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[image: ]s Alice walked out of her Friday dance class and into the wintry afternoon, she was met by two of her favourite things in the world. One was her best friend, Jilly, who had waited outside for an hour reading so they could walk home together. The other was a sunset as bright as flames. Down the hill, beyond the arch of peppermint trees that hung over Forrest Street, the air was glowing.
‘Jilly, look at that!’ said Alice, her face to the sky. ‘Have you ever seen anything prettier?’
Jilly snorted. ‘What, the sky? You’ve seen it every day of your life.’
But I haven’t, Alice thought to herself. Not this one. The setting sun burned like a hot, rosy ball – as red as Jilly’s hair. The pink sky was streaked with gold trails like the tracks of a plough. The horizon was a purple smudge over the navy sea, and the soft night breeze smelled of salty ocean and wood fires and home. Alice rose up on her toes so she could be closer to it all, feeling her ankles twinge with the delicious ache of so much ballet.
‘How was class?’ asked Jilly as they set off.
‘It was heaven. Miss Lillibet made us do rounds and rounds of devéloppés and a new port de bras.’ Not everyone had kept up, but Alice had loved every second. She sighed happily as she remembered the feeling – a lightness and brightness, as if she were covered in little stars. She’d felt it since she was tiny, dancing to the gramophone on the big soft rug in Papa Sir’s study. And even after seven years of lessons, she felt it each time she crossed the ribbons of her ballet shoes over her ankles. Which was every day at the moment, with all the extra classes she’d been doing and practising down in the greenhouse whenever she got a second.
‘Do you think Miss Lillibet will put you on pointe soon, Alice?’
‘Oh, I hope so! I am still quite young, though. Perhaps I’m not good enough yet.’
‘Rubbish,’ said Jilly. ‘You’re the prettiest dancer that ever lived.’
‘I wish your mother would still let you come to class – you were good too, Jilly.’
‘No use wasting time wishing,’ said Jilly briskly. ‘I wasn’t half as good as you. Besides, Mother’s got some strange ideas about Miss Lillibet.’
In an instant, Alice felt her neck get hot with anger. What on earth was strange about beautiful, elegant, perfect Miss Lillibet?
‘What do you mean strange?’
But before Jilly could answer, the loud clink of a bell rang out from the bottom of the hill near the Village. Alice and Jilly turned to look as a bicycle shot up towards them, past the big houses wrapped around by their shady, wide verandahs, and the big rambling gardens where cows and goats and chickens wandered. Against the sunset, the rider’s curls flashed like sparks.
‘Alice,’ said Jilly, blushing, ‘isn’t that –’
‘Teddy!’ Alice cried. Her big brother Teddy could ride further and faster than anyone. He could pedal round Devil’s Elbow with Alice and her siblings all on board and still have enough puff to sing rounds. George, who was ten and came next in the family after Alice, dinked on the crossbar, and Mabel, the next after him, sat in the big basket up the front. Little, who was six but tiny, would sit on Teddy’s lap, and Alice would squeeze behind him with Pudding, their baby, who sadly wasn’t a baby anymore, on her back.
‘Oh dear,’ said Jilly, smoothing her hair madly.
Alice smiled to herself. Jilly was always very sensible, but she went to pieces whenever Teddy was near – tall handsome Teddy with his dark tumbly hair, just like Mama’s, and eyes the spit of Papa Sir’s, as blue as the river, which they could see from most of their windows. Jilly wrote little poems about Teddy by moonlight, which she read to Alice when they were quite sure that they were alone. Alice would never have said so, but Jilly was not actually very good at poetry.
‘Tink,’ he called to Alice as he sailed past them, not even puffing. ‘Look at that sunset! I’m off to the river to paint it – oh, hello Jilly. Come down – both of you,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘Tink, you could do your stretches there. Got to fly before it’s gone!’
‘Shall we?’ asked Alice, as they watched him get smaller and smaller. ‘Before it’s too dark?’
Jilly sighed. ‘I’ve got to do the milking.’
‘Oh, of course, sorry. I’ll come and help you. It’s always faster with two.’
Since Jilly’s papa and big brothers had gone off to fight in the Great War in Europe, she was the only one left to do the heavy chores, and her mother was terribly, horribly strict. It didn’t seem fair to Alice – her mother didn’t mind in the least about waxing the floorboards and milking Honey, their brown cow, at exactly six o’clock, and learning bits of the Bible by heart. And though Alice’s father, who they called Papa Sir, had been at war for three years now, they still had Teddy to watch over them.
‘No, really, it’s fine,’ said Jilly. ‘I’m pretty quick now. Will I see you over the weekend, Alice, or do you have extra dancing?’
‘Only for some of it. Come round tomorrow afternoon. Little’s baked shortbread.’
Jilly looked at the ground. ‘Sorry, Alice – Mother’s hosting the Red Cross ladies tomorrow and I’m to take all the knitting to the depot when they’ve finished.’
Now it was Alice who was blushing. Peppermint Grove was filled with ladies who knitted and sewed for the soldiers, and put on fetes and balls to raise money. But since the war had started four years ago, Alice’s mother hadn’t stitched a sock or rolled a bandage, and everybody knew it. Mama said she didn’t believe in fighting – that it all came to no good for anyone – and even when Papa Sir had gone to war, she wouldn’t change her mind. Jilly’s mother said that was a disgrace.
‘Go and see Teddy,’ said Jilly. ‘You mightn’t be able to for much longer.’ As soon as she said it, Jilly winced as if she wished she hadn’t.
Alice stopped sharply. ‘You’re not talking about the war, are you? You know Teddy doesn’t believe in fighting.’
‘Sorry Alice, I overheard Mother talking, that’s all. Teddy’s seventeen soon, and, well …’
Alice started to walk very quickly, not minding the thump of her ballet bag against the backs of her knees. ‘That’s just rubbish.’
‘But your father went – Papa Sir, I mean.’
‘Not to fight, Jilly. He’s a doctor – he went to help people, not kill them.’
Jilly looked uncomfortable.
‘As if Teddy would hurt anybody,’ Alice continued. ‘And he’s too young, anyway – you can’t enlist before you’re eighteen.’
‘But lots of boys do and no one seems to mind,’ panted Jilly earnestly, trying to keep up. ‘My brothers did. And you know how people treat cowards round here – white feathers in the mail and whatnot.’
‘No. Teddy’s staying here to take care of us.’
And though it made her heart hurt to think of Jilly milking alone, the idea of life without Teddy was so unbearable that Alice sprinted off into the twilight, hoping that if she ran fast enough, she’d leave it behind forever.
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[image: ]s Alice ran along Lovers’ Walk, the path by the river, she thought back to Teddy’s latest painting, which they’d put up on the wall just last night. When you looked at it from across the parlour, it was the most perfect copy of their tall brick house with its wide verandah, honeysuckle up the wall and the rope swing on the ghost gum. He’d painted their tennis court to the left, the orchard on the right, and their bright green lawn, as big as a field, sloping gently down to the fence line. But if you went up close to the canvas, you could see that the whole scene was made up of thousands of dots – millions – that seemed to shimmer like tiny coloured stars with the magic that Teddy gave them. Castle of Dreams – Ours, he had written underneath. Now why would he ever leave that?
‘What’s eating you, Tink?’ asked Teddy, looking up as Alice stormed round the bend and dropped her bag next to his easel. ‘Tell Uncle Ted.’
‘Everything,’ she said, kicking off her shoes and not knowing where to start. She found a soft patch of dirt and slid into the splits, laying her chest down and inching her fingertips towards the sliver of moon, white as milk, hanging over the water. Every night, Alice would stretch and point and glide and unfold until she felt that she had done everything that a perfect ballerina would be able to do. A real ballerina. It was all that she wanted to be.
Her thoughts wandered back to poor Jilly, out doing the milking. Even though Jilly’s house wasn’t much different to theirs from the outside, on the inside it felt a little like a church and a little like a gaol. Jilly had once told Alice that her father ran a cold bath in the evening and let it sit all night so that by the morning, when he jumped in, it was extra specially cold. Papa Sir had liked nothing better than a warm bath, a pipe and a hot cocoa all at the same time, while someone sang to him from outside the door. It’s a wonder that Jilly turned out so nice, thought Alice.
‘Teddy,’ she said as she switched legs, ‘why aren’t we like other families? Not that I want to be,’ she added hurriedly
Teddy paused with his brush in the air. ‘There are lots of ways we’re different. Which way are you thinking?’
‘Well … ​how Mama doesn’t really believe in things. You know, like going to church, and having a cook or a governess or anyone, and being on those committees that make things for the war – you know, like Jilly’s mother does. And how she has a job.’
Mama was brilliant with numbers, and had been asked to work at a bank in Perth when the manager had left to go to war. They were all so proud of her that they didn’t mind one bit that it meant extra chores. Besides, Little was magic at cooking, if someone helped her lift the pans. And even though he couldn’t talk, they could always call on Uncle Bear, Papa Sir’s brother who lived at the bottom of their garden with Pan, the handsomest, smiliest dog that Alice had ever met.
‘Mama doesn’t care what people think – she just wants everyone to do what they love,’ said Teddy. ‘Why do you think I paint and you dance? And Mabel sings like a blooming bird, and Little can cook like some kind of fairy chef? And Pudding, well, who knows what she’ll do?’
‘Love people,’ said Alice smiling, thinking of their littlest sister, who was three and so blonde and plump and soft and sunny that she was always being squeezed but didn’t mind a bit.
‘If we were off to church or knitting socks every second, we wouldn’t have time for any of that. Good grief – can you even imagine what a governess would make of Mabel?’
Alice laughed as she pictured it. Mabel absolutely could not be quiet. Mama said it was because she was eight, and that eight is a chatty age. But Alice could just imagine Mabel as an old lady, chattering away to a young man at a shop counter while people waited behind her, looking at their watches.
‘As for Mama’s job,’ Teddy went on, ‘well, she works because now she can. You mightn’t remember, but before the war, women mostly stayed at home with their crochet and croquet.’
‘Some still do,’ said Alice, thinking of the ladies in their frilly white dresses who took tea on their verandahs every afternoon.
‘Perhaps around here, where they’re not short of money. But others are working in factories and shops – there are even some at the front, driving ambulances. And the really clever ones like Mama, they’re showing that they can do a man’s job just as well,’ said Teddy, frowning at his canvas. ‘Now, is that really what was on your mind?’
Alice looked out across the mauve water to the curved white sandbar that sliced into the bay. She took a deep breath. ‘Jilly heard her mother say to someone … ​that you might go and leave us. To fight, I mean.’ She couldn’t bear to look at Teddy, so she put her hands on the ground and flipped her legs over her head, pushing into a handstand with her body straight and strong, just as Miss Lillibet had taught her.
Teddy looked up. ‘I think the real question here is whether you’re going to leave us. They’d go wild for you in the circus, Tink.’
‘Don’t be funny,’ said Alice crossly from upside down. ‘I’m serious, Teddy. You’ll be seventeen soon. Are you going to war?’
Teddy put down his palette and slowly wiped his brush on a rag, looking out at the river. ‘To leave you all here alone to go off and blow up some poor fellow I’ve never met?’ he said. ‘And not be able to paint or think or see you dance again? I don’t see anything brave or noble about that – I don’t care that I’m one of the only chaps still here. Let them call me a coward, but you’re more likely to run off and join the circus than I am to ever go to war. You have my word. Now, come and tell me if I’ve gone overboard on the purple.’
As she bent over his painting in the dying dusk, Alice smiled. In his tiny dots, Teddy had scooped up everything Alice loved about the river and sprinkled it onto the canvas: the way the water reflected the sky, like an echo; the tight, thin circles, like silver bangles, that formed when a bird flew by.
Papa Sir, who was from England but had been everywhere, had told her that other rivers were brown and thin. But the Swan River – their river – was broad and wide and blue as a field of sky.
‘That’s why I stayed here, Tink,’ he would say. ‘A town on the edge of the ocean with a river like a piece of the sea.’ Alice thought of him now, so far away. He would have loved Teddy’s painting too.
‘I think it’s your best yet,’ Alice said, as snuffling noises came from up the path.
Suddenly there was Pan, wagging his tail. Alice put her arms around his silky back. ‘Dear Pan. Has Little sent you to call us home?’
By the time Teddy had packed up his paints, lights were twinkling across the river and the sky was deep and full with night. As they made their way up the hill, Alice couldn’t help doing jetés – big ones – across the lawn, happy that they were home and safe and always would be, no matter what anyone said.
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‘Yes! I can hear her – listen!’ said Mabel.
They all tilted their heads towards the door and, sure enough, the ripples of Mama’s harp were flowing from Papa Sir’s study.
‘Go on then,’ said Alice.
George leapt up and pulled his special bundle out from behind the parlour curtains and Little fetched his map from under the sofa. Each evening, in secret, they would stick coloured pins in his big map of Europe to show where the armies were fighting. Britain’s soldiers were the blue pins, and it didn’t look like they were doing all that well, thought Alice, as he spread everything out.
They had to do it all in secret because Mama wouldn’t have any talk of the war in the house – or anything sad or serious. ‘Alors! I will not ’ear it,’ she would say in her pretty French accent. ‘Life is not for worry and gloom. We must eenjoy it – every second.’ But recently Alice had begun to wonder if there were some things that you couldn’t pretend away – big things that you needed to think about, even if it wasn’t pleasant.
As Mama played, they would listen to records while they looked at the map and went through George’s war scrapbook, trying to figure out where Papa Sir might be. The first year he’d been gone, he’d sent letters and postcards every month with pictures of London and Paris, and silly rhymes and sketches.
But the gaps between letters had grown bigger and bigger, and they hadn’t heard anything now for almost a year. They used to write to him, too – every week – but one awful day before Christmas, they’d got a big packet in the mail of all their letters, tied up in string and marked ‘Return to Sender’. And since then, they’d heard nothing. Mama had said it was because he was busy, and then she wouldn’t talk about it again. But looking at the maps each night in secret was their way of keeping Papa Sir close to them. Somehow it helped.
‘Let’s have some boogie, then,’ said Mabel, skipping over to the gramophone.
‘Wait a second, Mabel,’ said Alice. ‘Where’s Teddy? He hasn’t disappeared again, has he?’
Nobody answered. For the past couple of weeks, Teddy had been gone at all sorts of odd times and no one knew where he’d got to.
‘Oh well, we’ll have to start without him. Has everyone done their chores?’
Mabel clicked her tongue impatiently. ‘I’ve gathered up all the clothes – some people’s were very dirty and did not smell good – and put them on the porch for Uncle Bear to take to the Chinese laundry. And I’ve got the money to pay the grocer – though we won’t be paying for those horrid, mushy sprouts.’
Alice smiled. Mabel loved being in charge of money, and nobody could bargain with a shopkeeper quite like her. ‘And Little?’
‘Everything’s put away in the ice chest, and I’ve filled the tray with more ice. The oats are soaking for our porridge, and there’s stew for Uncle Bear’s lunch, and I’ve wrapped the sandwiches in paper for school tomorrow.’
Alice looked at Little with wonder, and for the millionth time she thought that she wouldn’t have believed someone so small could run a kitchen so perfectly if she didn’t see Little do it every day.
‘Oh, and Pudding’s fed Tatty and Beaker.’
Beaker was Pudding’s hen, and as jolly and pleased to see you as Pudding always was. Tatty was their grumpy billygoat who didn’t do much at all.
‘And I’ve chopped the wood and laid the fires,’ said George. ‘I did some calculations and I’ve laid the sticks at very precise angles, Alice, so that they have the best chance of catching alight.’
Mabel rolled her eyes. ‘Do you always have to be so –’
‘Oh George, I’ve got you a paper,’ Alice said, pulling a crumpled copy of The West Australian out of her ballet bag. Mama didn’t like them to have it in the house, so Alice kept her eye out on her way home from dancing for any copies that had been tossed away. ‘And I picked some mulberries for you, Little. Also, Jilly finally gave me back Alice in Wonderland, so we can read a bit before bed if you’d like. Though she’s still got all our Babington Wilder books – I’ll have to remind her about those. And that’s all! Wind away, Mabel.’
As the music started to play and George frowned over his pins, Alice kicked off her shoes and began her stretches, thinking of what Miss Lillibet had told them that afternoon about the bones of the feet – twenty-six in all.
‘Don’t think I’m silly for asking, but … ​what started the war?’ asked Little from on top of the piano lid, where she was sewing.
They all looked over to George for an answer, including Alice. George was only a year younger than she was, but he knew everything about everything.
‘Well, obviously, it was Franz Ferdinand being assassinated,’ said George, as if that settled everything.
‘That means shot,’ Alice whispered.
‘But how did that start the war? Just one man being shot, I mean?’ Little whispered back.
‘Well,’ said Alice, ‘when he got killed, lots of people got angry – enough to start a war.’
‘That’s not entirely accurate, Alice. You see, Little,’ said George, ‘since the beginning of civilisation –’
‘She won’t understand that, George,’ scoffed Mabel. ‘She’s only six.’
‘Not everyone is like you, Mabel. Some of us care about world events.’
‘And some of us think there’s more to life than reciting very boring facts that –’
‘See, Little,’ interrupted Alice. ‘England’s a part of Britain. And we were settled by the English. That means that whatever they do, we do, too. You see? So when England joined the fighting, so did we.’
‘Like follow-the-leader,’ said Little.
‘Papa Sir is English,’ chimed Mabel. ‘That’s why he talks so toffy and nice. Like this: “Oh, I say! What ho! La la la!”’
‘Does not,’ said George. ‘Does he, Alice?’
‘Sort of – he does sound quite posh. I’m not sure he’s ever said “la la la”.’
‘Has Pudding ever met Papa Sir?’ asked Little. ‘Where’s she gone, anyway?’
Pudding popped out of the dress-up box beaming, and Alice went over and plucked her out of the nest of silk dresses to squeeze her.
‘She was born after he left,’ said Alice, ‘weren’t you, Pudding. But I’m sure she’d like him.’
‘The question is whether he would like her,’ said George without looking up from the headlines, ‘given she couldn’t actually say anything to him.’
Everyone turned to stare at him. George was always blunt, but Alice felt he could have been a bit kinder.
‘Can too,’ said Little eventually. ‘Well, she could say her own words. Just not much. She’s only three.’
‘And you can read a whole book, and you’re only six. What’s wrong with her anyway?’
Pudding’s trouble talking was another of the things that Mama didn’t like them to mention. And as Alice kissed the top of Pudding’s head and put her down, she thought that the list was getting rather long. ‘She’s perfect the way she is,’ Alice said, settling into Papa Sir’s big armchair and putting her braid in her mouth, remembering too late that eleven was too old to chew her hair.
Little came over and climbed up beside Alice to nestle in under her arm, and as Alice tucked Little’s dark hair behind her ears, she felt a wave of love for her sister, so tiny and wise, like a solemn elf.
‘Can I tell you a secret?’ Little whispered.
‘Always,’ said Alice.
Little leaned in. ‘I’m tired of the war.’
‘Oh, Little. What makes you say that? You wouldn’t remember much from before.’
‘Do too,’ said Little. ‘I remember waving a flag when the first ones left, the soldiers. And I remember Papa Sir. He had a scratchy beard and his eyes were smiley, like Teddy’s. And he’s the one what called me Little.’
‘The one who called you Little. That’s right, though. And he called me Tink.’
‘Why?’
‘Actually, I have no idea. Little, the war can be tiresome, but it’s important, don’t you think? You wouldn’t want to be taken over by the Germans, and made to speak another language and eat nothing but stinky cabbage.’
‘Would it be like French? I do like French.’
Because of Mama, they could all speak French, but none as prettily as Little.
‘But I don’t know how to cook cabbage.’
‘Thank goodness for that,’ said Alice. ‘And one day soon, the war will be over, and Papa Sir will walk in the door and pick you up and spin you around, and everything will be all right again.’
Alice was trying to sound jolly, but the truth was she didn’t know when the war would end, or if it ever would. She didn’t know if Papa Sir would ever come home. All she could do was hope.
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[image: ]hereis Teddy?’ Alice asked Mabel as she stacked up the breakfast dishes. ‘I don’t think I’ve seen him since yesterday, and he said he’d watch Pudding while I practised this morning because Mama’s having a lie-in.’
‘I bet he’s got a girlfriend and he’s off smooching,’ said Mabel, ‘and that’s why he’s never around. Think about it – he’s awfully handsome and clever, and there aren’t that many fellows left apart from the ones who’ve come back from the war, and most of them have been blown up a bit so they’re not all that good-looking anymore.’
‘Mabel! That’s a horrid thing to say.’ But Alice knew what Mabel meant – she, too, had seen the soldiers down at the Village with their empty shirt sleeves or trouser legs pinned where parts of them were missing, and their faces grey and old and tired. ‘Besides, Teddy’s going to marry …’ Alice stopped herself just in time. ‘Would you mind watching Pudding?’
