the
showroom was dark and quiet, not even a clock ticking. A
silver-haired gentleman in a morning suit and top hat of a past era
came to her.

"My name's
Frank Templeton; can I help you?"

"My name's
Lilly Kelly and my mum, mother, recently passed of flu."

"My
condolences."

"You buried my
father, John Joseph Anthony Kelly, not long ago."

"I remember
that, and now your mother has passed. This is quite tragic."

"This is a
tragic time."

"It is."

"With both my
parents passing and things as they are, I need to be – reasonable
about this."

"I understand.
Your mother ordered a brass plaque for your father, but as far as
I'm aware that hasn't yet been made."

"We should
bury them together and this time have a headstone, but not too
expensive."

"Yes, yes, of
course. Do you want a similar service for your mother as your
mother arranged your father?"

"We're
restricted on mourners while the chapel at the station was fine for
family, which is now just my brother and me."

"That's fine
Miss Kelly. Come with me and we can book this in, and you can
choose a coffin and the headstone. I do warn you that many of our
stonemasons are unwell, so like with the plaque, it will take some
time for the headstone to be completed and in place."

"I
understand."

"This is a
particularly tragic time."

"It is."

"Come with
me."

Lilly followed
to pick a coffin, which was the most horrible thing she'd ever
experienced, and just as bad were the other details like a burial
shroud. The headstone wasn't so bad, one style Mr Templeton
recommended pleased Lilly and it was reasonably priced. At the end
Mr Templeton adhered to Lilly's wishes of economy, treated her
decently and made it as smooth as Lilly imagined such a thing could
be. All accounts were to be sent to Jack Arnold except for the
headstone which wouldn't be invoiced until later. And that was
it.

"Thank you for
your time, Mr Templeton."

"My pleasure
to be of assistance, Miss Kelly."

Lilly walked
home to see John Palmer waiting in the street.

"I've got
money for you. You can come inside, it's safe now."

He followed to
the kitchen where Lilly emptied her pocket of two shilling coins
and also emptied the spice canister not actually used to hold
spice. There she had a one pound note, a shilling coin, sixpence
and a penny. She gave John everything but for two shillings and
seven pence.

"You said
every penny."

"Every penny
would see us starving. Have you talked with the owners yet?"

"Not yet. I'll
let you know when I do."

"You've got
some of it, at least."

"I'll let you
know, Lilly Kelly."

The smug
bastard marched out the house and shut the door behind him.

"Mikey, do you
mind if I use bad language?"

"You know
you're not supposed to."

"Supposed to
or not, fuck him!"

Mikey laughed
while Lilly knew her mother had been right at the time, she really
was a bad influence!


Chapter
Eight

Like with
Dad's funeral Lilly didn't have good clothes; the best was a summer
dress less worn but a bit thin for autumn's spreading cool, while
after polishing, her shoes looked somewhat less tatty. She made a
mistake with her money now having to pay for the cable car to the
chapel at Spencer Street Station, leaving precious little for food
for the next week. Oh well. Stale bread was cheaper than fresh and
just the same when toasted, and there were other economies she
learned from Mum. Mikey's clothes were worse than Lilly's where she
suggested he wear his school uniform. While that suggestion seemed
ridiculous at the time, he looked – good.

They walked to
Bridge Road, where Lilly caught the next cable car and bought two
child return tickets to Spencer Street, after explaining to the
conductor they needed to travel to their mother's funeral. The
conductor didn't believe Lilly was under age 16, which she wasn't
of course, but she mumbled 'times are tough' and he let her get
away with a little dishonestly.

Lilly and
Mikey got to the chapel in plenty of time for Mr Templeton and his
son to greet when they arrived. They all went inside where, at
Lilly's request the coffin was closed, that being cheaper than
makeup. The poor Father possibly did nothing but funerals for
passed Catholics, but regardless he did it with feeling. Lilly felt
– surprisingly recovered when Mr Templeton, his son and two other
men, carried Mum's coffin from the chapel to where trains departed
for Fawkner Cemetery.