‘Oh – I was going to play tennis with Violet. Could she practise with you just this once? I’d take her with me, but you know what she’s like with hiding the balls.’
‘Of course not. Mind that you win – you’re a much better player, she’s just got that big serve.’ Alice swept Pudding up and kissed her violently. ‘Dancing, Pudding? Shall we go dancing?’ Pudding grabbed at Alice’s hair with her jammy hands.
‘Tinker! Fifty pliés you’ll do for that.’
The greenhouse was bright and glinty, the leaves so green against the big panes that Alice felt as if she’d entered a secret room inside a tree, the kind squirrels might live in without anyone knowing. It had once been full of tomatoes and beans and butterflies, but Papa Sir had cleared it out and put down a wooden floor so Mama could play her harp there while she looked out at the river below.
Then Teddy had taken over the big glass room to paint, when he’d started using the smelly oils. Now one end was stacked with rags and jam jars and sheets of calico that he stretched over frames. The other end, where Alice set Pudding down, had a wide patch of floor big enough to dance across, even when you were doing giant leaps.
‘Wind the gramophone, Pudding,’ Alice said as she unbuckled her shoes and pulled on her ballet slippers, so soft and bendy. ‘All the way round like I showed you. And then stand at the barre, ready for class.’
The barre was a clothes horse with an extra bit along the top, but it did well enough. As piano sang from the gramophone, Alice spent hours there practising her exercises with the French names that Mama had taught her to say just right: pliés, tendues, battements, rond de jambe.
‘One-two-three, one-two-three, balancé, balancé, back-two-three, forward-two-three. That’s it, Pudding! Soft arms!’
Good grief, thought Alice, as Pudding tottered back and forth on her chubby legs, frowning with concentration. There’s nothing I love more than watching Pudding dance.
‘Now, imagine, Pudding, that you’re Anna Pavlova on stage at the Opera House in Paris.’ Anna Pavlova was the most beautiful ballerina alive. Miss Lillibet had seen her dance in London and told Alice that it was so glorious, a man in a top hat beside her had wept. Will I ever be as good as that? Alice wondered, and then felt silly for even hoping.
‘Don’t let your fingers drop below the line of your tutu – lift them up,’ she continued. ‘That’s the way. Now imagine everyone clapping, and –’
From behind them came some very loud applause, and as Alice spun around, there stood Teddy in the doorway, grinning.
‘Tock!’ cried Pudding, fleeing the barre to launch herself at Teddy’s shins.
‘Hello there, you.’ Teddy hoisted her onto his shoulders. ‘Sorry Tink, didn’t mean to spy,’ he said to Alice. ‘But I bumped into someone on Napoleon Street who has something to tell you. They’re waiting in the kitchen.’
‘Is it your girlfriend?’ Alice blurted, and then immediately wished she hadn’t.
Teddy looked amused. ‘You’ve found me a girlfriend and you didn’t even tell me? Fiend!’
‘Mabel said you have a girlfriend and that’s why you’ve been sneaking off,’ said Alice as they walked up through the orchard.
Teddy stopped and looked at Alice strangely. ‘I haven’t been sneaking anywhere,’ he said quickly. ‘And besides, there’s only one girl for me, and she doesn’t even know I’m alive, more’s the pity. She’s only got eyes for soldiers, just like the rest of them.’ He stuck his hands in his pockets and sighed. ‘Just like the whole wretched town. The war’s all anyone cares about, and I’m sick of it.’
‘This girl you like … She’s not … ​She’s not younger than you, is she?’ asked Alice. Perhaps there was hope for Jilly after all.
‘Older – twenty, same as your Miss Lillibet. Oh! Now I’ve gone and wrecked the surprise – that’s who’s here to see you.’
As they reached the side door, Teddy lifted Pudding down gently and leaned in to whisper. ‘Don’t tell a soul, Tink. But her name’s Eleanor Eyres and she’s the prettiest girl around. I’m thinking of asking if I can paint her, but I need to work up the courage.’
‘That’s a silly idea,’ said Alice. ‘I bet there are plenty of other girls round here who’d be much nicer to paint – ones with much more interesting hair – like red hair. What’s Miss Lillibet here to tell me?’
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‘That’s a gorgeous colour, Marie-Claire – reminds me of the lawn at Regents Park,’ Miss Lillibet was saying as Alice ran in. ‘And apple teacake is my absolute favourite.’ She was sitting at the kitchen table next to Mama, who was yawning in her green silk dressing gown. Even out of her ballet clothes, every tiny bit of Miss Lillibet was graceful and dancer-ly.
‘Hello there, Alice,’ she said, reaching out her long arms and sweeping Alice up to kiss her on the cheek. ‘I just had to come and tell you that I’ve had a telegram from my old dance teacher from London, Edouard. He is coming to Australia – he’ll be here in just over a fortnight.’
‘That’s wonderful,’ said Alice. ‘What for?’ Miss Lillibet had often spoken fondly of Edouard Espinosa, who taught all over Europe. He had found Miss Lillibet at a dance school in England when she was only twelve and both her parents had died of the cough.
‘He’s coming to conduct examinations for some young dancers in Sydney and Melbourne. But –’ Miss Lillibet paused to sip her tea. ‘His ship is docking at Fremantle on the way. And so I’ve asked him if he will watch you dance there, Alice. And he has said yes to an audition of sorts. What do you say to that?’
Mama said ‘Alors!’ and Alice went red. A real audition! At the same time, though … ​‘Miss Lillibet, what if he thinks I’m no good? What if I do something wrong and he thinks you’re not a good teacher? Won’t you be ashamed of me?’
Miss Lillibet laughed. ‘Alice, I can hardly wait for him to see you. And besides, we’ve two whole weeks to practise. If your mother will allow it, I’ll be here every day after school to rehearse with you. What do you think, Marie-Claire?’
Mama nodded. ‘D’accord. If you can keep up with your ’omeworks, Alice, you may dance until your feet fall off.’
Alice hugged herself with delight. If that’s what it took to be a real ballerina, that’s exactly what she would do.
‘Teddy’s not still around, is he?’ Miss Lillibet asked.
‘He was in the garden a minute ago, though he’s probably disappeared again by now,’ said Alice. ‘Mabel thinks he’s got a girlfriend. Do you want me to run and see?’
‘Oh – oh, no,’ said Miss Lillibet, blushing so deeply that her cheeks were almost crimson. She stood up briskly, brushing the crumbs from her lap. ‘Let’s start right away, shall we, Alice?’ she said. ‘No time like the present.’
There isn’t, thought Alice as she skipped to the parlour, because this is the moment where my dream life begins.
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[image: ]he next two weeks whirled round Alice like a carousel of all her favourite things – more dancing than she’d ever done, stretching in the mornings, school with Jilly, frantically doing homework on the walk home. Then afternoons with Miss Lillibet preparing for her audition and her own rehearsals before she tumbled into bed. Her feet were tender and blistered, but she didn’t care at all; she was in a heaven full of dancing, and nothing else mattered.
On weekend afternoons, Alice practised in front of the parlour fire while Mabel and Little bent happily over their sewing. There had hardly been any new fabric in Miss Roberts’s Drapery since the war had begun, but Mama had masses of clothes from Paris that she let them pick apart.
‘Naturellement – of course you may. Where would I wear this now?’ she would say, holding up a sky-blue ball dress or dusting off a feathered hat.
To Alice’s surprise, nobody seemed tired of her ballet – not like when George recited endless facts about King Arthur, or when she had made them do the play about bears with Scottish accents. And as a special treat, Mama had learned the music on her harp. Though Alice knew Mama was tired from her work at the bank, she would play it each night as they went to bed, the warm trills floating up the staircase, as pretty as angel music.
Even Teddy, who was still mysteriously missing for a lot of the time, made sure to ask Alice how it was all going whenever he flew in and out.
‘I hope the poor fellow’s wearing a helmet,’ he’d say, ‘because he’s going to fall off his chair when he sees you.’
George had appointed himself the head of Alice’s stretching routine, and he did it just right, she noticed each day, holding her legs up to her ears so that she stretched further than she thought she could, but never too far.
‘We can approach this mathematically,’ he’d said, ‘using equations of force and distance.’
Miss Lillibet, too, was pushing Alice harder than ever before, increasing the number of exercises Alice had to do until, on the day before her audition, she couldn’t feel her toes. Miss Lillibet laughed when Alice told her.
‘Alice, you are ready for pointe shoes,’ she said. ‘Being numb with pain is what pointe is all about. I will check with Edouard – I know you’re a little young, but I’m sure he will agree. You have the strength now, and the technique.’ She reached out to tilt Alice’s chin up towards her face. ‘Alice. The way you dance … ​Well, it’s a gift, and for that we can take no credit. But the way you work, how hard you work, that is what you give. Never stop. Not for wars or fools who will tell you it means nothing. To dance is to bring something pure into a world that is ugly, and more in need of beauty than of anything.’ Miss Lillibet’s eyes were starry with tears, and on seeing them, Alice’s were too. She felt suddenly older, and taller somehow – not in her body, but inside her.
‘I think it’s time for a tricky question,’ said Miss Lillibet. ‘I ask it of all my dancers when I think they’re ready.’
‘Oh – I’m ready,’ said Alice immediately. ‘I definitely am.’
Miss Lillibet smiled. ‘Well, then. Alice, what is it that makes you a dancer?’
‘Is it practice?’ asked Alice. ‘Lots of practice?
‘Ah, but what drives you to practise?’ Miss Lillibet asked in return.
Alice thought for a moment. ‘Wanting to be the best. Not better than everyone else,’ she added hurriedly. ‘Just the best for me – the best that I can do.’
‘Excellence, yes, that’s admirable. But there is something underneath our wants – every single one of them.’ She nodded to herself. ‘And it’s love. Love is always your fuel, Alice – in life and in dancing. Each day you have been alive, it has been collecting there in a puddle, waiting to be used. What – or who – is in your puddle? There lies all you need to know about being a dancer.’ Miss Lillibet fixed her bun and shook herself out a little. ‘Now, I’ll see you tomorrow, bright and early at half past nine. I’ll drive you in the Panhard, and afterwards we’ll go out for lunch in Fremantle, my treat.’
‘Thank you, Miss Lillibet – for, for every­thing,’ said Alice, suddenly feeling shy and wishing she had the words to say all that was in her heart.
Miss Lillibet tucked a stray bit of hair behind Alice’s ear. ‘Thank you, Alice,’ she said. ‘You’ve given me more than you’ll ever know.’
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Alice thought about what Miss Lillibet had said as she lay in bed that night, listening to the rain on the roof and snuggling under the covers. She thought of all the things she loved about ballet: not just the music and the costumes and the stories that each piece told, but the feeling that when she was dancing, she could make everything beautiful, just for a little while. She thought of Miss Lillibet, tall, young, graceful Miss Lillibet who believed so much in Alice that Alice couldn’t help believing in herself.
But then came the thoughts Alice had become so good at squashing down: Was it wrong to feel most perfectly happy when across the world soldiers were cold and miserable and fighting and dying and often didn’t even have socks? Was it silly to be dreaming of pointe shoes when Papa Sir might not even be breathing? It was a guilty feeling she carried around like a splinter, forgetting about it until the moment it bit and stung and took over everything.
Maybe all I can do for Papa Sir is try harder than ever, every second, she thought to herself. And hope that he would be proud.
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Out Alice’s window the next morning, the mist lifted off the river in curly strips, like the circles of apple skin Teddy could peel in one piece without breaking. As the crisp early sun streamed in, the windmill behind the house squeaked softly, and Alice could hear the faraway clop of the baker’s cart as he made his morning rounds.
She smiled, remembering the excitement of bedtime. Mama had said the girls could stay home from school to help her prepare for her audition, and they hadn’t been able to sleep with all the delight. And while Alice was at the audition, Uncle Bear was to take them for a picnic lunch, then out in the iron canoe if the weather was fine. Mabel and Little had laid out her ballet clothes with such pride and care that Alice’s throat had ached. Then Jilly had come over in her nightdress to wish her well.
‘I’ve missed you, Alice. I’ve barely seen you,’ Jilly had said. ‘And I wanted to give you something – something to wear as you danced, but then I thought that you probably aren’t allowed to wear anything extra, like when you do your exams.’ Then she kissed Alice on the cheek. ‘There. That’s my something I give you. Don’t wash it off. Good luck, Alice. Not that you need it.’ She paused, and tilted her head. ‘When I watch you dance, I think, If I didn’t know her, I would hate her for being so good. But I could never hate you. You’re my very best friend.’
‘And you’re mine,’ said Alice solemnly. ‘I’ll come over as soon as I’m back from my audition. I’ll come over and tell you everything,’ she’d promised as they hugged goodbye.
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By half past eight, Alice was ready. Her ribbon, so lovingly edged and pressed, was tied around her bun. With her little white skirt she wore a dance tunic the colour of pink fairy floss, and her fingernails had been cut specially into little white crescents. Her ballet shoes were snug in her bag, wrapped up in tissue. And before Mama had left for work that morning, she kissed Alice on the forehead. ‘Bonne chance – good luck!’
From the second that Alice started swishing her feet back and forth, higher and higher, she knew that this was not going to be an ordinary day of dancing. She felt loose and light and limber. It seemed her legs were even more eager to swing than usual; her point was sharp, her legs strong, her balance sure. As Alice finished her centre work, she felt that she had danced her way to a new world, one without worry or time. She could hardly wait for Miss Lillibet to arrive at half past nine in her big, smart car – not like Rough-and-Tumble, their motorcycle with the wicker sidecar, which they loved so dearly.
‘Do I have time to practise my final piece?’ Alice asked George as Little changed the record on the gramophone.
‘Just, I think – though it must be getting on. I’ll run and check.’
But as Alice shook out her limbs a little and raised her arms to fifth position, George didn’t run and check – he stayed watching her dance the best she ever had, her turns crisp, her jumps so light that her feet barely kissed the ground. When she finished, everyone applauded madly.
As Alice bobbed a little curtsey, the clock began to chip and squeak, letting them know it was quarter past ten.
It was quarter past ten, and Miss Lillibet had not come.
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[image: ]here oh where was Miss Lillibet? Was she ill – but why hadn’t she telephoned? Could her car have broken down? It was an hour’s journey to get to Fremantle, and they would be late late late, and a dancer must never be late – Miss Lillibet had said so a hundred times.
Teddy was at school, so Alice sent Mabel out into the rain to fetch Uncle Bear.
‘Uncle Bear,’ she said, as he brushed water off his coat, ‘could you take me to my audition in Rough-and-Tumble? I know you promised the others a picnic, but it’s too rainy anyway. Please could you take me?’
Uncle Bear frowned and looked thought­fully at the little girls, and then back at Alice. He shook his head.
‘But they’ll be fine on their own,’ Alice said pleadingly. ‘Little’s practically a grown-up, and Pudding’s no trouble to anyone, and Mabel’s –’
‘I happen to be very responsible,’ said Mabel. ‘In fact, I –’
‘Please, Uncle Bear – I have to go to that audition. I might never have the chance again in my whole life.’
Uncle Bear hesitated, and then nodded slowly. The little girls cheered, and Alice felt she could have fainted with relief.
‘Oh thank you, Uncle Bear,’ she said. ‘Thank you a thousand times.’
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As Uncle Bear steered Rough-and-Tumble up the drive, Alice watched the rain swirl across the little white peaks of the river below. She had been dancing so deeply that she hadn’t noticed the plump drops that had started to ping off the roof. Wrapped up in a raincoat with Papa Sir’s top hat down over her bun, she climbed in, knowing that Rough-and-Tumble would offer no shelter from the rain that was blowing in sideways.
There was an enormous clatter, and hail­stones bounced around them, like chips of hard, white peppermint. Then Little was beside them, her bare arms red with hail stings as she tried to cover her head. She opened the door and thrust an oilskin bundle at Alice’s feet, saying something that Alice couldn’t hear above the wind. The top hat slipped down over her eyes, and by the time her hands were free enough from the long coat sleeves to lift it up, Rough-and-Tumble was turning out onto the street, rounding Devil’s Elbow with a throaty roar. Alice couldn’t even turn back to see if they were waving.
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By the time Uncle Bear pulled up at the steps of the town hall, Alice was sure Edouard Espinosa would have left, but she leapt out all the same. Uncle Bear leaned over, catching the tail of the coat with one hand, and reaching down to pick up Little’s oilskin parcel with the other.
‘What’s in there, Uncle Bear?’ Alice asked, but he wouldn’t say anything, just nodded firmly and drove away to park.
Please, please, please, let him be here, thought Alice as she ran through the big wooden doors, looking around desperately. There was nobody in the big marble foyer, so she made for a dim corridor with doors down either side. She tried each one, crunching the handles, but most were locked. One was a closet – and as she opened it, a broom and a mop fell out with a bang. Alice jumped back with fright, and tripped on the ends of her raincoat, falling back so squarely that she bounced on her tailbone. She sat there, sad and hollow with disappointment, not knowing what to do next.
‘Well, now, you must be Alice.’
Alice felt someone crouch down in front of her and lift the brim of the top hat. She looked up to see a warm, kindly face and brown eyes as lovely as any she’d seen.
‘Hello, Edouard Espinosa,’ said Alice, and then wondered why she hadn’t said ‘Mr Espinosa’. ‘I’m so sorry I’m late, but you see, Miss Lillibet didn’t come.’
‘Oh? And where has Lily got to?’ Edouard Espinosa held out his hand to Alice and helped her up. Now she was standing, Alice could see a plump lady with spectacles on a chain waiting down the hall.
Mr Espinosa saw her looking. ‘Forgive my rudeness, Alice – this is Miss Mary March. She will be playing for you today.’
‘Oh! So I’m not too late? I was ready so early, and then she didn’t come and she didn’t call, and we didn’t know what to do. And we were in Rough-and-Tumble, not the Panhard, and – oh, I’m sorry to talk so much – it’s usually Mabel who can’t be quiet.’ Alice put her hand to her lips, feeling quite mortified.
‘Not at all – it sounds like an eventful morning. Now, here’s what we’ll do. I’ll take your coat and hat, and you change into some dry clothes, eh?’
Alice felt her whole self wilt as she wriggled out of the raincoat. ‘I don’t have clothes to change into. I – I didn’t think to bring any.’
‘Not even in your parcel?’ He pointed to it on the floor.
‘I don’t know what’s in that parcel,’ Alice whispered. Good grief, Edouard Espinosa must think her the most feather-brained girl on earth.
‘How intriguing! I do like a mystery. Don’t you like a mystery, Miss March?’
‘What I’d like is my lunch, so if you don’t mind, I shall go and sit at the pianoforte before I faint dead away.’ Miss March clunked off down the corridor.
Edouard Espinosa winked at Alice as he handed her the parcel. But her fingers were trembling so that she couldn’t undo the string, and she had to hand it back.
‘A tough little knot, that one. Ah – but what’s this, Alice? Someone has given you a present. What jolly wrapping.’
Underneath the oilskin was something wrapped in the most marvellous paper, which had been drawn by Teddy, of course. It was a picture of a night sky and a dancer made of stars, making her way across the page until she finished on the edge of the paper, curtseying on the moon.
‘He’s done the gavotte!’ Alice exclaimed. ‘That’s my dance – he’s drawn the steps.’
‘And talented he is, too – look at that beautiful turnout.’
She took off the paper carefully and peeled back the soft layers of tissue underneath. Inside was a dance tunic the colour of – well, what was that colour? It wasn’t gold and it wasn’t silver and it wasn’t pink and it wasn’t yellow, but it was a mix of all those things. And around the neckline were the most darling little feathers, so soft that it felt like you were stroking nothing at all when you touched them.
It was so familiar and yet Alice was sure she had never seen it before. She lifted it out to hold up the straps, and two cards fluttered to the floor. She recognised Little’s letters – some backwards, but all tidy. Congrautlationz! said the first card. It boezn’t matter. we ztill love you, said the second.
‘Oh! They must have meant it for when I got home,’ said Alice. ‘I think they were going to choose the card that fit the best.’
‘Do you think you can dance in it, Alice?’ Edouard looked at his watch, and Alice remembered that he would be due back on the ship soon.
She nodded, and he left her to change. Her ballet tights were still damp – her ribbon too – but the new tunic felt so heavenly that she hardly noticed.
Then suddenly Alice realised why it seemed so familiar – the fabric, and the feathers. It was Mama’s wedding dress, cut small, just for her.
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As Alice climbed the stairs and stepped out onto the stage, she felt the spring in the boards under her toes, and smelled the musty scent of heavy curtains – real theatre curtains. The up-and-down rows of seats stretched before her like a rippling sea. When the lights came up, Alice felt like a butterfly unfolding into the sunshine. She forgot that Miss Lillibet wasn’t there. She forgot everything except how much she loved to dance.
‘Let’s get started then,’ Edouard said, taking the lid off his fountain pen and pulling out some paper. ‘Thank you, Miss March – the battements tendus. Aaaaand one-and-two-and-three-and-four-and.’
In her costume with the feathers, Alice had never felt more graceful. Just as it had this morning, each tiny movement felt perfect. Her barre work ended with an arabesque that gave Alice the feeling of closing a wonderful book. She smiled down at her feet, not wanting Edouard to think she was being immodest.
‘Splendid, Alice!’ he said. ‘Has Miss Lillibet talked about putting you on pointe? You’re more than ready.’
‘Oh!’ Alice looked up. ‘She meant to ask you today. Do you really think I could?’
‘Those feet were made for pointe shoes,’ he said. ‘And who would have thought that such small ankles could be so steely, eh? You must have put in some hours on those.’
By the time she got to her performance pieces, Alice had forgotten about doing her best – it seemed that today she couldn’t do anything else. As she sprang and leapt and stretched and fluttered, she found her thoughts wandering back to Miss Lillibet and all the times they had spent together. She thought of Pan’s wide, happy mouth, and Uncle Bear’s big heart. And the way Mabel talked all in a rush because she just couldn’t wait to tell things. How Alice felt when Teddy winked at her or when Pudding nuzzled her neck, and how carefully George pulled her arms behind her to stretch between her shoulder blades. She remembered Papa Sir, his pipe and his crinkly eyes, and the kiss on her cheek from Jilly, which she still hadn’t washed. She thought of Mama, so strong and stylish and fierce and French. And of Little, precious Little, so delicate and kind.
And all at once, Alice realised that she had begun to dance from love. If only Miss Lillibet had been here to see what she had made from her very own puddle.
As she finished her final dance in a curtsey that brushed the ground, there was wild applause. But it did not come from Edouard Espinosa, who was scribbling furiously.
‘I don’t usually look up from the pianoforte when I’m accompanying,’ said Miss March as she finished clapping, ‘but today I couldn’t help it. Ducky, that was glorious.’
‘Thank you, Miss March. Your playing was lovely too,’ Alice said, as she bounced down the steps.
But Edouard Espinosa did not look up as she approached. He just kept writing, frowning a little. Oh dear, thought Alice. Had she been enjoying it all too much and not been concentrating – had she been sloppy?
‘Alice,’ said Edouard slowly, still writing. ‘Have you ever seen Lily – Miss Lillibet – dance?’
‘She does a dance every year at our end-of-class concert.’ Alice sighed, thinking of Miss Lillibet turning pirouette after pirouette, as if she were a figurine in a music box. Last year she had worn a long white skirt that had flowed around her like a puff of mist.
‘I first saw her when she was about a year older than you.’ Edouard finished writing with a flourish, and blew on the paper to dry the ink. ‘I was captivated. She was so young, and yet …’ He wiggled the paper into a big cream envelope. ‘And yet she seemed to dance with an old soul, one that had known great sadness and made it into great beauty.’
Oh no – there I was being so smiley, thought Alice.
Edouard Espinosa licked the envelope shut and put it down. He clasped his hands together and looked up at Alice thoughtfully.
‘Now, your technique is just as good as Lily’s was then – better even. Your training has obviously been exemplary. But when I watched you dance …’ He paused and looked up at the ceiling, frowning.
Just say it, thought Alice with a sinking heart. Say I’m not nearly as good.
‘When I watched you dance, your joy was even more beautiful.’
Behind them, Miss March cleared her throat. ‘I shall be waiting with the driver, Mr Espinosa. We’re due back at the ship smartish. Goodbye, dear, and all the best.’
As Miss March clipped out on her little heels, Alice scrunched up her courage to ask what she had really come to find out. ‘Mr Espinosa,’ she said to the floor. ‘I know you have to go, but before you do … ​can I ask … ​Do you think, one day, maybe, there’s the possibility that, if I worked so, so hard, and practised every day, perhaps, just perhaps, I could be a real dancer?’
Edouard put his pen in his bag and picked up his hat and coat. He stood up and came around to Alice and knelt so that she could see right into his kind, brown eyes.
‘Alice,’ he said gravely. ‘I have never seen a dancer as real as you.’
He held out the envelope. ‘When you find her, please give this to Lily with my regards, and make sure she reads it. I’m sorry that I can’t stay longer, but I have no doubt our paths will cross again.’
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She pushed back the boards in the side fence and slipped cautiously through the honey­suckle. As she ran up through the McNairs’ kitchen garden, she couldn’t help but do flying leaps, so that by the time she reached the side door she was puffing. She knocked impatiently and pushed her nose up against the window.
Eventually Jilly’s mother appeared, and Alice stepped back, wishing she hadn’t smeared the glass. Mrs McNair strode towards the door with her eyes squinted up and her lips pushed together so hard they were white.
Before the door was all the way open, before Alice could open her mouth to ask for Jilly, Mrs McNair was spitting words at her.
‘Have fun doing your dancin’, did you? Playin’ at nonsense with that German lass while the rest of us do our bit for the war?’
German lass? ‘I don’t know any –’
‘Aye, you should be ashamed, prancin’ round in something like that when there’s fam’lies with nought on the table.’
Alice looked down at the wedding-dress tunic shimmering in the afternoon sun.
‘But we shouldnae expect any different, given who your mother is – her off pretendin’ to be a man, fiddlin’ with numbers and actin’ clever while her children run round like spoilt mongrel dogs.’
Alice took a step back.
‘And cowardly mongrel dogs at that! Aye – that brother o’ yours, hidin’ away with his paints because he’s too afraid to fight. He makes me sick.’
‘But Teddy’s too young to go fighting!’
‘Pfffft – tosh. My Hamish was off at fourteen. And Douglas signed up the first chance he could when it all began, and he weren’t a day older than your precious Teddy is now. So don’t you dare be sayin’ he’s too young when the truth is that he’s nigh seventeen and plain disgustin’. What a fam’ly – cannae even talk, the half o’ you.’ She leaned in closer and smiled in a way that was not friendly, little bubbles glistening on the edge of her lips.
‘And now see what you’ve done,’ she said quietly. ‘You’ve killed that little ’un – the only decent one o’ the lot. Drowned, and because of you and all this foolishness. Aye, that’s right – left all alone, and see what happened? Blue she was, by the time they pulled her out o’ the river. I saw her m’self, carried across the lawn like a broken doll.’
Alice gasped. ‘What do you mean? What are you talking about?’
‘You heard what I said,’ sneered Mrs McNair. ‘And I doubt you’ll ever sleep a solid night again – nor should you. Now, some of us have work to do. Good day,’ she said, and slammed the door.
As Alice ran back through the kitchen gardens, her eyes were blurry. She didn’t see the clump of lettuces that snared her ankle, tossing her into the mud. She picked herself up and wriggled awkwardly through the hole in the fence. Her tights snagged on a splinter and tore. By the time she got to the kitchen door, she didn’t have the breath to call out. She stumbled in and leaned heavily on the kitchen table to catch it.
It couldn’t be true – Pudding couldn’t be dead. Mrs McNair was just being horrid. Wasn’t she?
And yet … ​hadn’t the littlies been left alone? And hadn’t they been looking forward so much to the ride in the iron canoe? Hadn’t the wind been strong – strong enough to tip over a boat? And hadn’t Uncle Bear left them because of Alice – because she had begged him – because she had been dancing? Alice put her head on her arms and closed her eyes.
Mrs McNair was right. It was all her fault; she knew it in her heart. Oh, Pudding … ​round, sweet, sunny Pudding. Alice felt a cold stillness in her chest, as if it had been cased in stone. She never even got the chance to learn to speak, thought Alice sadly. Because of me, she’ll never know what she was good at. And all because I wanted to dance.
‘Tink?’ came a little voice right next to Alice’s ear. ‘Tink?’
Alice’s snapped her head up and there was Pudding, grasping Alice’s leg with her pudgy hands.
‘Pudding! Pudding – you’re alive. Come here, you scamp – oh, I knew it couldn’t be true.’ Alice knelt and pulled Pudding’s downy head under her chin and squeezed her solid little body until Pudding wriggled and squeaked. ‘Sorry, Baby, sorry, but I thought you were gone.’ Pudding offered Alice the bottom of her dress and Alice took it, wiping at her wet, hot cheeks.
‘Alice?’ whispered Mabel from the doorway. ‘Alice, did you hear? Something has happened. You need to come upstairs. Little might be dying.’
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[image: ]nd I know we shouldn’t have done it, Alice, but we did and everyone was having a lovely time. Then a big gust came and Little was tying my pinny to the front of the canoe like a sail and the wind took it and she reached out to catch it and then she went over the edge. And she was so tiny she didn’t even make a splash, so we couldn’t see where she’d gone, and I dangled my oar for her to catch, but then it dropped. And when they found her, she’d got lost under the boat and sunk to the bottom before she could breathe again.’
Mabel was still whispering, but she needn’t have bothered, Alice thought, because Little couldn’t hear them. They had pulled chairs up close to her bed, where she lay, grey and crumpled, her lips as dark as if she’d been stealing mulberries. Her arms had been folded across her chest and in the dim evening light they glowed like crossbones. Alice watched for the rise and fall of her chest so closely that her eyes burned. Dr Peters had said it was all they could do – watch over her and wait.
‘Where’s Mama, Alice?’ asked Mabel.
Alice wished she knew. They had been waiting for her all afternoon and into the hazy dusk. Teddy had even used the telephone to call the bank when he’d got back from wherever it was that he went these days, but it turned out that Mama had left long ago.
Eventually Teddy, tired with pacing, had ridden off into the night to find her, and Uncle Bear had taken Rough-and-Tumble down to the station in case she had caught the train. Now night had fallen and she still wasn’t home and she might be too late, because Little’s breaths were becoming slower.
Didn’t Mama care that they were all alone? Alice wondered angrily.
George came in, clutching one of Papa Sir’s weighty medical encyclopaedias. ‘Been doing some research, and it’s not looking good, I’m afraid. According to this, being starved of oxygen could have affected her brain by now, or damaged it. Possible outcomes include death, severe –’
‘Shut up, George. You heard Dr Peters – he said she might be fine,’ said Alice.
‘Or that she might never wake up,’ said George matter-of-factly. ‘I’m just telling you the science. Shame Papa Sir isn’t here, that’s all I can say.’ George closed the fat book and leant over Little, kissing her forehead tenderly. ‘Goodnight Little.’
Alice had been thinking about Papa Sir all afternoon, wishing that he were here. Perhaps, just perhaps, he could have fixed Little. Perhaps he could have made everything all right again.
When Teddy returned, Pudding was asleep on Alice’s lap and Mabel at her feet.
‘Did you find her?’ Alice whispered.
Teddy shook his head, looking tired and sad. He didn’t say anything, just gathered Pudding and Mabel into his arms and carried them off to bed. Alice put her cheek next to Little’s and closed her eyes. Her head ached and her stomach churned.
‘Go and get some sleep, Tink,’ Teddy said when he came back in. ‘I’ll come and find you if anything happens. I promise.’
If it had been anyone else, Alice wouldn’t have believed them; she would have stayed watching, just in case. But Teddy always kept his promises. She held out her arms and he lifted Alice up as easily as if she were made of cotton, and carried her to her room. Teddy tucked her gently into bed, but as he tiptoed away, Alice noticed something strange. Was it real, or was she already dreaming?
‘Teddy?’ Alice whispered into the darkness. ‘Why are you wearing those soldier boots?’
But the door clicked shut, and Alice fell back on her pillow, feeling her eyes slide shut.
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Alice awoke at that peculiar time between first light and sunrise when the sky is all milky. The mud was gone from her palms, but she was still wearing her dance clothes and the sick feeling was still with her. From beside her bed, she heard somebody yawn. She looked down to see Mama, curled up under an eiderdown on the floor, watching her. Alice felt a rush of love and surprise, but it quickly turned to anger.
‘Mama, where were you?’ she asked. ‘Why didn’t you come home? We needed you.’
‘Bonjour, ma petite,’ Mama whispered, sitting up. ‘Ça va?’ She reached out and stroked Alice’s hair.
‘Ça va,’ Alice whispered back crossly. But that wasn’t how she felt at all, and the gentle touch of Mama’s hand made her eyes fill with tears.
‘I was ’eld up. There have been … ​some troubles.’
Alice sniffed and closed her eyes, scrunching them shut against the question she had to ask. ‘Little … ​is she …?’
‘She is still sleeping but ’er breathing is stronger. Dr Peters came by again in the night. He says we must wait. Teddy is there.’
‘Maman …’ Where should she start? ‘Maman, it’s all my fault, because Miss Lillibet didn’t come, and then I made Uncle Bear take me to dance.’
Mama bit her lip and looked away, not saying anything.
‘Mama?’ Alice tried to sit up. ‘It was my fault, wasn’t it? That’s what you think, too!’
‘Non non non, ma cherie. Not at all. It’s just that … ​I ’eard some news yesterday …’
Suddenly Alice remembered what Mama had said about there being troubles.
‘ …while I was at the bank … ?all day people were talking, and I am thinking at first c’est pas vrai – it isn’t true. So after work, I went to ’er cottage, and then to see Ginger …’ She swallowed, tracing Alice’s ear with her finger. Ginger was what everyone called Constable Jenkins, their policeman. Why on earth had Mama been to see him?
‘Whose cottage?’ asked Alice. ‘And why did you go to the police?’
‘Miss Lillibet’s. She ’as been taken away. I went to try and find where she is being kept.’
Alice couldn’t believe what she was hearing. ‘What do you mean, taken away?’
‘To a camp … ​an internment camp. Because Germany is our enemy in the war, lots of German people ’ere are being locked away in camps like prisons.’
‘But Miss Lillibet isn’t German! She’s English.’ Alice lay back, relieved. ‘It must all be a mistake.’
‘Non, but ’er grandfather was German, and these days, the world is so ’orrible that this is enough to be put in gaol.’ Mama sighed. ‘You know how suspicious people are now.’
That’s what Mrs McNair had meant when she said ‘that German lass’, Alice realised.
‘When people feel powerless,’ Mama continued, ‘they look for enemies all around them, non? She is lucky, I suppose, that she was not taken sooner. I am sorry, ma petite.’
Alice tried to imagine Miss Lillibet in a dirty prison camp in her long, white cloud skirt. She knew about the camps for German people – there had been one on Rottnest Island for a while. And the kind old Schultz brothers who lived at St Just, the house up the road, had been sent to one in New South Wales. People had thought they might be spies, signalling to German ships from their balcony.
Alice sighed and looked up at the pattern on her ceiling. If I hadn’t been dancing, Little would be awake now, stirring the porridge, she thought. If I had been helping do things for the war instead of all that practice, none of this would have happened.
Miss Lillibet had told Alice never to stop dancing – that the world needed beautiful things. But suddenly Alice didn’t find her dancing beautiful. She found it selfish and ugly. Mrs McNair was right: Alice had no business prancing around when so many people were suffering.
Alice looked down at her lovely dance clothes, and sat up with a start, suddenly remembering. ‘Mama, my new tunic – it’s your wedding dress,’ she said. ‘Oh, Mama. You shouldn’t have cut it up – it’s too beautiful for me. You should have kept it to remind you of Papa Sir.’
Mama frowned and stood up quickly. ‘I must go and check on Little. Sleep some more, if you can.’
As she closed the door behind her, Alice began to cry, silently at first but then louder. How were they to remember all the nice things about Papa Sir when Mama would hardly even let them say his name? And what was the point of loving people if you were only going to lose them?
Alice felt a big hate well up in her heart. She hated Mama, she hated the war, she hated that Papa Sir was gone.
But most of all, she hated herself and the dancing that lived inside her.
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[image: ]hat morning, Mama didn’t go off to the bank and Alice wondered if she might have decided to stay home forever to take care of them. In the days that followed, though, she went back to work and didn’t come home each night until after they were all in bed. As far as Alice could tell, she barely looked in on Little. It was as if she wanted to pretend that nothing was happening. It made Alice burn with anger.
They didn’t go to school that week, and nobody answered the knocks of the people who called by – nobody wanted to look into their kind, sorry faces. Jilly left a pot of soup on the back porch with a lovely note, but when Alice thought of going over to thank her, it felt too hard; she felt too tired. For three days and three nights, they did nothing but take turns waiting by Little’s bedside.
George read to Little from the poetry of Alfred, Lord Tennyson.
‘Break, break, break
On thy cold gray stones, O Sea!
And I would that my tongue could utter –’

‘Good grief, George – you’ll kill her with boredom,’ said Mabel.
‘Mabel! That’s a terrible thing to say,’ said Alice.
‘Well, it’s true – I’ve been singing her show tunes, and she much prefers it, I can tell.’
Pudding wound up Little’s music box over and over until the key bent and it wouldn’t work anymore. Alice lay next to Little, smoothing her hair and hoping that somehow the warmth and life in her own body would skim the bed sheets and enter Little’s. Teddy just sat with Little’s hand in his, as if he were cupping flakes of gold.
Sometimes she stirred and once her eyelids flickered, but Little did not wake up.
With all that had happened, nobody had thought to ask about Alice’s audition, and she was glad of it. But on the fourth day, Alice remembered what Edouard Espinosa had given her. Leaving George with Little and Eighteenth Century British Verse, she wandered round the house, eventually finding Papa Sir’s raincoat mashed in a ball by the kitchen dresser.
Alice reached into the deep pocket and pulled out the envelope that was addressed to Miss Lillibet. She held it in her hands, unsure of what to do next. It wasn’t right to open someone else’s letters. But who knew when Miss Lillibet would return to read it herself? Does it even matter what’s inside? Alice asked herself. Do I even care anymore?
But she did. Of course she did. Alice slipped the letter down the front of her pinafore and called to Pan, who came bounding happily from in front of the parlour fire. She ran to the greenhouse and threw herself onto the wooden floor, her heart clunking.
‘Should I really open it, Pan? Even though it’s addressed to Miss Lillibet?’ Pan wagged his tail and so Alice pulled open the envelope with her finger and unfolded the letter. She cleared her throat. ‘I’ll read it to you. It says  … ​
‘My dearest Lily,
‘You told me that Alice was talented. But this couldn’t have prepared me for what I saw this morning. Without question, Alice is the most gifted dancer I have seen. In fact, I suspect that she may go on to be the most famous, most glorious dancer of our times. Under your tutelage, she has developed exquisite technique. But we both know that a true ballerina like Alice is more than that.’

Alice stopped, feeling herself blush. Even though Pan was just a dog, she felt strange saying all these things aloud.
‘When the war ends, God willing, I am determined to start an academy in London. It would be my honour to be entrusted with the care of Alice. The chance to see theatre, opera and the arts; to travel to the Continent and work with the best choreographers – this would be just the beginning. I am quite overcome with excitement, and wish that I could go myself and rip the guns from the hands of every soldier if it would hurry along this tiresome conflict.
‘If you wish to accompany her, Lily, you know you are always welcome in the home of your good friend,
‘Edouard.’

‘Woof,’ said Pan, grinning.
Alice eyed him warningly. ‘Pan, it doesn’t mean anything, so don’t go acting all happy.’
But even though she’d tried to squash down her hunger for ballet, Edouard Espinosa’s letter had made it roar inside her once more. Before she knew what she was doing, she was over by the gramophone. It’s a pity I don’t have my shoes, she thought. Perhaps I could sneak up to the house without anyone seeing and  … ​
She stopped.
Wherever Miss Lillibet was now, she certainly wasn’t dancing. And up in the house, because of her dreams, Little lay slowly dying. Though Alice’s love of dance felt as wide as the sky, her love for Little was as big as a galaxy. She realised that there was nothing – nothing – that she wouldn’t do to have Little back.
‘If Little wakes up,’ she said, ‘I’ll never be selfish again. I’ll knit a thousand socks – a million. And I’ll help Jilly roll bandages and I’ll … ​I’ll give up ballet forever. If she comes back to us, I’ll never dance again. I promise.’ She wasn’t just talking to Pan – she was talking to something bigger: to the world, or perhaps even to God, though she didn’t know him well enough to be sure.
She folded up Edouard Espinosa’s letter to throw on the fire later. She pulled the leather cover over the gramophone and pushed the clothes-horse barre into a corner.
‘Woof,’ said Pan suddenly, his ears pricked. ‘Woof,’ he said, and wagged his tail madly.
‘I don’t know what you’re so pleased about.’ Alice sighed. ‘It’s not like there’s anything nice left in the world.’
‘ALICE,’ cried Mabel, throwing open the door and making Alice jump. ‘You have to come now – it’s happened!’ And then she turned and fled.
What did she mean – what had happened? Alice wondered as she chased Mabel up to the house. She’d been in and out so quickly that Alice hadn’t seen her face. And her voice, loud and desperate, could have been happy or sad.