"I'll miss
Mum," Mikey said.

"I'll miss
Mum, but remember she goes to a place without pain and
suffering."

"You arranged
all of this."

"I did."

"I love
you."

That was
sweet; Lilly took Mikey's hand. "If it was the other way around and
you were older, you would arrange this. Now we must go home."

They walked to
Flinders Street to catch the next cable car, once more after Lilly
explained to the conductor they just attended a funeral. When she
got to Richmond Terrace, Lilly expected to see John Palmer waiting
with bad news, pay her arrears or get out, but no. Relieved she
didn't have to deal with that while feeling unburdened after the
funeral. Lilly went inside while deciding she wouldn't sew that
day, being a sacred day, but she would cook something decent from
the food they had left over from gifts during their confinement.
Tomorrow was another day and she would catch up then.


Chapter
Nine

The next two
days passed in labour at her sewing machine until Lilly was too
tired to work, particularly that the quality of her sewing was
commented on. She felt unsettled, not surprisingly. If the owners
of this house were reasonable, she and Mikey would get by, but if
not, and wealthy landlords weren't noted for generosity, then Lilly
would be in trouble. At other times Lilly thought she'd gotten this
far, and no matter what trouble struck her she would find a way out
of it. She had to, Mikey was 14 and in the manner of boys he wasn't
as grown up as a girl of the same age. At age 16 Lilly felt like
his mother. Lilly knew in the past and sometimes today, some girls
her age were already married, sometimes already pregnant, sometimes
already mothers. Lilly continued sewing until the doorbell rang.
Lilly stopped pedalling and felt sweaty despite coolness. She went
to the front door, took a breath and opened it to face John
Palmer.

"My offer
still stands," Lilly said. "I'll pay you every penny I have, less a
little to eat, which is better than nothing at all."

"Lilly Kelly,
you well know that the rent on this house is 15 shillings a week,
and if you can't make up your arrears and pay future rent on time,
I will be forced to evict you."

Lilly frowned.
"Surely the owners realise something is better than nothing."

"The owners of
this house aren't a charity, and if they allow you to pay less;
other tenants will want the same."

Lilly hadn't
thought of that. "How long do I have?"

"You have
until Friday to make up your arrears. Goodbye Lilly Kelly."

Lilly closed
the door, leaned against the wall and thought. John used the word
charity and she hadn't thought of that. To ask her neighbours who
weren't well off wasn't right or fair; especially that it might
take many months for this second wave to pass and for Lilly to find
a job again. Even if she found a job, women earned half the pay of
men although that was wrong. A woman cashier like she once was, or
Ann in the pay office, was as productive as any man. That's the way
things were, and at age 16 Lilly earned even less. But at the
moment there were no jobs; Lilly pictured sleeping in a park or
under a bridge with Mikey by her side. Maybe there was a way.

"I'm going
out," Lilly called before putting on her mask.

Lilly crossed
Swan Street and continued south to Saint Ignatius. There, Lilly
went inside, crossed herself, and knelt at the pews to the rear to
pray for her mother. Then she went to the right to take a prayer
candle from the rack beneath the Virgin Mother, lit it, bowed her
head in a brief prayer to her mother again, and placed the candle
in its place on the bye-altar. She looked towards the
confessional.

"Bless me
Father for I have sinned. It's been eight months since my last
confession."

"May the Lord
help you confess your sins."

"Amen. I've
had impure thoughts. My father died and I didn't care."

"Why is
this?"

"He treated my
mother with violence."

"This would
have been hard for you."

"Yes it was.
Sometimes I use bad language."

"Do you take
the Lord's name in vain?"

"No I
don't."

"I ask you to
think of your father in as good a light as you can manage."

"I'll try. O
God be merciful to me as a sinner."