Either way, Alice knew that it was Little’s bedroom where the thing had happened. As she raced there and stood outside the door, she felt she could have outrun a tiger.
Squashed into Little’s pretty yellow room were George and Mabel, Pudding and Mama, Teddy and Uncle Bear. Everyone was silent. Their eyes were fixed on Dr Peters, who was bending over the bed so Alice couldn’t see past him. What was he looking at?
Finally he moved aside, and Alice gasped.
‘Hello, Alice,’ said a little voice. ‘I was wondering where you were.’
‘Hello,’ said Alice uncertainly, pinching herself to prove it wasn’t a dream.
‘Aren’t you very pleased to see me?’
‘Oh, Little, of course I am.’ Alice rushed forward and squeezed Little’s shoulders. ‘It’s just that – I was in the greenhouse – and then only a minute later … ​never mind. I’ve missed you so much.’
‘It feels like I’ve been asleep forever,’ said Little when Alice finally released her. ‘Have I missed Teddy’s birthday?’
They all looked at each other in surprise. With everything that had happened, they’d all forgotten that Teddy would be seventeen – when? Tomorrow?
‘You haven’t, Little. We’re having a high tea,’ Alice decided on the spot. ‘And you’ll be the guest of honour. Besides you, Teddy, of course – but you don’t mind sharing, do you?’
‘This second, I don’t mind anything at all,’ he said, gazing at Little.
‘It is very nice to have you all here, but would you mind if I had a rest?’ Little asked.
‘But you’ve been asleep for three days – four almost. How incredibly boring. Don’t you want to get up and skip around a bit?’
‘Mabel!’ they all said together.
‘Dors bien – sleep well, Little,’ said Mama, shepherding everyone out of the room. ‘Alice will tuck you in.’
As Alice smoothed the sheets, Little looked up at her with wonder. ‘When I was asleep, I dreamed that you were dancing,’ she said, ‘on the stage in London, like Anna Pavlova. And when I woke up, Alice, I knew that one day it will come true.’
‘Hush, Baby,’ whispered Alice, turning out the light and kissing Little on both pale cheeks. ‘It was just a dream.’
And that, thought Alice sadly, is all it ever will be.
She had Little back and, just as she’d promised, she would never dance again.
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‘I don’t know how this happened,’ said George glumly. ‘According to the rules of physics, the combination of temperature and ingredients should create a rising effect, not this … ​crater.’
‘The middle’s sunk – we don’t need science to figure that out, George. And my jam tarts are all leaning to the left and burned on one side,’ said Mabel, sighing. ‘How does Little make everything so perfect?’
Alice felt weary. ‘We’ll fill the hole in with icing,’ she said. ‘Teddy won’t mind.’
The preparations for Teddy’s birthday high tea had not gone well. The kitchen looked like Pan and Pudding had been let loose in there together. There was a gritty layer of flour underfoot, and every pan and tin was filled with batter or crumbs. Not once but twice Mabel had burned her hand, and she and George had fought over the silliest things.
Alice had found it hard to concentrate – she’d kept running up to Little’s bedroom in a panic. But Little was there each time, awake and reading, puzzled by all the fuss.
‘I’m still here, Alice, and I don’t need anything,’ she said on the sixth visit. ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like me to come and help?’
‘No, no, no – you heard Dr Peters. You’re to stay in bed and rest until you’re strong.’
‘But I was never strong in the first place,’ said Little, ‘and it’s lonely here by myself. Do you think they’ll let me up for the tea?’
‘If they don’t, we’ll have it right here, around your bed. Though I’m warning you, our food isn’t a scratch on yours. Turns out the rest of us are oafs in the kitchen.’
But it wasn’t all bad. Alice’s scones turned out nicely, and there was Little’s jam, and some buns that weren’t too hard. They laid the best china tea set out on the big dining table, and by the light of the fire, crackling merrily in the corner, it all looked delicious. Around the room, Alice had put seventeen candles in jars and teacups so everything twinkled.
As she lit the final one, they all arrived at once: Uncle Bear with Pudding on his shoulders, Mama back from the bank, Mabel and George jostling with the presents, and Teddy, cradling Little in his arms. Her pixie face seemed thinner, her eyes bigger, but as Teddy sat her next to him at the head of the table, her face shone.
‘Before we start the tea, we have a special delivery for Teddy,’ said George, pulling a large envelope from behind his back. Alice wondered what it could be – they hadn’t discussed this bit at all.
Mabel beamed. ‘It doesn’t say who sent it, but it must be Papa Sir, mustn’t it! And we kept it as a surprise, even though George said I would give it away, but ha! I didn’t, and that just goes to show …’
As Mabel chattered on, Alice thought her heart would burst. Papa Sir! Was he coming home at last?
Teddy ripped open the envelope, grinning. Inside was a piece of thick card. The first side was blank. But as Teddy turned it over, two white feathers fluttered to the floor, and everyone fell silent.
‘Why would Papa Sir send you those?’ Mabel demanded after a long pause. ‘Don’t white feathers mean that – mean that …’ She looked uncomfortable. Alice was sure Mabel knew what white feathers meant. Since the war had begun, there had been endless stories about them turning up in boys’ post boxes. Boys who didn’t want to go to war. Alice looked over at Teddy, who had gone very red. How dare they, she thought. Oh, Teddy.
‘They mean that I’m a chicken – a coward. For not joining up.’ Teddy’s voice had started to shake. ‘They mean that I’m weak.’ He looked down at his plate.
‘No!’ said Alice. ‘Don’t let them make you think that, Teddy!’
‘They’re right,’ he said. ‘I have been a coward. But they needn’t have bothered with the feathers, because I’ve already decided.’ Teddy took a deep breath and looked up, straight into Mama’s eyes. ‘I’m not twenty-one yet, so you’ll need to come with me to sign the forms, Maman. Because I’ve made up my mind – I’m going to fight.’
Alice felt as if she’d been hit in the stomach while she was looking the other way. ‘But you promised,’ cried Alice. ‘You promised you would stay here and protect us! When we were down at the river – remember?’
Teddy looked at Alice and then down at Little. ‘Even when I’m here, I can’t stop bad things from happening. At least if I’m over there fighting, I’ll be doing something to keep you safe.’ He swallowed. ‘And besides, I can’t take it anymore – the shame of not going. I’m no use to you here if I’m hiding away because I can’t look anyone in the face. It brings disgrace on the family.’
‘No one cares about that,’ Alice said with tears in her voice. ‘If you leave, I’ll never forgive you, Teddy.’
‘Well, I am leaving – shipping out to the camp at Blackboy Hill first thing on Monday. That’s what I’ve been doing these last weeks – learning to shoot and getting my boots and having the medical check-up. I’m sorry, Tink, that I’m going back on my word. But things change. It’s the right thing to do.’
Mama thumped her fist on the table. ‘To go and fight for England – a country you have never seen? And for what? To prove you are not afraid of death? Mon fils – my son – everyone is afraid of death! That is ’ow we know we are still alive. And you will be most alive ’ere, with your family, not rotting in some trench.’
For once, Mabel had nothing to add, and George didn’t have a fact to fill the silence.
‘Gone,’ said Pudding into the candlelight.
‘Oui,’ said Mama, and sighed. ‘But not forever. Teddy, I am not ’appy with your choice, but it is yours to make – I have raised you to have your own mind, all of you. And so, oui, I will sign the forms.’ She reached across the table for Teddy’s hand. ‘Bonne chance, mon fils – good luck, my son.’
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‘Alors! Such moping. Out, out, out! Take a picnic somewhere, far away from me.’
As Alice packed up the basket, her jaw was clenched tight with anger. Of course Mama wants us out, she thought darkly, so she can pretend nothing’s happening.
It felt like springtime already as they walked out into the high, bright sunshine. A little breeze tugged at their hats and bonnets. Soon the freesias would cover the banks like thick icing, and the lawns would be dry and prickly. The dusk would be long and perfect for outside games that only ended when you couldn’t see through the darkness. But what would be the point if Teddy wasn’t there?
They spread out their things under the elm at the bottom fence. No one said much, but by the time they got to the lopsided jam tarts, things didn’t seem quite as bad.
After lunch, Mabel and George hitched Tatty to their billycart, and took the little girls for rides. Alice felt restless, wanting to stretch and jump and glide. But she couldn’t now.
‘Fancy a dip, Tink?’ said Teddy, putting down his book.
Alice turned her head away and sniffed, but he pretended not to notice.
‘It’ll be chilly, but we won’t mind, will we? I brought our costumes, and we needn’t tell the others exactly where we’re going. I’ll race you to the sandbar. What do you say?’
Alice shrugged. It wasn’t ballet, but it was something.
‘Be back in a bit!’ Teddy called to the others as they sprinted down the hill.
They changed quickly among the bushes into their neck-to-knees, and walked to the end of the boatshed jetty, away from the baths where ladies and gentlemen had to swim separately. Alice stood back as Teddy launched himself in. She loved the way he dived with his arms out, waiting until the very last second to bring them back together. There were so very many things about Teddy that she loved, and as he sliced the water elegantly, she realised that she was ruining their last day together – maybe the last day they’d ever share.
The chill of the river bit at Alice, so that by the time she got over to the sandbar, she was panting. Teddy was already lying at the edge of the water, almost dry. She flopped down beside him and watched gold streaks dance over her eyelids as she tried to get her breath back to tell him she was sorry.
But when she sat up, Teddy had wandered towards the shore and was only a speckle. And then Alice couldn’t see him at all – only his foot­prints, like a trail of little memories in the sand.
Alice hunched into a ball and closed her eyes to the thought of it, feeling herself grow colder and colder as the breeze picked up.
And then Teddy was lifting her up and sitting her on his knee. It made Alice ache to feel the comfort of him. She almost wished she’d never known it, so that it didn’t hurt so much to lose. Eventually she looked up, and saw that his thoughts were far away. Perhaps they were already in another country, far from her, far from home.
‘You won’t know this, Tink,’ he said after a while, ‘because Mama will never talk about these things. But she had another baby before you – a little girl. She was called Juliette and she was very, very small.’ He swallowed. ‘I was three when she was born, and if I sat really still on the settee, I was allowed to hold her.’
‘Another baby? As small as Little when she was born?’ Alice turned to look at Teddy with wonder. She remembered Little’s tiny arms, smaller than Papa Sir’s thumbs.
‘Maybe even smaller, though I don’t s’pose by much. But she died when she wasn’t very old. She got a fever, and everyone was so sad. Papa Sir cried and cried. And Mama wouldn’t talk about it – not a word. From then on, she would never speak about things that were sad.’
Alice felt as if she suddenly understood a great many things; as if Mama was a map she had been reading upside down. She felt her anger slide away.
‘So when you were born,’ said Teddy, ‘you were all the more precious – the most precious thing in the world. Papa Sir would hardly let you out of his sight – it was all Mama could do to get him to leave the house without you. And I would talk to you for hours and hours, Tink, and sit you on my knee, just like this.’ He squeezed Alice close and Alice felt that something inside her remembered those hours, even if she couldn’t quite picture them. ‘You’d think I’d have minded that everyone seemed to love you best, but I didn’t. You made us all so happy.’ He sighed. ‘You make us so happy. Like a marvellous glue that holds us together. That’s what you are. I’m saying all this … ​well, I’m saying all this because –’
‘Because you might not come back,’ Alice whispered into his chest, and closed her eyes again. ‘Teddy?’ she said.
‘Mmmm?’ he replied.
‘I’m proud that you’re my brother. And even though I hate the war, I think you’re brave to sign up. Sorry I was so cross about it.’
Teddy held her extra tightly. ‘Thank you, Tink. That’s a decent thing to say.’
‘But Teddy?’ she said. ‘I still don’t want you to leave. I want always to know where you are.’
Teddy brushed back his tumbly hair so that Alice could see right into his handsome face. ‘You will know where I am. Because we’ll be looking up at the very same moon. If you miss me, go to the window and look at the sky. I would have looked up at it not long before, and been thinking of you.’
‘But what if you die?’ asked Alice. ‘How will you think of me then?’
‘Not going to happen. I’ve too much to come home for.’ Teddy was trying to sound brave, but Alice knew him too well to be fooled.
He didn’t say anything else for a long time, just sat stroking her hair and looking out at the water, which was sparkling like a paddock of diamonds. Finally, he cleared his throat. ‘Take care of them all for me.’
‘I will. I’ll do my super very best.’
‘And Tink? I’d love to see you dance when you get home.’ He raised his hand as she began to protest. ‘I know you don’t feel like it now. But just don’t shut the door on it altogether. It’s too important.’ He kissed the top of her head. ‘We should be going before the current gets too strong.’
They waded in and swam back together, the light dangling through the water like a net, Teddy’s feet, like quick white fish, at the ends of her fingers, just out of reach.
When they were halfway there, Alice spotted a figure signalling frantically to them from the end of the jetty. As they got closer, she could see that it was Mabel. Alice stopped and waved, treading water and smiling.
But Mabel didn’t smile back. ‘Hurry up!’ she shouted, her voice cracked through with panic. ‘Please. We’ve had a cablegram about Papa Sir.’ She turned and ran, and as Alice churned through the shallows after Teddy, suddenly she felt that her legs couldn’t kick, that her arms were damp string. Cablegrams didn’t often bring good news. Please, Papa Sir, she thought with each stroke, please be all right.
By the time she got to shore, Teddy was waiting at the water’s edge, his hand held out towards her.
‘Teddy,’ she said as she took it and ran with him up the sand. ‘I’m frightened.’
‘Me too,’ said Teddy. ‘But I’m here, Tink. I’m still with you.’
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[image: ]alking down to the Village on a Saturday was one of Alice’s favourite things to do, and this morning, as she trotted to keep up with Uncle Bear’s big strides and Pan’s loping dog legs, she was sparkling with happiness. Alice had a long list of errands, and there was nothing she loved more than a list. Uncle Bear had their washing in a bag to drop at the Chinese laundry, and then he was going to carry back a sack of sugar for Alice’s sister, Little, to cook with.
‘I’ve got all our boots for Mr Schenberg to repair,’ said Alice, ‘though perhaps we should call by Miss Roberts’s Drapery first. But you don’t have to go in there if you don’t want to, Uncle Bear – it’s a bit girly, isn’t it. We haven’t done this in ages! Thank you so much for coming with me.’
He smiled and squeezed Alice’s shoulder. Uncle Bear didn’t talk – at least, not in the way normal people did. He spoke with his hands and his wide kind face, and Alice and her family understood perfectly. Other people thought it made him strange, and Alice knew that when they got to the Village, everyone would stare. But dear, gentle Uncle Bear would just keep his head bowed, not even showing that he noticed. It hurt Alice’s heart every time.
As they waited on the corner of the Perth-to-Fremantle Road, Alice thought how much she loved the sounds of the Village, so different from home, though it was only a short walk away. Home was the squabbling of Pudding’s chickens, Honey’s moo, the rustle of the river and the sound of Mabel singing. The Village was hooves clopping and people calling, the hoot of trains and the tinkle of the bell on Jimmy Poor Eye’s blue-and-white cart with the special gadget that sharpened knives. It was the thrum of little motor cars and the trundling of the ice man’s wagon. All together, it seemed everything exciting in the world was there in Napoleon Street, playing like a thrilling piece of music.
Alice felt for Uncle Bear’s hand and squeezed it. ‘I’m glad I’m not going to leave you all and be a ballerina. I never want to live anywhere but here.’
Uncle Bear raised his eyebrows, as if he didn’t believe her. And as she looked up at him, Alice wondered if she really believed herself.
‘Well, maybe it would have been nice … When I was bigger, perhaps.’
Up until a few weeks ago, Alice had danced every day and dreamed about ballet most nights. She’d had an audition with a famous dance instructor from London, and he’d written a letter to her ballet teacher, Miss Lillibet, saying that Alice was so good, one day she’d be a famous ballerina. He’d even invited her to go to London when the war was over.
But while she’d been off dancing, Little had almost drowned. And Miss Lillibet had been put in a prison camp, just because her grandfather was German and the Germans were the enemy in the war that was being fought in Europe. Miss Lillibet had never had a chance to read the letter, which was still hidden under Alice’s mattress. And then Teddy, Alice’s big brother, had signed up to fight and left for France. Next to those things, ballet didn’t seem important. Though she thought of Miss Lillibet every day, Alice hadn’t danced since.
As they crossed the road, Alice spotted the long red ponytail of Jilly, her best friend who lived next door. ‘There’s Jilly! I wonder if she got my note. And is that … Douglas?’
Douglas was Jilly’s biggest brother, and the one Alice liked the least. He was sitting on a bench in his uniform smoking a cigarette. Jilly stood next to him, balancing paper bags from the grocer and smiling.
Even though Douglas had been away at the war since it started, Alice hadn’t forgotten that he was quick and sly and mean. But just as Alice adored Teddy, Jilly thought Douglas was marvellous.
‘Hi, Jilly. Hello, Douglas. Welcome home,’ said Alice, trying to be polite.
Douglas squinted one eye and looked her up and down in a way that made Alice feel as if she were standing in only her petticoat. His hair seemed an angrier red than she remembered. ‘Heard Teddy finally got the nerve to sign up,’ he said. ‘About time.’
Alice bristled. If I were a cat right now, she thought, my claws would be out.
‘Douglas might be getting a medal,’ Jilly said happily, not even noticing. ‘For bravery. A bullet went straight through his leg. But the doctor came today and said it’s healing nicely.’
Douglas sucked on his cigarette again, and looked at Alice. ‘Damn fine doctor he was, too. Best we’ve had in these parts.’
He blew his mouthful of fumes straight into Alice’s face, and she fanned them away angrily. When Alice’s father, Papa Sir, had been the local doctor, everyone had loved him. But when the war started, he had joined the navy, and now Papa Sir was most probably gone: lost at sea, the cablegram had said.
‘Well!’ said Alice. ‘I don’t think that’s –’
‘What he means is that … that Dr Peters is very experienced with war injuries,’ said Jilly, blushing.
‘Do I?’ said Douglas. ‘Well, I hope he’s around to put Teddy back together when the Krauts have finished with him. If he ever makes it home, that is.’ As he turned away, he spotted Uncle Bear. Alice’s heart sank.
‘Mr Alexander, how are you?’ Douglas asked with a horribly cold politeness.
Uncle Bear dropped his head and nodded, reaching out to stroke Pan’s knobbly back.
Douglas leaned forward. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch that. I said, how are you?’
Pan stiffened, and growled a little, breaking the awful silence. Jilly looked like she might start to cry, and in spite of Alice’s anger, she felt sorry for Jilly being caught in the middle. Jilly hated any kind of fighting.
‘Rude, isn’t it, to ignore someone who’s been off defending your country? Cat got your tongue?’ Douglas threw his cigarette butt onto the path and ground it with his good foot. ‘Or are you just a sicko?’
For a second, Alice thought she was going to kick Douglas, right in the middle of his wound. But at the last second, she remembered how Jilly had slept over in the truckle bed the night that Teddy had left for the war and dried Alice’s teary face with the hem of her nightgown.
‘Let’s go,’ said Alice, picking up her basket and hooking her arm through Uncle Bear’s. ‘We’ve got so much to do.’
‘Alice – come back!’ Jilly called. ‘I got your note. Didn’t it say you had something to tell me?’
But Alice couldn’t bring herself to turn around, not even to tell Jilly about her big decision. It would just have to wait.
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‘Oh, you know what Jilly’s like about Douglas – she thinks he’s the ant’s pyjamas. But she did seem quite upset. She adores Uncle Bear.’ Alice sighed. ‘Perhaps I shouldn’t have stormed off.’
‘Serves him right for being mean about Papa Sir. If I’d been there, I’d have done something extremely drastic,’ said Mabel.
‘You don’t say,’ said Alice.
George lifted his head from where he was poring over the newspaper. ‘I would have shown him Papa Sir’s examination results from Oxford, and asked to see this other doctor’s so I could compare them.’
‘Lionel,’ said Pudding from under the piano stool, and they all turned to stare.
Though she was three and understood everything, Pudding didn’t speak – not really. And because they loved her just as she was, nobody had ever really tried to find out why. But in the last couple of weeks, she’d had them stumped with some odd new words. They didn’t always make sense, but Alice had suggested they encourage her.
‘That’s it, Pudding – well played,’ said George after a pause.
‘Lovely,’ Little agreed.
‘Why the deuce is she saying that? Who’s Lionel?’ whispered Mabel.
‘Shhh,’ hushed Alice. She cleared her throat. ‘Now, thank you all for gathering to discuss my big decision. It’s about the war.’
‘Funny you should mention it,’ said George, holding up the front page. ‘The war’s finally going better. We’ve breached the Hindenburg Line!’
Alice wasn’t sure what that meant, but she tried to be excited. ‘Well, that ties in nicely with my announcement. I’ve –’
‘Did Teddy help do that? The breach, I mean?’ Little asked.