"God, the Father of mercies, through the death and
resurrection of his Son, has reconciled the world to himself and
sent the Holy Spirit among us for the forgiveness of sins. Through
the ministry of the Church may God give you pardon and peace, and I
absolve you from your sins in the name of the Father, and of the
Son, and of the Holy Spirit."

"Amen."

Lilly stood and left the church to go to the hall, where out
the front, two nuns sat behind a table with items of food, folded
clothes and other donations. Lilly stood in front of this
table.

"Good afternoon, my name's Lilly Kelly. I'm in trouble. My
father died and then my mother passed just recently. I have a
younger brother to look after, but worse that our rent is
due."

"Oh you poor
child, this is a trial for you."

"I'm a sinner;
I've just confessed my sins."

"I'm sure the
Lord will look upon your confession in a good light. As for your
problems, we can't help with accommodation although a decent
boarding house might suit your needs."

Lilly nodded
her head while knowing that wasn't the answer.

"We can help
you with items that have been donated."

Lilly looked
the table over. "Our clothes are sufficient but food would be
helpful."

The nun stood
to gather a half-loaf of bread, tinned corned beef, some fruit and
some potatoes, and put that in a brown paper bag. She held the bag
out; Lilly took it.

"Thank
you."

"I wish I
could help you more."

"I
understand."

Lilly turned
away from the table with the bag in her hand while not knowing what
to do. She just couldn't make it work. Once more Lilly pictured
sleeping under a bridge or in a park, like many. She shuddered.

"Excuse
me?"

Lilly turned
to face a woman, maybe 40s in a green, silk dress with a matching
green velvet jacket. She wore her hair in a bob under a cloche hat,
the latest fashion. This woman was unusual.

"My name's
Vera."

"My name's
Lilly."

"Pleased to
meet you, Lilly. You seem to be in trouble."

Lilly
wondered, but charity from this well-dressed woman would do her any
harm. "My Dad died a while ago and my Mum passed recently."

"Oh, that's
terrible!"

"I'm not the
only one like this."

"But
still...."

"I know. I
have to support my brother and myself, but this is a difficult
time."

"I might be
able to help you, Lilly."

"That would be
wonderful!"

"How old are
you?"

"I'm
sixteen."

"Do you feel
up for working?"

Lilly couldn't
believe it! "I'm more than ready to work."

"Good. To
explain things I need to take you to my home, which is about five
minutes from here. Is this alright?"

"That's fine,
Vera."

"Come with
me."

They walked
towards Swan Street to arrive at a pair of two-storey terraces in
Coppin Street, with single storey terraces either side. At a
fawn-painted two-storey terrace with dark grey window frames and
dark grey iron lace on the upstairs balcony, Vera crossed a small
front yard behind a dark grey iron lace fence and used a key to
unlock a maroon door. Just outside, several boys played football in
the street, while a little further along, several girls played
hopscotch. Lilly paused to observe, at that age a child didn't have
a care in the world; adults fix problems and troubles. At age 16,
life was different.

"Lilly, you
can come inside."

They removed
masks before entering the parlour, amazing, red-brown wallpaper, a
dark green ceiling, green and red-brown velvet drapes drawn back, a
green and red-brown rug, two maroon velvet armchairs and two
matching couches, and a waist-high, polished timber cabinet with
grey granite insert on top. This cabinet had a crystal water jug,
six crystal glasses all turned upside-down, and two crystal
ashtrays. The fireplace had a mantle, bare but for red-brown
printed cards, embossed with the word menu in gold, a clock
ticking, and two more crystal ashtrays. Beside each couch were
small tables, again with crystal ashtrays. Odd there were no
photographs or anything personal, and odder to have that many
ashtrays. Quite odd.

"Take a seat
and I'll get the girls. What's your full name?"

"I'm Lilly
Mary Ann Kelly."

"That's a good
Irish name."

Lilly nodded
in agreement before sitting on a plush couch. Vera returned with
two beautiful young ladies, maybe early to mid 20s and smartly,
casually dressed. Lilly stood.

"Lilly Kelly,
this is Kate and this is Susan. I told them about your
situation."

"My
condolences," Kate said.

"Mine too,"
Susan offered.

"Thank
you."

"I have a
proposal and I don't want you to reject it straight away, but
rather I want you to think about things. Will you do this for
me?"

"I will."

"This is a
home for entertaining gentlemen. Kate and Susan live and work here,
and for this they earn good incomes."

"Last week I
earned six pounds eight," Kate said.

"Last week I
earned six pounds six," Susan said.

"Doing what?"
Lilly asked.

"Entertaining
gentlemen," Kate said.

Lilly frowned
and then it hit her. "No!" she exclaimed.

"You promised
to think about this."

"Yes, I did,"
Lilly realised.

"Kate and
Susan have rooms upstairs, and we had a third girl Alice but she
found a man here."

"They're
living together," Kate said. "What is he?"

"He's a
manager at his family's clothing factory somewhere here in
Richmond," Susan said. "They live nearby in Hawthorn."

"So he's
well-off?" Lilly asked. This might even be the factory she and her
mother sewed for.

"He is. I'm
sure they'll marry."

Now Lilly was
interested but she needed to know more. "What do you do, exactly?"
she asked.

"It's five
shillings for half an hour, eight shillings for an hour and two
shillings for extras. We open at six on Tuesday through Sunday
evenings, and close when it's finished. Monday is our night
off."

Lilly
wondered. "Is it alright?"

"It's not bad
if that's what you're asking."

"This can go
further, like with Alice," Vera said.

"Yes, yes,"
Lilly said while her head pounded. "I've not done, ah – sex
before."

"That's fine,"
Kate said. "Susan and I will help you. You're really suited to
this, Lilly, tall with amazing legs! I love your hair."

"Really?"

"Oh yes! Red
hair is sort-of naughty, and in this work naughty is good."

"What about
falling pregnant?"

"We have ways
of preventing that," Susan said.

There was
another thing. "What about our monthlies?" Lilly asked.

"A sponge
allows us to work at that time."

They had it
all worked out. "So I could make six pounds a week?"

"You pay eight
shillings out of every pound you earn to Vera who provides your
room, your meals, your clothes to work in and other things. After
we paid Vera her share, we both earned more than six pounds last
week."

"I have my
younger brother to care for."

"I have a room
out the back which will be yours," Vera said. "It has a double bed.
If you want, I know people who could offer your brother a job.
What's his name?"

"His name's
Michael but we call him Mikey."

"Michael and
Lilly Kelly," Susan said with a big smile. "Good, Irish names."

Susan was
beautiful especially when she smiled: fair skin, blue eyes, short
and wavy blonde hair, a lovely round face, a full figure but not at
all fat, and about five foot tall. Kate was a taller and slender,
with short and straight dark brown hair, dark eyes, and again fair.
Lilly couldn't compare to these two, but she was tall and she had
milk-white complexion with just a few freckles. And she had red
hair if that was an advantage. She wondered.

"This is about
looks," Lilly guessed.

"In part,
yes," Vera said. "For you, the word I'd use is striking."

"Yes,
striking," Kate said. "There's pretty and there's beautiful, but
Lilly is striking. But there's more to this than being beautiful or
striking. You need to be outgoing, friendly, personable; make men
feel like they really matter."

"How far did
you get in school?" Vera asked.

"I passed form
four last year."

"You would be
a good match for educated gentlemen."

"Is this
important?"

"It's all
important."

"Sex is only
part of it?"

"Sex will come
to you if you have an open mind."

Lilly
struggled for the right words. "It's not what I expected." She
contemplated Susan and Kate. "Are you friends?"

"We're friends
now. You could be our friend."

Lilly crumpled
to the couch and felt her tears well. "I'm all alone and I don't
know what to do!"

Kate sat
beside and put her arm around Lilly who nestled into it. "I married
a man, but he hit me and I wasn't going to tolerate that. I was
alone and no job paid enough except for a boarding house room. So
here I am."