‘He shouldn’t be too far from the action,’ said George. ‘And that means Germany’s troops will have been pushed back to this line here.’
Alice felt impatient, but she went over and looked dutifully at the pins George had stuck on the map to show how their troops were doing against Germany’s and Russia’s.
‘Why don’t soldiers use swords anymore, like princes?’ Mabel asked, tracing her finger over the pin that marked the last place from which Papa Sir had written them a letter. ‘Guns are so boring.’
‘If you were there, you’d be jolly pleased to have a gun,’ said George.
‘Teddy won’t have one, though, will he?’ asked Little. ‘Teddy won’t kill anyone.’
There was an uncomfortable silence as Little stared at them with big worried eyes. Good grief, thought Alice. How did you explain something like that to someone who was only six?
‘He will have a gun,’ she said gently. ‘All the soldiers do – he won’t have a choice. And he’ll have to use it. But Teddy is brave and wise and kind. Whatever he does, it’s because he’s decided it’s right.’
‘But what if he decides wrong?’
Alice had to think hard to answer. ‘Well … maybe he will. And he’ll be cross with himself, and we’ll just have to love him extra hard when he comes back.’
‘If he comes back,’ said George.
‘George!’
‘Just saying.’
‘Well, as I was saying, I’ve got an important announcement. I’ve decided we should do everything we can to help with the war effort.’
George and Mabel and Little looked at Alice with confusion. The past four years, Peppermint Grove had been abuzz with fetes and knitting drives and high teas to raise money for the soldiers. But Alice had been so in love with ballet, she hadn’t had much time to think about the war. And though Papa Sir had chosen to go to war, Mama still said that it was cruel and senseless; she hardly let them speak of it.
Alice had learned about the fighting at school, of course, and pledged her loyalty to the British Empire, the big group of British countries that Australia was part of. She’d felt sad for the children who came to school with black armbands that meant they’d lost somebody close.
But then Little had almost drowned, and Alice had stood in the starlit greenhouse and vowed to knit a million socks if only Little would live. And just that second – like magic – Little had woken up and come back to them. So now that Alice wasn’t dancing, she wanted to keep her promise and do something to help. ‘I’ve decided to join the knitting circle. We could sew, too – they need nightshirts and things for the soldiers, and veils for their horses, to keep the flies off. I thought we could each do something to raise money. George, you could –’
‘Take people out in my new boat,’ he said proudly. ‘They’d would pay nicely for that.’
‘That thing on the lawn? That’s not even a boat,’ said Alice, ‘it’s just a piece of bent metal, and I doubt very much –’
‘Just because it’s not your idea, you won’t admit it’s a good one,’ George said hotly. ‘If I’m raising money for the soldiers, what difference does it make if I’m doing boat rides or, or whatever else you’ve got planned for me? Which is what, exactly?’
‘Crochet, if you must know. I’ve had a look at the patterns, and you’re the only one clever enough to decipher them.’
‘Crochet? You’ve got to be –’
Mabel stood up on the piano stool and clapped to make them quiet. ‘Listen here! Why don’t we put on a pageant? You could dance, Alice, and I could sing, and Little could make refreshments, and Pudding could take around a hat to collect the money. And Mama could play the harp! That’d be a lot more fun than crochet.’
‘Oh yes,’ said Little. ‘I miss seeing you dance, Alice.’
‘Please,’ said Pudding. ‘Thank you.’
‘You see?’ said Mabel. ‘Even Pudding wants it. And I heard there was a recital in Cottesloe to raise money for the returned soldiers’ home last week, so other people are still happy to dance. Why are you against it?’
Alice’s stomach fluttered nervously, the way it always did when she thought about ballet now.
‘It isn’t that I’m against it,’ she said, frowning at her hands and wondering how to explain. ‘I think of it every day. But then I remember Miss Lillibet in that camp, and Teddy not being able to paint, and it doesn’t seem right. So I’ve decided to do something for the war instead, and hope that’ll make things better.’ Alice looked up. ‘Is that silly?’
‘No, it’s good of you,’ said George, ‘and grown-up. Papa Sir would be proud.’
‘Teddy, too,’ said Little, nodding.
‘As long as I don’t have to catch frogs to sell, like Podger, I’m in,’ said Mabel.
‘Thank you – that’s very kind. And George, I’m sorry for what I said about your boat. I’m sure it’s a cracker.’
‘It’s not,’ George said sadly. ‘It’s nothing compared to what Papa Sir’s would have been if he’d have had the chance to finish it.’
Alice thought of the shed on the edge of the river bank, and the half-finished sailboat sitting inside it untouched. Papa Sir had begun building it in the summer before he’d left, hammering away in the purple dusk each evening, while they sunk their hands into the cool water of the nearby rock pools.
‘There’ll be a little cabin up top, and a mast for a flag,’ he’d said. ‘And as soon as it’s finished, I’ll take us out to Rottnest Island.’
Alice still couldn’t make herself believe that he’d never be back to finish it. She shook her head to flick the sad thought away. ‘I’ve drawn up a knitting schedule and we can unpick Mama’s winter dresses for wool – that will be much nicer than the scratchy grey stuff everyone’s using. So is everyone in? Pinkie swear?’
‘That’s just for girls,’ said George as the others rushed over to Alice, their little fingers up and ready. ‘But I’ll give you my word, and you know I never break that.’
It was true – George was as honest as a nun. And for all her silliness, Mabel was very kindhearted. And Little was so good and pure, and dear Pudding was getting chattier every day. With them all snug around her, Alice felt some of the holes in her heart close up.
On her way up to bed, she paused outside Papa Sir’s study. The sounds of Mama’s harp rippled so beautifully from behind the door that Alice listened for ages before knocking.
‘Mama?’ she asked, poking her head in when the piece ended. ‘Can I ask you something? Is it all right if I join the knitting group with Jilly?’
‘Ma petite,’ Mama said with a frown, ‘you know those ’orrible Red Cross ladies give me mal au coeur.’
‘Make you feel sick,’ Alice said, grinning.
‘Oui. But if you want to do something to help, d’accord – okay. Better you than me.’
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She slipped through the loose board on the side fence and sprinted up the path, but slowed to a walk when she saw Mrs McNair picking lemons, a sunhat pinned to her tight curls. Mrs McNair didn’t believe in girls running. Actually, Mrs McNair was rather frightening, but today Alice was too happy to be afraid.
‘Hello, Mrs McNair! How do you do? I’ve come to tell Jilly some exciting news – I’ve decided to join your knitting group!’
Mrs McNair didn’t say anything, so Alice continued. ‘I’m not that fast yet, but I’ll practise until I’m quicker.’
‘So.’ Mrs McNair put down her basket and looked at Alice with eyes of ice. ‘As soon as it’s one of your own family who’s gone, you’re keen as mustard, but before that we weren’t worth your time? What makes you think we’d want you, anyway?’
Alice blushed. ‘Well, I’m, I’m very … neat, and … punctual. Oh, and I could bring some lovely pale-blue wool we’ve wound from Mama’s winter dresses.’
‘Our wool not good enough? ’Course not – nothin’ but the best for you lot. Bunch of snobs – though there’s not a single one of you with any manners,’ she added, plucking a lemon that was still slightly green.
Alice felt anger pop and crackle in her chest. ‘You think we have no manners! Well, I’ll have you know, the other day Douglas was very rude to Uncle Bear. He said –’
Mrs McNair snapped her head around. ‘Don’t you dare insult my Douglas. Nearly died, he did, defendin’ the Empire – and here’s you, yet to knit a stitch, and that brother o’ yours, only signin’ up when he was sure that the fighting was almost over, the cowardly weasel.’
Then words were jumping out of Alice’s mouth – words as big and ugly as toads. ‘You take that back! You’re the rude one – you’re the one with no manners who says hateful things behind people’s backs, you awful, spiteful cow. Teddy’s worth a million of you! A billion.’
‘Well!’ said Mrs McNair. She narrowed her eyes and licked her lips, just as Alice imagined a fox might do before it ate a bird. Alice felt a cold horror wash over her.
‘You’ve shown your true colours now, Alice Alexander. And to think I let my Jilly near you and your poisonous tongue.’ Mrs McNair put her hands on her hips and glared. ‘Listen here, you wee brat. From this moment, you’re not to go near my Jilly – I forbid it,’ she said as Alice flinched.
‘No no no! Mrs McNair, please – I’ll do anything.’
‘What you can do is leave and never trouble my Jilly again.’
Alice turned away, feeling that she might be sick. To not see Jilly – not run next door when she was bursting to tell her something special or eat lunch with her each day in the sugar gum’s shade – it was too terrible to think about. For Jilly was half of Alice.
Jilly understood that, for no particular reason, Alice liked to be at school before anyone else arrived, and she would do the milking extra early so they could walk up View Street to Miss Annie’s school together. When they partnered up in tennis, nobody could beat them – it was as if they were talking in each other’s heads about where to run and where to hit. Jilly was calm and steady, like the river on a still day, which was just what Alice needed when her mind whirled like a storm. We’re our best when we’re together, Alice thought glumly as she slipped back through the fence.
Before she knew where she was going, she was running into the greenhouse and trailing her fingers over Teddy’s long painting table, looking for some part of him to soothe her. She thought of what Teddy had said when he left – how she could find him in the night sky because they both looked up at the same moon, no matter the distance between them. Yet now, when she needed him most, she couldn’t feel Teddy at all – all she could feel was an ache.
The moon was out by the time Pan came looking for her, pawing at the greenhouse door and pushing it open. He trotted over and put his head on Alice’s knee, gazing up as if he knew her worries and was sorry for them.
‘Dear Pan,’ Alice whispered, twisting his velvety ears through her fingers. ‘You won’t ever leave me, will you.’
‘Woof,’ he said gravely.
On their way up through the garden, Alice caught sight of Uncle Bear, carrying some wood and an axe out the side gate. ‘Uncle Bear!’ she called.
But he just hunched his shoulders and walked faster, and she felt more alone than ever.
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As Alice walked to school with Mabel and Little the next morning, something terrifying struck her. Apart from Jilly, she didn’t have any close friends at all. Lots of children at school were from the families who lived nearby and Alice had known them forever. But they were all friends with each other in tight little bunches. They wouldn’t want someone else tagging along.
As they all lined up for roll call, she kept glancing over at Jilly, willing her to give a sign that everything was okay. But Jilly just looked straight ahead, her eyes on the blackboard. Alice’s stomach squeezed with disappointment.
‘We’re shifting seats,’ Miss Annie announced after they’d sung ‘God Save the King’. ‘A change is as good as a … ?’
‘Seaside holiday,’ the class chanted. It was one of Miss Annie’s favourite sayings. Miss Annie could be fierce and didn’t put up with nonsense, but she was kind and fair, and had a wicked, merry wink, and the whole class loved her.
‘Alice, you will be seated next to Nollie. Ada next to Florence, and Jilly, you’ll be beside May Vivienne. Bessie next to Podger, Georgiana next to Octavius …’
Alice stopped listening. Jilly would be next to May Vivienne, and everyone loved May Vivienne. She was always as cheerful as if she’d just seen a rainbow. Whenever there was a play, she would be given the lead part and no one could take their eyes off her, including Alice.
Jilly knew May Vivienne from the knitting group, and Alice watched as they waved at each other, grinning. Jilly will like her better than me, Alice thought glumly as she sat down next to Nollie, who was a terrible fidget. She’ll forget me. And I bet May Vivienne will think Douglas is a hero.
All through the morning, Alice felt sick and solemn. First up was a spelling bee, her favourite, but she couldn’t focus and got out on ‘rhododendron’, which should have been easy – it was Papa Sir’s favourite flower. As Alice sat down, she saw Jilly looking straight at her. She smiled back, feeling happiness bubble inside her. We’ll still be friends, just secret friends, Alice thought with relief. But then Jilly turned to May Vivienne and whispered something. And they looked at Alice and laughed.
At lunchtime, Alice was the last to leave the classroom. She dreaded going out to the playground to nobody, and she wasn’t sure where to go anyway. The boys would be playing their silly war games on the big lawn, pretending to shoot at Germans, and Jilly would probably join May Vivienne with the Luncheon Knitters. Perhaps they’d even go off together to the big hedge to tell secrets. I could read, Alice thought. But somehow that seemed like telling the world that she’d given up on ever having another friend.
As she passed Miss Annie’s desk, the teacher stopped her. ‘Alice,’ she said, ‘I’ve heard from Mrs McNair. And while I’m not happy with her decision to separate you and Jilly, I have to respect it. But I want you to know how truly sorry I am.’
Alice’s throat felt tight and scratchy.
‘You know,’ Miss Annie continued, ‘when I was your age, my best friend moved away, and I remember how it felt.’
Miss Annie’s eyes were so kind and concerned that Alice felt hers fill with tears.
‘Oh, my dear Alice,’ said Miss Annie, standing up and patting Alice on the shoulder. ‘Stay strong. It will get easier.’
She’s right – it will, Alice promised herself as she picked up her sandwiches. She took a deep breath and lifted her chin a little to face the playground.
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[image: ]ut it didn’t get easier. For the next few  weeks, Alice felt that each day was the hardest she’d ever lived through – harder, even, than when Teddy had left. She loved Teddy more than anyone, but it was Jilly who had been with her each day, as constant as the sky above the weather.
Alice knew that Jilly’s mother was too strong and too scary to disobey – she wasn’t surprised that Jilly hadn’t tried to sneak through the fence or pass a note in class. But she doesn’t even seem a tiny bit sad, thought Alice, as she sat alone picking at the grass during lunch hour, looking across to where Jilly was skipping through May Vivienne’s rope. Doesn’t she think about me anymore?
Once in flag drill they had marched past each other in opposite lines, but Jilly hadn’t even looked at Alice; she’d just blushed as red as her hair and circled her flags higher. Apart from that, it was as though Alice didn’t exist.
There was something else that Alice noticed now that Jilly was gone from her life, as if Jilly had been holding a curtain in front of a giant hole. Before, when she had been dancing, Alice had always felt noticed. ‘That’s Alice,’ the girls had whispered to their mothers at Exhibition Day. ‘She’s a very good dancer.’ And in the week after a ballet concert, she could hardly walk ten steps without someone coming up to her. ‘I saw you dance the Fairy Snow Queen – I loved your costume,’ they’d say. ‘Are you going to become a real ballerina? My mama said you could.’
It had made Alice blush. But now that Alice wasn’t the girl who was good at ballet and she wasn’t Jilly’s best friend, she realised she missed being something, missed having a special thing that set her apart.
Am I really just a big show-off? she wondered. Is that why I haven’t made a single new friend?
She was pondering this when Georgiana James came over to her.
‘Is it true what they say about your uncle?’ Georgiana said haughtily.
Alice sighed. ‘Probably not. What are they saying?’
‘That he’s The Vandal.’
‘What’s that?’
Georgiana snorted. ‘You do live in a bubble, Alice. Someone’s been wrecking things in the Village, sloshing red paint around and going wild with an axe, hacking into doors and things. And killing people’s animals, too. They’re calling him The Vandal. Didn’t you hear about the Evans’s kittens, all dead in a bag on the porch?’
‘Uncle Bear is the gentlest man in the world – he couldn’t smash anything,’ said Alice. ‘Besides, he loves animals.’
‘Well, Mrs Rowntree from the Post Office told my mother that people have seen him all around town at odd hours – sometimes with your sister, too.’
‘Mabel?’
‘No, the youngest one. Apparently she can fit up chimneys, and she goes into houses and steals for him. No wonder you Alexanders always have such nice clothes.’
‘What?’ Alice jumped to her feet. ‘You take that back, Georgiana James. None of that’s true – Pudding’s not a thief! And Uncle Bear’s not The Vandal. I bet there’s no such thing.’
‘You’d be betting wrong – you’ll see.’
Were people always so mean and suspicious, even before the war? As Alice watched Georgiana flounce off, she tried to remember. But it was hard to think back to what had come before. The war’s like those big waves at the beach when it’s windy, thought Alice, the ones that push you right under. And even though you’re still gasping when you pop back up, you have to get ready for the next one because it’s coming so close behind.
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‘Mama,’ Alice whispered, as she stood in the hallway outside her parents’ bedroom a couple of weeks later. A slip of light still showed under the door, and Alice pushed it open timidly, her hands shaking a little.
‘Alice,’ Mama said in quiet surprise, looking up from her book. ‘Qu’est-ce que tu veux, ma petite? What do you want, my little one?’
‘Mama … may I come into your bed?’
‘Of course.’
In her nightgown trimmed with ribbon, Mama looked so calm and neat and pretty. As Alice climbed up beside her, she felt instantly comforted. She rarely came into Mama’s bedroom, and yet it was so familiar: the flowery curtains, the photograph of Papa Sir next to the bed, the dressing table with the tiny drawers and the crystal-backed hairbrush on top.
‘A nightmare, my sweet?’ Mama asked, smoothing Alice’s hair.
Alice didn’t say anything, just smelled Mama’s delicious lilac smell, and lay quietly. Eventually she dozed off, but woke as Mama leaned over to dim her bedside lamp.
‘Mama? I need to tell you something,’ Alice whispered, wondering how to say it.
‘Mmm?’
‘Mama … sometimes, when I’m out, I see Jilly’s face … on other people’s faces. Sometimes I see her when she isn’t there, like – like a ghost.’ Alice turned onto her side and looked straight into Mama’s eyes. ‘Am I going mad?’ she whispered.
Mama drew Alice in to her and held her tightly. ‘Mon petit chou, my leetle cabbage, you are not mad. Your mind plays tricks because your heart is pining.’ She let Alice go, but took her hand and stroked it, just as she had when Alice was a little girl and couldn’t sleep. ‘The same thing ’appened to me when your father went away to war.’
‘Really?’
‘Mais oui! Even though I knew it was not possible, ’e was everywhere. These poor men in the city – I would start to run up to them with my arms out, my face in a big smile. They must ’ave thought I was – ’ow you say? Koo koo.’
‘And how did you stop it?’
‘Over time, it ’appened less often. And then when it did, I came to enjoy it. Thinking that I saw ’is face – even for a second – reminded me of all the things I loved about your father.’ She hesitated. ‘And I knew that if ’e was still alive in my mind, peut-être – perhaps – he might come back to us.’ She shook her head a little. ‘I know it is just a fantasy. But a pleasant one, non?’
‘That’s why you don’t like it when we talk about him being gone,’ Alice said, realising.
Mama nodded. ‘But you and Jilly – c’est different. When the war is over, Madame McNair will ’ave her family home and her world will seem less frightening. She will relax, and you and Jilly will be together again.’
‘But Jilly doesn’t need me anymore. She’s friends with May Vivienne now. She doesn’t even look at me.’
‘Of course she can’t look at you! You remind her too much of what she has lost.’ Mama was silent for a while. ‘Did you know, ma cherie, there was even a time when I could not look at you?’
Alice remembered something that Teddy had told her not long before he left. ‘Was it because I reminded you of the baby girl you lost – Juliette?’
Alice felt her mother stiffen.
‘It’s okay – Teddy told me. He said you never wanted to talk about it.’ Alice took a deep breath. ‘But Mama? Sometimes it helps to talk about sad things. Sometimes it makes things better.’
Mama nodded slowly. ‘I know,’ she said, and sighed. ‘For some people, this is très facile – very easy.’
‘Like Mabel?’ said Alice.
Mama smiled. ‘Oui, like Mabel. For others, it is ’ard to admit we are sad. We think, ’ow can I be unhappy when my life is so … so full of comfort – of love? What right do I ’ave to be sad?’
‘But everyone is sad sometimes,’ said Alice. ‘It doesn’t mean you aren’t brave, Mama. Even Papa Sir was sad sometimes.’
‘My baby, you ’ave always been so wise.’ Mama sighed and reached out to stroke Alice’s head. ‘Springtime is with us – I can see it in your hair.’ Alice nodded; she was always much blonder in the sunny months. ‘Ma petite, I will tell you what helped me when your papa went away.’
Mama turned back her pretty bed covers and tiptoed over to her dresser. She opened a little drawer and felt around the back of it until her fingers found what she was searching for. It was something round, and as Mama climbed back into bed, Alice could make out the big numbers and curly little hands that she remembered from when she was a very little girl. It was Papa Sir’s pocket watch.
‘It ticks like a heart, non?’ said Mama, holding it out. ‘And if I put it under my pillow, I could imagine it was your father’s heart, beating beside me. Take it, ma cherie, and ’e will be with you.’
Alice felt the watch grow warm in her fingertips; she could feel its steady tick become part of her. It made her feel strong.
‘The other thing that ’elped was being busy. My job at the bank, playing my harp, riding my bicyclette … The more I did, the less time I had to think about what I missed. Now, you had your ballet, and –’
‘I’m not going to dance again – I can’t.’
‘Oui, d’accord, I understand. And soon there will be swimming and tennis, but until then – a project?’
Alice sighed. ‘I was going to do all those things for the soldiers – I promised myself I would,’ she said. ‘I could even have helped with the Red Cross fair, but then Mrs McNair said that –’
‘Pffft,’ Mama snorted. ‘Mrs McNair is not as important as she thinks. And while she might run the knitting circle, there is someone much more powerful doing the fair – mais oui!’
‘Mrs Baker!’ they said together. The bossiest, wealthiest, most organised lady in town.
‘Well, I suppose I could ask her. And we could put together a nice table for the fair, couldn’t we, Mama? With Little’s cooking, and all of us sewing? I’ll go tomorrow and ask.’ Alice kissed Mama’s smooth cheek, feeling a million times better for having a plan.
As she was about to slip down out of the bed, Mama held her arm. ‘Alice, ’ave you heard something … something about Uncle Bear?’
Alice remembered what Georgiana had said about The Vandal, and what she’d heard just yesterday about the pavilion at Manners Hill Park being splattered all over with red paint. But Alice wasn’t sure if she should bother Mama with gossip. ‘Something like what exactly?’
‘Rien – nothing. It was just … never mind. Bonne nuit, my sweet.’
‘Bonne nuit, Maman. Thank you for the watch. I’ll treasure it always.’
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[image: ]eorge had once told Alice that Mrs Baker insisted her lawn be cut with nail scissors. Looking at it now as she waited on the front steps of the Bakers’ big limestone house, Alice could believe it – they were as neat and flat as carpet. When the big front door opened, a flustered housekeeper showed Alice into the parlour, where, she said, Mrs Baker would receive her when she was finished on the telephone. Alice couldn’t remember the last time she’d been to a house with a housekeeper. Not since before the war, when lots of families had had maids and even butlers. We had a nursery maid, Alice remembered as she waited on the scratchy horsehair settee, but she left to work in a factory when the war began.
‘Why, Alice Alexander, what a pleasant surprise!’ Mrs Baker said as she bustled in, her purple skirts touching the sides of the doorway. ‘What brings you to these parts? Excuse me, my dear – Hetty?’ she screeched. ‘Tea!’
‘Good afternoon, Mrs Baker,’ said Alice. ‘Thank you for seeing me. I’ve come because I’ve heard about the fete and –’
‘Oh! You mean the Apple Blossom Fair. I’m not surprised you’ve heard about it. It will be quite the spectacle.’
‘I, well, I was wondering if I might be involved.’
‘A dance recital!’ said Mrs Baker, clasping her hands to her chest. ‘A tutu – an accom-panist on the pianoforte! Divine. I shall slot you into our mammoth program – perhaps between the elocution competition and the solo singing.’
‘Oh, ah – I’m not actually dancing anymore, Mrs Baker.’
‘Oh?’ Mrs Baker’s eyes lit up. ‘Ah yes, the scandal with the German dance teacher.’ She lowered her voice and nodded dramatically. ‘I remember.’
Poor Miss Lillibet, thought Alice. ‘I was actually wondering if we might have a fundraising table – my brother and sisters and I. We all sew very well, and cook. We can crochet and embroider. I think we could raise quite a bit of money for the soldiers.’
‘My dear,’ said Mrs Baker, looking up to the ceiling. ‘Not just anyone can have a table at an event of the Red Cross. Tell me,’ she said, patting Alice’s arm, ‘will your mother be assisting you? Such exquisite taste.’
Alice was confused. Didn’t the Red Cross women hate Mama?
‘So stylish. All those divine fabrics – and that lovely French tailoring.’
‘Um, ye-es.’ It wasn’t a total lie. Mama let them use whatever they liked from her wardrobe. That was assisting. Sort of.
‘Well, your timing is remarkable. Just this morning, I had a call from dear Mrs Foster. Her youngest has come down with the mumps. Imagine!’ Mrs Baker fanned herself. ‘We are in need of a table decorated to an extremely high standard to make up for the loss of her contribution. Do you feel you are up to the task? There’s a prize, you know, for the most handsome stall.’
A prize! ‘I think you’ll be very pleased with what we put together, Mrs Baker,’ promised Alice, picturing it all.
‘Very good, dear. Hetty? Hetty! Put down that tea tray at once and fetch Miss Alice’s hat. Alice, I will refer you to our secretary, Miss Elvira, for the particulars. I must go – I’ve just had a telephone call about an incident at the church hall – The Vandal has struck again! Red paint on a statue of Christ – I ask you.’ She fanned herself even more wildly, which would have been funny if Alice didn’t feel suddenly sick at the mention of The Vandal. So he was real after all.
On the way home, Alice crossed over The Esplanade and headed for Lovers’ Walk – the path by the river – and the shade of the tuart trees that lined the foreshore. It was hot enough to swim today, but of course there’d be no time for swimming now. It was only a month till the fair, and there was so much to do. Alice would need a very long list. The thought cheered her greatly, and she was almost skipping as she passed the bend where she and Jilly had once seen a black swan with six cygnets bobbing behind.
And then it came to her … If their table was beautiful – no, perfect! – and won that prize, perhaps Mrs McNair would see that Alice was worthy of being Jilly’s friend. And Jilly would be so impressed that she wouldn’t mind that Alice wasn’t as popular as May Vivienne, and –
‘Oof.’ Alice had been thinking so hard, she had rounded a corner and run straight into someone coming the other way.
‘Why, Uncle Bear! What are you doing down here?’
Uncle Bear looked down at his feet and shuffled uneasily. His right eye was puffy, and all around it was scarlet and mauve.
Alice felt herself prickle with fear. ‘Uncle Bear, what happened to your eye?’
But he wouldn’t meet her gaze, and Alice had a sudden awful thought. ‘Was it Douglas? Did he hurt you? Tell me!’
But he wouldn’t. He just pointed to the path ahead. Alice reached up and grabbed his wrist and pulled it towards her to kiss his hand and show that she was sorry.
Just as she brought it to her lips, she noticed that under each nail of Uncle Bear’s fingers, there was a tiny line of bright red paint.
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Alice pushed open the side door to the kitchen, her mind whirling and her heart full of dread. Was the red paint under Uncle Bear’s fingernails the same red paint that had been sloshed around the church – around the town? Could he really be The Vandal? Was he as strange as everyone said, and she just couldn’t see it because her love for him was hiding it, like fog? Should she tell someone?
‘Alice!’ Mabel came bounding down the hallway, Little and Pudding running after her. ‘Come quick – Mama has a letter from Teddy! We’ve been waiting for you to get here to open it. He’s alive, he’s alive, he’s alive!’ she sang as they burst into the parlour where Mama was sitting on the rocking chair, smiling.
‘You read it, Alice,’ said Little.
As Alice took the battered envelope from Mama, her worries slid away. Just seeing Teddy’s writing made her feel as if she could survive anything; she could lunch alone a thousand times if she knew that Teddy was safe.
She unfolded the thin, brown pages and cleared her throat.
‘Dear everyone,
‘Have saved the stub of a candle to write to you by while I have the chance. Shelling makes it hard to concentrate, so sorry if this rambles. First things first: Have asked about Papa Sir, but it’s as we thought – no word from anyone. Seems his ship could well have been sunk by the Krauts on its way to –’ Alice stopped. ‘Someone’s blacked this bit out! Look – I can’t read it. How dare they draw over Teddy’s letter!’
‘They’ve censored it – covered up the bits that might give away secrets about the war,’ said George. ‘In case the enemy gets hold of them.’
‘What’s a Kraut?’ asked Little.
‘A German,’ said Alice. ‘But it’s not a nice word so don’t anyone start using it.’
‘But Teddy used it,’ Mabel pointed out.
‘I will scold ’im when he comes ’ome,’ said Mama. ‘Continue, Alice.’
‘George would go mad for all the machines here, and you wouldn’t believe the aeroplanes. How I long to paint skies full of them, swooping like birds.’
‘Does he mention any specific types?’ said George. ‘I’ve heard the Rumpler Taube is a –’
Alice kept reading. ‘Am on the battlefields now, but I started off in a camp in England where they fed us bread and jam that wasn’t a patch on yours, Little – all watery.’
‘That means it hadn’t set,’ said Little gravely.
‘On leave days we would go up to London. Mabel, you’d love it – real palaces and streets made of cobbles, like in a fairytale. But Tink, your heart would have broken: there are little kids there, smaller than Pudding, filthy and begging in rags. And the city was full of men cut up from the fighting, walking around like shredded ghosts.’
Nobody said anything to that. And then the letter turned sad, so sad.
‘I suppose that shall be me soon. The trenches are full of bodies, and there are men who walk over them, standing on faces as if they’re stepping stones on some God-awful river. I try to throw something over them as I’m passing – a bag or some dirt – but mostly I have to keep going.
‘I doubt very much I will see you again, for you can’t imagine the power in a bomb or the force in a bullet. Compared to all that I am nothing. I wish I could write to you of brave deeds, but it is as I always thought: with the heart of a painter, I am no soldier.’
Alice had to pause and swallow to finish.
‘I try to imagine what Heaven will be when it comes. But all I can see in my mind is you, all of you, gathered around me, smiling.
‘Whatever happens, I will always be,
‘Your Teddy’
Everyone looked to Alice then, their faces crumpled with worry. But Alice knew if she tried to talk, she would cry.
It was Mama who spoke, her voice gentle but sure. ‘Teddy was feeling miserable when he wrote this, non? But mes enfants, it is all right for people to feel sad – for us to feel sad. Sometimes it ’elps.’ She gave Alice a small smile. ‘Per’aps writing this made Teddy feel better.’
‘But when Papa Sir went away, you wouldn’t let us feel sad,’ Mabel pointed out. ‘You didn’t like us to talk about him.’
‘And I was wrong. I see that now, and I am sorry. So, let us each say all that we love about Teddy.’
‘And Papa Sir?’ asked Mabel.
‘Oui, and Papa Sir,’ said Mama.
Mama went and fetched her harp, and Little made cocoa, and they all lay together on the rug, remembering Papa Sir’s funny walks and the time Teddy painted on a moustache and wore it to Christmas Carols, and for a few moments, life was good again.
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‘Thank you for coming to this Emergency Breakfast Meeting,’ Alice said at the kitchen table the next morning, which was a very sunny Saturday. They’d been up early doing the churning because Little had promised to make a trifle if they all helped to whip some cream. Now she’d made them crepes – French ones, like Mama had taught her – and Alice had picked lemons from the tree to squeeze over them with sugar. She hoped it might make everyone’s mood a bit sweeter when she made her important announcement. ‘So I’ve got an important announcement,’ she said.
‘Another one?’ asked Mabel, looking at Alice through a pair of crepe binoculars.
‘You made your important announcement weeks ago. And I did a lot of research into the science of crochet, but you never brought it up again,’ said George. ‘Which is a pity, as I came up with my own technique and I think it could get some jolly nice results.’
‘I know I already … but that was before … never mind,’ said Alice. ‘You’ll definitely get a chance to try out your new technique, George, because I talked to Mrs Baker and we’re to have a table at the Apple Blossom Fair next month to raise money for the soldiers – our very own. There’s a prize for the best one, and I thought that together we might have a shot.’ Alice looked up hopefully. After all this time, would anyone still be interested?
‘Of course we’ll win,’ said Mabel. ‘No question. And it had better be something good, not just some tat. Like maybe a doll’s house, or a –’
‘I could make some jam from our mulberry tree, Alice, couldn’t I?’ asked Little. ‘And some curd from the passionfruit vine? Or wouldn’t that be fancy enough to sell?’
‘That sounds like heaven, Little,’ said Alice, feeling excitement bubble through her for the first time in ages. ‘And what will you sell, Pudding?’ she asked, taking off Pudding’s crepe hat and dusting the sugar from her hair.
‘Seashells,’ said Pudding earnestly. ‘She sells seashells.’
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The plans for the fair had started very well, and each night Alice had ticked off the things they’d done with great satisfaction. The jams were made, the bunting stitched, and they’d set up a very fine doll hospital, which most of their toys had visited.
However, Alice sensed that George and Mabel were getting tired of the Apple Blossom Fair now. But even though the big day was less than a week away, Alice didn’t feel that they could relax just yet.
‘I’ve checked about the rosettes,’ she said, ‘and Mrs Baker said to me that –’
‘Not her again,’ said George, sticking his finger into Little’s cake batter. ‘Just washed my hands, Little – you don’t mind, do you?’
‘She does mind,’ said Alice. ‘That’s for the Red Cross, and Mrs Baker is a very –’
‘Unfortunate-looking woman,’ said George.
‘Bossy old busybody,’ said Mabel, ‘and you used to think so, too, Alice, so don’t go acting all high and mighty. Ever since you’ve gone all silly over the war, you’ve become a complete tyrant.’
‘Have not! And even if I have a bit, it’s because I want us to win, because –’
‘Because being the best is all you ever care about. Well, I won’t stitch another thing, and if you think poor Little’s going to cook another pot of jam, you’re dreaming.’
Alice felt her neck start to turn red. ‘You all agreed to be part of this, so don’t start complaining just because you’re too lazy for hard work. All you have to do is follow the schedule and I’ve done every single other –’
‘Stop being so BOSSY,’ Mabel shouted shrilly. ‘That’s why you don’t have any friends, Alice. That’s why you have to sit by yourself at lunchtimes and nobody will even come near you.’
The shame of knowing that Mabel had watched her eating alone made Alice’s rage boil over. ‘Shut up! Shut up shut up,’ she cried. ‘You don’t know anything, you horrid blathering fool. I hate you.’
Mabel looked so shocked and hurt that Alice burst into tears. And once she started sobbing, she couldn’t stop. Alice wasn’t just crying about hurting Mabel’s feelings and sitting alone at lunchtimes and losing Jilly. She was sobbing for Teddy, and for Papa Sir, and Miss Lillibet, and for ballet, and for losing everything that made her feel safe.
‘There, there, Alice,’ said Little, patting Alice’s back. ‘Don’t cry.’
But that just made Alice weep more.
‘Shall I call Mama at the bank, sport?’ George asked awkwardly after a while.
‘I know I’ve been bossy,’ said Alice, sniffing. ‘But if we win, Mrs McNair might … might let Jilly be my friend again.’
‘And we will,’ vowed Mabel. ‘I’m sorry I yelled. Whatever you need us to do, Alice, we’re ready.’
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[image: ]n the morning of the fair, they were out the door at half past eight, just as Alice’s schedule said. Tatty’s cart was full of bottles and jars, and tins of cakes and scones and biscuits and cream. Their crocheted bits and pieces were wrapped in tissue paper in one of Mama’s beautiful hatboxes. Pan was pulling a wagon full of trays and colourful bunting and jars of jam. George had his arms full of greenery and flowers, and Alice was pushing a pram of toys, feeling proud. She and Mabel were wearing their ruffliest white dresses. They’d slept with their hair wound into little knobs, and this morning they’d brushed them into ringlets, which sat beneath their big white hats.
‘You look like a pair of giant doilies,’ George said critically.
‘Good,’ said Alice. ‘I’ll bet Mrs Baker’s ladies are mad for doilies.’
‘Don’t forget to pinch your cheeks – like this – so they’re all flushed and pretty,’ said Mabel. ‘And tilt your chin down and look up through your eyelashes, like this.’
‘Good grief, we’re not there to romance people, Mabel. Do you think we should get Uncle Bear to carry any of this for us? Where is he, anyway?’
‘Haven’t seen him all morning,’ said George. ‘But we should be fine on our own.’
As they set off, ribbons of white sunlight were bouncing off the blue water. All along the riverbanks, the freesias were out, like a carpet of little white trumpets, smelling of the coming summer. Alice stopped to pick an armful and sniff them.
‘One hippo, two hippos,’ sang Pudding as she skipped along next to Pan.
‘She says stranger things by the day,’ George said.
‘But more things in a row – that was four words together. Good work, Pudding,’ said Alice. ‘Though I s’pose it is quite odd. Now, let’s just go over the order of things one more time. First, we’ll –’
George and Mabel stopped.
‘Um, Alice?’ said Little uneasily. ‘I think we’ve actually covered that quite a few …’
‘Sorry sorry sorry – I won’t be bossy today, I promise. I just want it to be perfect.’
‘As if it couldn’t be,’ said Mabel. ‘You’ll see.’
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Down on the shore, the Evans’s two fat ponies were saddled up, waiting to give rides. Up the hill were the refreshment stalls with the merry painted signs – Cool Drinks! Confectionery! Ice Cream! Lucky Dip! – and little clusters of chairs for people to sit on. And on a flat piece of grass was the stage for the events and all the stall tables, which were bare now, but when the fair opened at lunchtime, they’d be groaning with wonderful things to eat and buy. Union Jacks hung from every pole and awning, flapping in the gentle breeze. At the Fancy stall, Alice found Miss Elvira, who directed them to their table.
When they’d tied Tatty to a tree, George rigged up wires and fishing rods above their heads and a big piece of lattice behind them, and over the top of all that they twisted the greenery, twining in roses and freesias, so that it stretched over their heads in a leafy, sweet-smelling arch.
Then they laid out Mama’s most beautiful white lace tablecloth, and up one end Little arranged a pyramid of her jams, the different colours twinkling like pots of jewels in the sunshine. Mabel set all the fairy cakes and meringues on stands and platters lined with doilies. A pitcher of homemade mulberry cordial sat on a silver tray, surrounded by the little crystal tumblers that Mama had fetched from the attic.
Out of the hat boxes and the tissue paper came the tiny dolls clothes they’d stitched from old summer dresses with little flowers, and the baby rugs and tiny bonnets and booties that George had crocheted. ‘If you tell anyone I did them, I’ll tip over the table,’ he’d warned.
From the pram, Alice pulled out the dolls they’d fixed and tidied, their cheeks freshly rouged, looking good as new – better, even. Then came Little’s favourite tea set with the blue flowers, which she’d cried over but insisted they sell. And last of all came Alice’s big teddy, Sebastian, who she’d had since she was teeny. As she set him down in the middle of the table, he looked so wise and kindly that Alice felt a pang in her heart. Good grief, grow up, she told herself. Teddy’s willing to give up his whole life for the war, and you can’t part with a silly old bear?
They looped the coloured triangles of bunting across the front of the table, and when they’d finished, Alice had to agree that Mabel was right. Looking around, their table was by far the prettiest, and Alice had the same feeling she got when she did her barre exercises without a single wobble. It was perfect.
By now, Keane’s Point was filled with the happy hum of a fair crowd, and the air smelled of meat and wood smoke. Alice jiggled with excitement as she made sure the coins in the change box were lined up in neat rows. A swarm of people came up the hill towards the tables, Mabel dashing in front of them. ‘They just cut the ribbon,’ she called. ‘It’s begun!’
It’s finally here, Alice thought happily, searching the crowd for Mrs McNair.
The first person to come up to the table was Podger, his fist closed tight around a clump of pennies.
‘How much cakes can I get for this?’ he asked Mabel.
‘How much do you have there, sir?’ asked Mabel, in the same voice she used to bargain with the grocer. Alice smiled.
‘Don’t know,’ said Podger. ‘Lots.’
‘Well, hand them over – I’ll count them.’
But just as Podger was about to drop the coins in Mabel’s outstretched palm, his mother came up behind him and snatched at the waistband of his shorts.
‘What did I tell you?’ she hissed, dragging him away.
‘How rude,’ said Mabel, sniffing.
‘We wouldn’t have wanted to sell all your cakes too early anyway, Little,’ said Alice. ‘I want everyone to see how pretty they are.’
Then shy little Peg Manford pulled her big sister Nell up to the table by her small, plump hand.
‘Hello Alice,’ Peg whispered. She turned to Nell. ‘That one there?’ she asked, pointing to Claudette, one of Mabel’s dolls. Claudette was wearing a dress with a pattern of little pink flowers and green leaves, on which Alice had done some neat smocking.
‘That’s a very good choice, Peg,’ said Alice, lifting up Claudette and smoothing her collar. ‘That dress was made from fabric sent to us from France by my mama’s best friend, Coco, and I embroidered these leaves on the collar myself. I copied them from our strawberry plant.’
Nell said nothing, just frowned and jerked Peg away by the wrist and said something to her that made Peg drop her head and wipe at her big brown eyes.
Puzzled, Alice kissed Claudette’s cheek and set her back down next to Sebastian. ‘Don’t you worry, Claudette – it’s nothing to do with you. You look beautiful.’
But as two Christ Church schoolboys walked past the table and looked longingly at the turret of raisin scones but didn’t stop to buy any, it was Alice who started to worry. Something wasn’t right.
‘Do you get the feeling that perhaps –’ began George.
‘Hush, George,’ said Alice warningly. ‘All we can do is wait.’
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Two hours later, they were still waiting, silent and downcast. For nobody had bought anything from their stall.