"With this
pandemic there aren't jobs to pay for a boarding house, and I have
my brother."

"I don't want
to pressure you, Lilly."

"Just hug
me."

Kate hugged
Lilly tighter and she felt even better. Kate's story was eerie, so
much like home. Her parents had sex, she heard them, but it would
have been hateful sex like everything was hateful. Married, hateful
sex. Then there was sex with a gentleman. Was that any worse? And
other things like Kate hugging her. "I might do this," Lilly said
quietly.

"You don't
have to make up your mind right now," Vera said before rubbing
Lilly's hair.

"Can you do
that again?"

She did.

"I might do
this."

"Go fetch your
brother," Vera said, "and get your things to stay here for tonight.
I'll ask again in the morning."

"Alright."
Lilly sat up and wiped her tears from her cheeks. "I suppose I look
a mess."

"You look like
a girl who's gone through a tough time," Susan said. "If you
decide, we'll take care of you."

Lilly needed a
bit of love, or at least taking care of, but this was a job. Not an
honourable job, but working in a factory or sewing clothes at home
for a pittance was far from honourable. Honourable only for the men
who owned clothing factories, who she might end up marrying. But
even if she didn't marry them, she could take their money without
having to work like a slave. Lilly would get Mikey, stay the night,
but was sure in the morning her decision would be the same. She
would do this.


Chapter
Ten

Lilly woke
beside Mikey fast asleep. She eased out of bed before going to the
washbasin where she poured water from the stainless steel jug into
the bowl. She removed her nightgown and wet the facecloth to wash
with soap her face, under her arms and between her legs, before
drying with the towel hanging on the end. From the end of the bed
she took her knickers and pulled them on, then sat on the edge of
the bed to roll her stockings into place and fix them with elastic
garters. Next came her slip, her calf-length light blue cotton
dress, her dark blue woollen cardigan, and her black lace-up shoes
battered and worn. Lilly eased the door open while hoping it didn't
squeak and wake Mikey, before opening the back door of the house.
There she went to the dining room. Vera smoked while reading The
Argus.

"Good morning
Vera."

"Good morning
Lilly. Did you sleep well?"

"I slept very
well, thank you."

"Kate and
Susan are asleep upstairs. There's porridge on the range in the
kitchen."

Lilly served
warm porridge before putting her hands around the teapot. That was
warm so she poured a cup, and added milk and sugar from the bottle
and the bowl on the cabinet. She took her breakfast to the dining
room to sit opposite Vera. She ate. It was good to eat filling food
without worrying about where the money to pay for it was going to
come from.

"Did you think
about things?"

Lilly hadn't
thought, but she had a room, a meal, and promises of decent money.
"I'll do this," she said.

"This is a big
step."

"I know."

Lilly finished
her porridge and drank the last of her tea.

"As Susan
mentioned we open at six in the evening, and we finish when it's
finished. This is why Kate and Susan are sleeping."

"I
understand."

"We take turns
cooking a late breakfast, while a maid comes at midday to clean the
house, do our laundry, light the fires in winter, cook dinner and
get everything ready."

A maid! "You
have everything."

"This is a
business."

"I
understand."

Just then the
doorbell rang. Vera left the room to return a few moments later
with a well-dressed man maybe 30, his blue twill suit fitting
perfectly, with a white silk shirt and a charcoal-grey tie over a
gold tiepin, gold cufflinks sparkling at his sleeves, along with a
black bowler hat. He was short but there was something about him,
especially his black eyes. Not happy eyes, not sad eyes, not
thoughtful eyes – penetrating eyes. He was quite short because his
wife was about his height despite wearing flat heels. She wore a
green silk dress under a fur coat, and had a sparkling gold and
diamond necklace, matching hanging earrings, and diamond rings on
fingers of both hands. A black cloche hat completed her
ensemble.

"Lilly Kelly,
this is Les Taylor and his wife, Dolly Grey."

Les put
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