Mabel’s voice was hoarse from calling out, ‘Roll up! Roll up!’ But the Red Cross ladies swept past their table as if it wasn’t there, and the children from school glanced at them nervously before scurrying by, fingers closed tightly around their money. The whipped cream for the scones had gone flat in the sun, and beads of sweat had formed on the sides of the mulberry cordial.
Eventually Little asked in a little voice, ‘Why, Alice? Why won’t they come?’
‘I’m not really sure,’ Alice said sadly.
‘Well, I’m going to find out,’ said Mabel, crawling under the table and out the other side. ‘Violet will tell me – she’s helping out with the ponies. I’ll be back.’
‘I suppose we should eat and drink some of this,’ said Alice.
But none of them felt like eating.
‘Right, I’ve got the answers,’ Mabel said when she returned. ‘Violet is very sorry, but her mother said Mrs McNair told all the ladies to keep everyone away and that we shouldn’t have been allowed a table in the first place. And Violet’s papa says that Uncle Bear is The Vandal, and that all the other kids think so too, and they’re scared to come near us in case he’s around with his axe. What’s a Vandal? Is Uncle Bear one?’
‘Never you mind,’ Alice said. She thought of the red paint under his fingernails, and how she hadn’t told anyone about it. Could Uncle Bear be dangerous? Were people right to be frightened? Should she have said something?
As Alice wondered, a crowd gathered around the stage, and Mrs Baker appeared on the podium, beaming.
‘It is time to announce the winners of the Best Decorated Table,’ she boomed. ‘We had a number of spectacular entries, but in the end, the decision was an easy one. The award this year goes to some of our youngest entrants, participating in their very first Red Cross fair.’
Alice breathed in sharply. After everything, perhaps there was still hope.
‘Congratulations go to … Jilly McNair and May Vivienne Fairfield, for their knitting supplies stall! You would all have seen the backdrop to their table, the stunning knitted Union Jack. I understand these little ladies have been working together night and day to get it finished. Jilly and May Vivienne, come forward!’
The crowd cheered as the girls made their way to the front. While May Vivienne was handed a certificate, Jilly looked intently out into the crowd, as if she were searching for something, or maybe for someone. When her eyes met Alice’s, she tilted her head and smiled – a sorry sort of smile. But Alice couldn’t smile back. She dropped to one knee and fiddled with her shoe buckle so she could wipe her eyes.
‘And I’m pleased to announce that the raffle of their beautiful work will raise enough money for fifteen-hundred tins of rat poison! And now,’ said Mrs Baker when the clapping had died down, ‘Mr Lionel Logue will judge the elocution competition!’
‘Bad luck, Alice,’ said George. ‘We could have done with all that rat poison.’
Alice was beyond cheering up. She sat back down, gazing at the coins in the change box, still lined up in their very neat rows.
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Late in the afternoon, a man came up to the table. He looked vaguely familiar, but Alice wasn’t sure why.
‘Hello, there. Am I right in thinking you’re a Miss Alexander?’
‘Yes,’ said Alice uncertainly. ‘I suppose I am.’
‘What a lovely stall you have. I’m Lionel Logue – pleased to meet you.’
‘Oh! You were on the stage – judging the elocution competition. I’m Alice,’ she said. ‘Would you like to buy something, Mr Logue?’
‘Yes I would – some of that delicious jam, I think. And please, call me Lionel. Tell me, is that magnificent teddy really for sale? My sons would love him.’
Alice nodded. ‘Lionel!’ she said suddenly, remembering where she’d heard the name before. ‘Do you know my sister Pudding?’
Lionel grinned. ‘Your uncle Herbert has been bringing her to me for some time now – I’m a speech therapist. Usually I treat soldiers for shell shock, but I’ve taken your sister on as a special case. I don’t suppose you know if she’s been practising her exercises? “She sells seashells”, “one hippo, two hippos” and the like?’
‘Yes, she has! She says things like that all the time, but we haven’t known why. Oh, it all makes sense. Thank you, Mr Logue. Before, she could hardly say anything.’
‘Well, I’m very pleased with her progress – she’s racing along.’
‘Do you think one day she’ll be able to speak like … like a normal person?’
‘With practice and patience, I have no doubt. It’s all in the breathing. She’s a lovely little girl. And your uncle is a wonderful man, whatever those gossips are saying.’ He winked at Alice, and she felt overcome with gratitude. Perhaps not everyone in the world was as horrid as she’d thought a minute before.
‘Mr Logue, please take Sebastian home to your sons – as a present to say thank you, for … for teaching Pudding.’
‘Heavens, no. I’ll pay you.’
Alice shook her head. ‘Pudding’s worth a million times more than a bear. Besides.’ She smiled. ‘Nobody’s bought anything from us all day – you’d be ruining our perfect record.’
As Alice handed the bear to Lionel Logue with a pot of mulberry jam, he looked at her with sympathy. ‘Thank you, Alice,’ he said. ‘When you think back on today, remember how generous you were, and feel proud.’
‘I’ll try,’ she said, and gave Sebastian’s paw one last squeeze, just so he knew she still cared.
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‘After all your work! Oooh, I could keel that woman! And ’oo won the prize for the prettiest table?’
There was a pause, and Alice realised that nobody wanted to tell in case it upset her even more. ‘Jilly,’ she said flatly. ‘And May Vivienne.’
‘Oh, ma petite …’ Mama hugged Alice hard enough to bruise her. ‘Alors! I have an idea – let us all go out to the pantomime! And eat ices and forget all our worries. Cinderella is still playing in Fremantle.’
‘I’ve heard there are some jolly good acrobats in that show,’ George said.
‘And there’s a shining fairy who changes Cinderella’s rags into a beautiful dress,’ said Mabel. ‘And a coach and horse with fairy lights.’
‘Oui! We will catch the train. Alice? You will come?’
Alice shook her head.
‘Non, Maman. I’m too tired.’
Mama frowned and tucked a wisp of hair behind Alice’s ear. ‘D’accord. We will stay with you. I only wanted to cheer you up.’
But Alice couldn’t bear the disappointment that flickered across Little’s face. She had worked so hard for Alice – they all had. Why shouldn’t they have a nice night out?
‘Please, Maman, take the others? I’ll stay here and look after Pudding. She’s too little for the pantomime.’
‘Are you sure, Alice?’ asked Mabel. I don’t want to leave you all alone. I hate being all alone.’
‘Right now, alone’s the only thing I want to be,’ said Alice.
As she slipped into bed, Alice could hear the happy sounds of them all getting ready, the clinks of dinner being scoffed, and impatient footsteps in the hall. Under her pillow, Papa Sir’s watch ticked steadily, in time with Alice’s aching heart.
It serves me right, she thought sternly. I cared so much about winning that I forgot all about the poor soldiers. What would Teddy say? Then Alice had to wipe her eyes again, because whatever it was, it would have been something kind, and Teddy wasn’t here to say it.
Then there was a soft tap at the door, and Mama came in holding Pudding, fresh from the bath, in her nightshirt.
‘You are sure you will not come, ma petite? Bear could watch Pudding – he is ’ome tonight.’
Alice shook her head. ‘Non, Maman. My head hurts. Put her in here with me.’
As Pudding nestled close, Mama kissed Alice’s forehead. ‘The bath water is still warm, if you are in the mood,’ she said, and shut the door softly behind her. A minute later Alice could hear them walking out into the sunset to go down to the station.
‘So you’ve been learning to talk, Pudding,’ said Alice. ‘With Lionel.’
‘Yes, Lionel,’ said Pudding.
‘You smell good. Did Mama wash your hair this evening?’
‘You very sad,’ said Pudding, stroking Alice’s cheek with her plump fingers. Her touch was so gentle, it set off Alice’s tears again.
‘S-s-sorry, Pudding,’ she gulped. ‘It’s just – I-I tried so hard, and nobody came. And now I’ll never be friends with Jilly again.’
‘Happy face?’ said Pudding, sticking her fingers into the corners of Alice’s mouth. Alice couldn’t remember the last time she had really been happy. Before Teddy had left? Before Little had almost drowned?
‘My audition,’ she said. ‘That was the last time I had a happy face.’ Remembering something, Alice leaned over and pulled out an envelope from underneath her mattress.
‘I’ve never told anyone this, Pudding, but Edouard Espinosa wrote a letter that day – to Miss Lillibet.’ She wiped at her nose and opened the envelope. ‘Don’t think I’m boasting, Pudding, will you, but listen to this – he says, “I suspect that she may go on to be the most famous, most glorious dancer of our times.” Wasn’t that nice of him?’
And then Alice felt her love of ballet come back stronger than ever – as if she were about to crack into pieces and dancing was the only thing that would keep her whole.
‘Pudding, I’m sure it’s almost your bedtime, but will you come with me just for a little while?’
Before she really knew what she was doing, Alice was pulling out a dance tunic and her ballet shoes from the back of the cupboard and putting them on, and then she was breathing very quickly, and running across the lawn in the golden dusk, Pudding bouncing against her side, and feeling that everything was going to be all right – that dancing was going to fix it. And as she threw open the doors of the greenhouse, Alice felt for a second how it would be to have Jilly back in her life. Returning to ballet was like throwing herself into the open arms of a very dear friend.
Her shoes were a little tight on her feet, and her legs didn’t bend quite as easily now, and soon Alice had to stop and catch her breath. But the feeling was the same: the soaring inside her, the sense that the world had stopped and nothing else mattered at all.
As Alice went over to the gramophone to change the music and rest a little, Pudding saw something out of the windows that faced onto the lawn.
‘Al-ice,’ she called. ‘Some men – there.’
Alice couldn’t believe it. ‘Baby, you said my name! Oh, Pudding, I can’t tell you how happy that makes me.’
‘There,’ said Pudding insistently, ducking her head from Alice’s kisses and pointing.
Alice looked, and Pudding was right. Men – five or six of them – were striding across the lawn, their faces grim. They had come from around the side of the garden. They were heading for Uncle Bear’s house.
And in the dying light, Alice could just make out that one of them had red hair.
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[image: ]tay here, Pudding. Promise you won’t move,’ Alice pleaded. But she knew that Pudding hated the dark. She wouldn’t stay in the greenhouse alone, and she was too precious to leave behind. Alice picked Pudding up and slung her onto her back. She didn’t know exactly what those men wanted to do, but as she remembered Uncle Bear’s poor bruised eye, she knew that it wouldn’t be anything good. There was nobody to help – unless she could get to the telephone. But it would take time to run up to the house and back again.
So Alice followed the men down to Uncle Bear’s cottage, where they stood around the door, taking turns to bang on it. She recognised Violet’s father, and Mr Nixon, and the postmaster. And Douglas McNair.
‘We know you’re in there.’
‘You might be mute but you’re not deaf, so you’ve no excuse, you coward.’
‘We just want to talk – ha ha.’
The men all sniggered, and Douglas shook the window frame.
As Alice drew closer, she saw that some of them had bats and crowbars, and Mr Nixon had a bag and some rope. She felt fright shoot through her body. She needed to call the policeman. But how could she keep Uncle Bear safe while she did it? Would he come out? Would they break in?
She felt Pudding wriggling against her back, kicking to be put down, and suddenly Alice had a bold idea. She took a deep breath and stepped forward.
‘Good evening, gentlemen! Have you come to visit my uncle? Please come in – he’s got a lovely cottage. Have you met his dog? Hello, Douglas. How’s your leg?’
The men turned around in surprise. Violet’s father took off his hat. But the others looked at her coolly, not moving as she swept past. Douglas stepped into her path as she reached the doorway.
‘We’ve come on men’s business,’ he said. ‘You’ve no place here.’
‘But won’t you be wanting some tea and refreshments?’ Alice asked brightly. She knocked on the door and called out. ‘It’s me, Alice! Open up – I’ve brought Pudding to visit. It’s okay, Uncle Bear.’
Please please please, she begged him silently. Trust in me.
The handle turned, and Uncle Bear pulled the door back slowly. Alice held Pudding out to him and he took her, looking at Alice’s ballet clothes in confusion.
‘Bear!’ said Pudding.
‘That’s right. Gentlemen, come and meet my littlest sister. Pudding, we call her, because she’s so sweet.’
The men shuffled in awkwardly. It was obvious that they weren’t there for a social call, but Alice was being so polite that it must have seemed rude not to do as she suggested. Only Douglas stood back, glaring.
Alice knew she was taking a very big risk – a risk that would have a horrible ending if it didn’t go right. She was wildly hoping that the men wouldn’t do anything while Pudding was there. And that Uncle Bear was not as dangerous as everyone supposed.
‘Now, I’ll go and get the tea, and another of my sisters has made a fruitcake. She’s an awfully good cook – and only just six! We call her Little, because she’s so tiny, but her real name’s Lillian, after my grandmama. And Pudding here, her real name’s –’
Good grief, thought Alice, as she prattled on. I sound just like Mabel. ‘I’ll be back in a tick. Be good for the nice men, Pudding.’
As Alice bolted up through the garden and into the hall, her chest was heaving. She grabbed the telephone off its cradle. ‘Please,’ she panted. ‘Put me through to Constable Jenkins. It’s urgent.’ She waited as her call was transferred by the operator, her throat dry, her fingers trembling.
‘Constable, it’s Alice Alexander. There’s a gang of men here and they’re after Uncle Bear. I think – I think they want to kill him. Please hurry – the cottage in the garden.’
Alice hung up and dashed to the kitchen and grabbed Little’s fruitcake and a pitcher of milk, which sloshed as she ran down the lawn.
Back at the cottage, Pudding was instructing the men where to sit, pointing to various stools and boxes. ‘You here – not there,’ she said with delight.
‘Now,’ said Alice when they were all seated, ‘who’d like some cake and milk?’
‘We won’t be staying,’ said Douglas.
‘Although,’ said the postmaster, who was sitting on a big upside-down saucepan, ‘this cake does look tasty. Might as well, eh?’
Alice divided up the fruitcake, trying not to show that her hands were shaking. Where was the constable? And what would the men do when they finished munching?
But Alice didn’t have to find out, because there was a knock at the door.
‘Evening, all,’ said Constable Jenkins, who everyone called Ginger. ‘Bit late for a visit, isn’t it?’
Some of the men looked sheepish, and Violet’s father shuffled in his seat.
‘Just doing our bit to keep the Grove safe, Officer,’ said Douglas, ‘seeing as you’re struggling with that yourself.’
‘That’s why I’m here, actually. Official police business.’ Ginger turned to Uncle Bear. ‘Herbert Alexander, you’re under arrest on suspicion of theft and the destruction of public property. Sorry, Alice, love,’ he added. ‘But I’ve been keeping an eye on your uncle for weeks, and it’s him that’s been doing this mischief round town, I’m sure of it. He’s The Vandal.’
Alice was horrified. ‘That’s not why I called you. No, no, no – it isn’t him!’ But even as the words came out of her mouth, Alice’s eyes fell to a collection of axes and saws by the fireplace.
‘He was seen buying red paint from Muggeridge’s some weeks back, and people have caught him skulking round town at all hours. Bear, you’re coming with me.’ As Ginger stepped towards Uncle Bear, the hackles on Pan’s neck sprung up, and he growled a rough, raspy growl.
Uncle Bear stood and walked towards Ginger, his hands held out in peace. He is The Vandal, thought Alice with horror. And I never warned anyone.
But at the last second, Uncle Bear dodged past them all and ran out into the night.
‘What the dickens … ?’ said Ginger, and took off after him.
‘Catch him!’ the men cried as they tripped over each other trying to leave the cottage.
Alice knew that she couldn’t let Uncle Bear run out all alone. ‘Pudding, you have to stay here, okay? Stay with Pan and please don’t leave the garden.’
She could just see the last of the men running onto View Street and down the hill. And so she followed, knowing she wouldn’t have a hope of catching up, but determined to try. She could see Uncle Bear way ahead, ducking his head as he ran under the fronds of the peppermint trees. She could smell them, fresh and sweet, as she ran, her legs burning. A couple of times she stumbled, but she didn’t let herself trip.
At the corner of Irvine Street, everyone wheeled to the left, down towards the river. Even from behind the men, Alice could hear Uncle Bear’s heavy breaths and his footsteps, ringing out like gunshots. Where was he going? She was starting to tire, and she could feel the stones of the path shredding the soles of her too-small shoes.
But then Alice thought about Teddy on the battlefield in France; how she wished she could be there to run alongside him so he wouldn’t have to be alone. Even if Uncle Bear is The Vandal, I’ll love him just as much, she promised herself. I would do strange things, too, if everyone was always so mean to me.
She pushed herself harder, ignoring how her muscles shrieked to stop. As Uncle Bear crossed The Esplanade and reached the river, the men slowed, unsure of the path that Alice knew so well. She caught up to first one and then another, until she’d overtaken them – all but Constable Jenkins and Douglas.
It was a full moon, the kind that turned the surface of the bay silvery, like a lake of ice. Under its glow, she could see Uncle Bear stop suddenly.
‘Keep going!’ Alice screamed, wild with the pain in her lungs.
But he didn’t. When she reached him, Uncle Bear stood at the door to Papa Sir’s boatshed. He was bent double, wheezing terribly. His face was white and sweaty, his eyes closed. Alice thought of how she’d seen him in this very spot a few weeks before. He wasn’t just running blindly, Alice realised. He was leading us here.
‘Come now, Bear,’ said Ginger, panting. ‘You’re under arrest. Time to go.’
‘No,’ puffed Alice. ‘He’s brought us here – to show us – something, haven’t you – Uncle Bear?’
But Uncle Bear just sank to his knees and put his face on the path’s damp dirt.
‘Take him,’ spat Douglas.
‘Now let’s not have any trouble,’ Ginger said gently to Alice. ‘It’s not safe to have him wandering around.’ He pulled a pair of handcuffs from his belt.
Alice felt hot tears come to her eyes. ‘Listen to me! He wouldn’t have brought us here for no reason. Please wait,’ she begged. ‘Just while I look around in the shed? There’s a hurricane lamp – at least, there used to be when my father was here.’
Alice lifted the latch and swung back the big wooden doors. She gasped.
There was something in the boatshed – something huge. It reached almost to the ceiling, and down as far as the back wall. Alice reached out her hands and felt with her fingertips. It was wooden, and smooth.
Just inside on the left was where Papa Sir had kept the lamp, and it was still there, some matches, too. Alice lit the lamp, and turned back to the great hulking thing.
It was a boat. The most beautiful boat she’d ever seen. It was painted red, and it glowed rosily in the rings of lamplight. There was a little cabin up top, and a mast for a flag. It was everything Papa Sir had talked of.
Ginger broke the silence with a long, low whistle. ‘She’s a beauty.’
Alice handed him the lamp and went and sat down next to Uncle Bear on the path. ‘You finished Papa Sir’s boat for us,’ she said in wonder. ‘Thank you, Uncle Bear,’ she whispered. She turned to the policeman. ‘Don’t you see? Uncle Bear was making us this boat – that’s why he had the red paint. That’s why he was sneaking around.’
‘Seems that way,’ said the constable, nodding. ‘Fine job you’ve done, Bear. Lovely joins. I’d like to see how she sails.’
‘Doesn’t mean he couldn’t have done those other things, too,’ said Douglas darkly. ‘The red paint, and the windows, and the axe through the police station.’
Constable Jenkins spun around. ‘What did you say, McNair?’
‘I said that he could have done those other things, too. Just because –’
‘You mentioned the police station. But it’s funny that, Douglas, because we haven’t told a soul about the damage to the police station. Didn’t want to alarm anyone. The only person who’d know about it is the person who did it.’
And then Douglas was sprinting into the darkness, and all the men were following.
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Alice could see through the darkness that his face was sad and sorry. Suddenly she knew the answer, and it made her shiver.
‘He’s never coming home, is he? You think that Papa Sir is dead.’
Uncle Bear hesitated. He nodded, and put the tips of his thumbs together and held them over his heart. In Uncle Bear’s special language, that was the sign for love.
As they walked back through the gates of home, Little and Mabel and George were standing on the verandah, waiting. Alice lifted her chin and though her chest ached, she willed herself to be brave for them, and jolly.
‘There you are!’ said Mabel. ‘We found Pudding asleep in the greenhouse and we couldn’t work out where you’d gone. Why on earth are you wearing that?’
‘Hush, Mabel. Uncle Bear has a huge surprise for us.’ Alice turned to him and smiled. ‘Shall we tell them now or show them tomorrow?’
But Uncle Bear wasn’t listening to Alice. He was looking around frantically. ‘Pan,’ he signed with his hands. ‘Pan Pan Pan.’
‘Where did you see him last?’ George asked Alice.
‘I left him with Pudding. Mabel, run and check inside.’
‘He’s not in the house!’ Mabel yelled across the lawn three moments later.
‘Pan!’ Alice shouted, feeling panic creep into her voice. ‘Here, Pan! Come, boy!’
They called till their voices hurt. Around the garden they ran, and up through the orchard and down the lane. They called till even George could barely stand up, until only Alice and Uncle Bear were still awake, desperately looking as the first birds began to sing.
Alice felt hazy with tiredness. Eventually she had to sit down on the edge of the fountain. As her head drooped into her hands, something white caught her eye between the big ghost gum and the side fence.
‘UNCLE BEAR,’ she screamed as she ran towards it. ‘Come quickly!’
There was really no need to rush, though, because when Alice reached Pan, he was lying as still as stone. There was froth around his lips, and specks of something dark on his muzzle. A few feet away was something that looked like a hunk of meat.
Uncle Bear bent over him, running his hands along Pan’s face and feeling his chest. Then he looked at Alice and ran two fingers down his eyelids, closing his eyes.
‘He’s not!’ cried Alice, and grabbed at the speckled skin of Pan’s neck, but his lovely big head wouldn’t leave the grass. ‘Don’t say that, Uncle Bear! He’s alive.’ She threw her arms around Pan’s chest and tried to heave him up to stand.
But his legs, so stiff and straight, wouldn’t bend the right way. And as Pan slipped out of Alice’s hands, his body folded, as if he were bowing. Laid out on the lawn, he shone like a streak of the moon.
Uncle Bear touched Alice’s shoulder, but she hit him away, and turned and kicked at the trunk of the ghost gum. The pain of it felt sharp and good, and she kicked at its bark till the sole of her foot stung raw. Then Alice sank beside Pan. She curled herself around his back and laid her cheek between his ears, just breathing.
As the sky started to lighten, Uncle Bear slipped his hands under Alice’s arms and lifted her gently and tucked her into the crook of his elbows.
‘Shall we wake the others?’ she asked.
He nodded, and carried her up to the house in his strong, safe arms.
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The world blazed peach as Uncle Bear dug the hole. They all sat around the big tree in only white nightshirts, and thought in time with his digging, its whistle and rhythm like breathing in sleep. Only Mama was still in bed; Alice hadn’t wanted to wake her with news of dying.
Nobody sobbed, but their faces dripped.
As George helped Uncle Bear smooth down the sides of the hole, Alice thought of all the things they’d buried in the garden. She thought of Little’s fish and Ralph, Mabel’s naughty cockatoo, and of the clump of hairless baby mice that had been caught up in Honey’s hay and died curled together like a fist of pink fingers.
It had always been Papa Sir who had given the little speech after the digging. And after he had left, Teddy had taken over; Teddy, who could make even the tiniest life seem magnificent.
‘Box Sue was not just any possum,’ he would say gravely. ‘She was an adventurer – a conqueror of heights, an explorer questing for far-flung berries.’
But there was no Teddy this morning, and no Papa Sir, and so as Uncle Bear threw down his shovel and they all stood up, Alice took a deep breath and stepped forward.
‘When things die,’ she said carefully, ‘you don’t see them anymore. But that doesn’t mean they get smaller and fade to nothing under the grass.’
Alice paused as George sniffed loudly.
‘Actually, they get bigger – lots bigger. So big that they have to split up, otherwise they would cover the sun. And when they split up, they fly down into our chests and stay there always, and maybe even get into our blood,’ she continued. ‘And that’s what a heart is for – to push them around our bodies, so we feel them in every bit of us. See, if I put my hand on my chest, I can feel Pan’s feet running in the hall. You try.’
And they did – Mabel first, then Little, then Pudding and George, and last of all Uncle Bear, whose beard was heavy with teardrops that hung there and shimmered like lights in a tree. They stood with their palms pressed over their hearts, just waiting.
‘I don’t,’ said Little after a pause. ‘I don’t feel him down the hall.’
Alice swallowed. She wanted so much to make things better – not magnificent like Teddy could have, but better somehow. But she wasn’t Teddy, and she wasn’t Papa Sir, and the thought of them made her hurt with a pain that was everywhere and nowhere.
‘When I put my hand on my chest,’ said Little, ‘I feel the bumps when I rode on Pan’s back in the orchard.’
‘I feel his panting on my leg in summer. Poor Pan,’ said Mabel. ‘He didn’t like the summer.’
‘And I, I feel him pawing at the door when we had to shut him out – like when Pudding was born upstairs,’ said George, ‘and he wanted so much to meet her.’
They turned to Uncle Bear then. He circled his arms up towards the dawn.
‘Everything,’ said Alice. ‘You feel every­thing about him.’
Uncle Bear nodded and smiled and bent over Pan, cradling his head so it didn’t flop. He lowered him into the hole so gently that Alice couldn’t tell when he touched the bottom.
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Alice hardly felt she’d been asleep for a second when she woke to someone tapping on her window from the balcony outside. She thought for a moment it was Pan, wanting to be let in. But then she remembered that Pan would never tap at her door again.
Tap-tap-tap. Alice could barely open her eyes, and when she did, she realised she was still dreaming, for Jilly’s face was peering in at her, her red curls like shining twists of copper wire against the morning sun. Alice rolled over and huddled into a sad, tight ball. But then she heard the window being pulled up, and felt someone sit on the edge of her bed. ‘Alice!’ whispered the someone.
Alice turned to look, and then pulled herself up quickly, because that someone was Jilly – the real Jilly, not the one that haunted her days and appeared in her dreams.
‘Alice,’ Jilly whispered. ‘You’ve got to wake up. The war is over!’
‘What do you mean? What are you doing here? You can’t … you’re not allowed,’ Alice whispered, her voice thick and raspy. Her head hurt, her legs too. She closed her eyes and lay back down.
‘Germany signed the armistice last night – that means it’s over, Alice! They’ve agreed to peace. The fighting’s stopped and the soldiers will all come home. Get dressed – the whole town’s come out to celebrate, and you’re sleeping through it.’
‘But … but where’s May Vivienne? Why aren’t you with her?’
‘Why on earth would I be with May Vivienne,’ said Jilly, ‘when these past weeks all I’ve wanted is to be with you?’
‘Really?’ Alice whispered sleepily. ‘But you knitted the flag together. And I’m so boring and she’s so perfect.’
‘Alice Alexander,’ said Jilly sternly. ‘You’re being ridiculous. Could a boring person have made such a beautiful table for the Apple Blossom Fair? Stop feeling sorry for yourself, and get out of bed.’
‘But your mother …’
‘Mother is down at the police station.’ Jilly looked into Alice’s eyes, her gaze steady. ‘Douglas is The Vandal, Alice.’
Alice nodded, thinking back to all that had happened the night before: the men running off into the night; how even though Alice had never suspected Douglas, she hadn’t been a bit surprised how everything had slotted together.
Poor Jilly, thought Alice. If that was Teddy I’d be so … I’d love him still, she realised. I wouldn’t be able to help it. ‘I know he’s The Vandal,’ she said. ‘I’ve got so much to tell you, Jilly. Do you have any idea why he did it?’
Jilly shrugged. ‘The war turns people funny sometimes. I suppose when you see so much awfulness, it gets into your mind. But Alice? I have to tell you something else. And after I say it, you mightn’t want to be my friend anymore.’ Jilly closed her eyes. ‘It was Douglas who poisoned Pan,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry. I’ll understand if you never want to speak to me again.’
Even though it hurt to hear, Alice knew now that there was nothing in the world that could come between them – she just wouldn’t let it. ‘I loved Pan more than anything, but what Douglas did wasn’t your fault.’ She reached out for her friend’s hand and squeezed it. ‘How I’ve missed you. Is the war really over?’ For the first time in months, Alice felt a star of hope twinkling in her chest. ‘Will Teddy come home?’
‘You’ll have to wait and see, I guess,’ said Jilly. ‘We all will.’
‘But I have you back,’ said Alice.
Jilly reached out and pulled Alice into a hug so tight, it felt as if their hearts were almost touching. ‘You never lost me.’
As they let go, a brass band started to play in the distance.
‘It’s a new day,’ said Alice, throwing back the covers and raising her arms to fifth position without even thinking about it.
Jilly grinned. ‘It’s a new world.’
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‘Mmm, me neither,’ Alice said to her sister, as she dripped water over her forehead. She and Mabel had dragged cot beds onto the top verandah, but even out in the open, it wasn’t much cooler. The sea breeze hadn’t come that afternoon and it felt as if Peppermint Grove was baking.
‘Alice?’ whispered Mabel. ‘It’s so hot I think I might die.’
‘Mmm,’ said Alice. ‘Possibly.’
‘Alice?’ whispered Mabel. ‘I –’
‘Well, what do you expect me to do about it?’ Alice snapped, turning over to glare at Mabel. But Mabel looked strange – she almost seemed frightened. Alice couldn’t remember the last time Mabel had been frightened of anything.
‘Sorry,’ Alice whispered, ‘it’s awful when it’s like this, I know.’ She held out her hand. Mabel took it, and they lay there for a minute.
‘Alice? I did something silly,’ Mabel began again after a pause. ‘I need your help.’
Alice let go of Mabel’s hand and sat up. ‘What did you do? Of course I’ll help.’
‘I … Oh, I can’t tell you. I’m too ashamed.’ Mabel turned and buried her face in her pillow. ‘It’s bad.’
Alice was itching to know, but she just said calmly, ‘Everyone makes mistakes. There’s nothing that can’t be put right. Count to ten, take a deep breath and just say it.’
In the pause that followed, she tried to imagine what Mabel was going to say. Well, she can’t have killed anyone, Alice thought. Perhaps she’s broken something – Grandmama’s crystal glasses?
‘I told a lie. A big lie. Lots of lies,’ Mabel whispered.
‘What do you mean? To who?’
‘I’ve been writing letters to a soldier. Pretending I’m a lady.’
‘Oh Mabel,’ said Alice, exasperated. ‘Why would you do that? Did he write back?’
Mabel turned over and nodded, sniffing. ‘Lots of times. We’ve been writing for months.’
‘Well, that was a silly thing to do. Really, Mabel, I know you probably thought it was funny, but lies always hurt someone. What did you tell him about yourself? Your imaginary self, I mean.’
‘Oh … you know … things … That I only wore yellow, and that I had an identical twin and that I played the trombone. Things like that.’
‘The trombone?’
Mabel nodded, wiping at her nose. ‘Because I told him I have big lips. Oh – and that my name was Arabella. That I only have champagne for breakfast. And I might have said that I was very funny.’
Alice groaned. ‘Did Violet put you up to this? No, don’t even tell me how the whole thing came about. Look, I won’t tell anyone, but you’ve got to write and tell him the truth.’
Mabel shook her head. ‘You don’t understand. James – that’s the soldier – he’s coming back and he wants to meet me. At the Indiana Tea House.’
Alice lay down again. The backs of her knees felt raw with being so sweaty, and somewhere near her ear, a mosquito whined.
‘Alice?’ whispered Mabel. ‘Will you come with me to meet him? He sounds so nice that I can’t leave him sitting there waiting. Can I stand on your shoulders and put a coat over you so I look like I’m twenty? Please, Alice?’
‘What? That’s ridiculous. Mabel, you’re just so –’ But then Alice reminded herself that with Teddy still away at war and Papa Sir gone forever, it was up to her to fix things, and being horrid about it wouldn’t make life any easier. ‘There’s nothing else for it – we’ll have to go and meet him, and apologise lots, and use your pocket money to buy him tea.’
‘What – all of it?’
‘Mabel!’
‘All right, all right. But what if he gets violent? You know what some of those soldiers are like – they’re deranged.’
‘It’s not their fault! You would be, too, if you’d had to hear bombs exploding all day and all night, and you couldn’t sleep, and you’d been up to your ankles in mud.’
‘Stop it!’ Mabel said, her voice starting to go scratchy with tears.
Alice clicked her tongue. ‘Oh, don’t cry. If he’s nice in his letters, I don’t think he’ll be violent. At least, not in a tea house.’ She covered her eyes. ‘When is this horrible meeting exactly?’
‘The day after tomorrow.’
‘The day after tomorrow?’
‘At two. I said I’d wear yellow so he could recognise me.’
‘But you don’t own anything yellow!’
‘I know. Could we make something, Alice? Perhaps we could boil up some dye and colour a sheet or something?’
‘Please don’t talk to me right now,’ said Alice, turning her back to Mabel and kicking the covers off her bed. ‘And as soon as we get home from the beach tomorrow, I’m boiling you in yellow dye.’
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[image: ]ven though the nights can be awful, summer’s still my favourite season,’ said Alice to her best friend Jilly, as they lay under the pine trees on the slope overlooking Cottesloe Beach the next day. She propped herself up on one elbow to make sure she could still see her sisters, Mabel and Pudding and Little, digging their monster sandcastle in the shallows below.
It was such perfect beach weather that Alice had been able to push the awful meeting with the soldier right out of her mind. She and Jilly had stayed in the turquoise water all morning, until the pads of their fingertips wrinkled.
Now they were lying on the grass under the huge trees where George had spent the whole day reading and guarding the picnic basket. Even though it was almost evening, the sea breeze still hadn’t come, and without the stinging sand it blew up, they’d been able to stay all afternoon in the dry warmth that Alice loved. She felt tingling pink and crusted with salt and very, very happy. ‘Yes, mine’s definitely summer,’ she said. ‘What’s yours?’
‘Summer’s too hot for me,’ said Jilly, ‘and I get too many freckles. I like autumn.’
‘But after autumn it’s dreary winter! And in summer there’s so much to do, and it’s Christmas and holidays, and you can swim at the beach or the river baths and it doesn’t get dark till late, so you can –’
‘That’s the problem with you, Alice,’ said George, as he turned a page. ‘You’re always trying to change everyone’s minds.’
‘Am not. I’m just saying that there are lots of good things about summer.’
‘Mosquitoes buzzing all through the night? Heat stroke? Sunburn? Sand down your bathing costume?’ George scoffed. ‘I like winter, myself. Lots of time for indoor pursuits – reading, quiet reflection, writing my opus …’
Alice groaned. ‘Not your wretched opus. If you start on your opus again, I’ll fold you up and stuff you into that picnic basket.’
‘What’s an opus?’ asked Jilly.
‘Just a fancy word for a big piece of work – a big bit of writing or music or something. George has discovered Shakespeare.’ Alice sighed. ‘You know, the Englishman who wrote all the plays, and –’
‘The Bard,’ said George. ‘Born in 1564. The greatest writer who ever lived. I’m composing a series of theatrical pieces as a tribute to his genius. Would you be interested in being part of my troupe of actors, Jilly?’
‘Oh – I, er … it’s more Alice’s sort of thing, isn’t it? I think I’d be too shy.’
‘You could be a tree, perhaps. I’ll need a few of those for my tragedy, The Garden of Good and Evil.’
‘Good grief, George,’ said Alice. ‘I think Jilly has better things to do than stand around while you boss her about the angles of her branches. Ah – here comes the breeze.’
Above them, the long, springy branches of the Norfolk pine trees started to bounce a little, and then a cool, light wind was swishing through everything, making it fresh again. It was called the Fremantle Doctor because it made everything better. Just like Papa Sir used to do, Alice thought, and he was a doctor, too.
But Papa Sir had been lost at sea in the war in Europe that had just finished. When all the soldiers came home, he wouldn’t be among them, waving and smiling as his ship pulled up to the docks at Fremantle. Alice’s heart still felt bruised whenever she let herself remember. At least you’ll have Teddy, she reminded herself. He’ll be here soon. Alice felt she could stand anything if Teddy, her big brother, was beside her.
‘Have you had any word about when your papa will be back from the war?’ she asked Jilly. ‘And Hamish?’ Hamish was Jilly’s oldest brother, who had been away almost since the start of the fighting four years ago.
‘Well, I heard the other day that the first ones to join up are going to be the first ones home, so it won’t be that long, after all.’
‘What do you mean?’ asked Alice. ‘Won’t they just come home together?’
Jilly shook her head. ‘The railways in France and Belgium are all clogged up with people, and there aren’t enough spare ships to send the soldiers all at once. Some will have to wait a few months.’
‘Oh,’ said Alice. Teddy had been one of the last to leave – he’d only been in France for a few months before the peace agreement had been signed. It might be ages before he was home, and by then it would be winter again, and they wouldn’t be able to play tennis or go out on Papa Sir’s boat. They’d have to sit inside listening to George’s opus and … Alice caught herself frowning. You’re lucky that Teddy’s coming home at all, she told herself sternly.
‘Must you be back soon, Jilly?’ she asked.
‘Mother lets me stay out as long as I like now. Come over and have tea with us, and you can see for yourself how much she’s changed.’
‘That would be lovely,’ Alice murmured. But she didn’t mean it. She was still frightened of Mrs McNair, and angry with her.
Up until a month ago, Mrs McNair had been the strictest mother alive – as strict as a gaol guard. For weeks, she hadn’t allowed Jilly and Alice to see each other at all.
But then Jilly’s brother Douglas had been caught doing horrible things around the town. And even though it was because fighting in the war had hurt his mind, Mrs McNair had felt very ashamed and blamed herself. Now she let Jilly do almost as she liked, and Alice and Jilly had spent most of the holidays together. It was only the week before Christmas, so there were weeks of holidays to come, stretching before them like a magic road.
‘Guess what, Alice? She’s even said I can start ballet again in the new year. You could start again, too – we could do it together.’
In a second, Alice felt her stomach twist up in a big, uncomfortable knot. She opened one eye to squint at Jilly. ‘You know I’m not dancing anymore, Jilly. It’s different for me. It’s trickier.’
‘Just because you said that once, doesn’t mean you have to hold by it forever. Miss Josephine is taking the classes, in case you change your mind. She’s not Miss Lillibet, I know, but I’ve heard she’s nice. Think about it, anyway.’
Thinking about ballet was something Alice tried hard not to do. That was why she loved summer – you could fill the days with outdoorsy things so you didn’t have to think about the letter hidden under your mattress that said you could be the best ballerina in the world. ‘Shall we fly the kite now the breeze is in?’ she asked, sitting up.
Jilly grinned. ‘Don’t think I haven’t noticed you change the subject. But we may as well – we brought it all this way.’
‘George, we’ll be back as soon as the sun’s down,’ said Alice.
George looked up. ‘I do find the ocean sunset a particularly productive time for my writing,’ he said gravely. ‘As did the poet Shelley. We should come here every evening.’
‘Sometimes George is so ridiculous,’ Alice said as they skipped along the path to a point high enough to launch their kite.
‘You never know, he could be a famous writer some day. Just as you could be a famous dancer.’
Alice sighed as she unwound the string from the spool. ‘Jilly, I said I wouldn’t dance anymore because I felt like it made me selfish. And with Papa Sir gone now, it’s my job to take care of everyone. I don’t have time for ballet.’
She handed the kite to Jilly, who did the run-up and launched it into the sky. They watched it climb up and out and up and out until it looked as if it were higher than the sun, which sat on the line of the ocean like a ball of gold.
‘You won’t like hearing this, Alice,’ said Jilly carefully, ‘but taking care of everyone isn’t your job – at least, not yours alone. And besides, for someone as good at ballet as you, couldn’t dancing be your job?’
Was Jilly right? Alice wasn’t sure. She looked out at the huge orange sky and the silvery sea that stretched across to Africa. The war had changed so many things that she wasn’t sure of much anymore.
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[image: ]he next morning, Alice and Mabel didn’t have to dye anything because Mabel found a lemon-yellow party dress in the dress-up box. The front was covered in tiny glass beads that sparkled like crystal. Alice thought it was completely ridiculous, but she was getting so worried about the whole thing that she didn’t argue, and even tacked the hem up so Mabel could walk in it.
As Alice quickly did the lunch dishes while she waited for Mabel to choose some shoes, Mama swept in and dropped her handbag and a newspaper onto the kitchen table.
‘Mama! Why aren’t you at work?’ Alice asked in surprise.
‘Bonjour, ma petite. I ’ave the rest of the day off. Where is everyone?’
‘Pudding’s gone with Uncle Bear to see Mr Logue – Little’s gone, too. George is up a tree, thinking about his opus. And Mabel and I are off to the seaside.’
‘An outing?’ Mama said as she sat down. ‘I shall join you! You know I adore the seaside.’
‘Oh – ahh, I think … sorry, Mama, it’s a special sisters’ outing,’ said Alice, feeling mean but not wanting Mabel to be embarrassed. ‘I promised Mabel we’d do something, just us.’
Mama stuck out her lip. ‘D’accord, I will stay home like Cinderella, weeping and sewing in my rags.’
She scowled and unfolded the newspaper. But after a few moments she stood up again and stalked around the kitchen. She seemed tense and springy, not her breezy self at all.
‘Is something wrong, Mama?’ Alice asked as she set the last dish in the drying rack.
‘This flu – it is everywhere,’ Mama said, pointing to the paper crossly. ‘It is spreading like a fire. These poor soldiers – they survive months and years of fighting, and then poof! The Spanish flu, it kills them in days. C’est pas juste – it is not fair.’
‘But not here – not in Australia. It’s only in Europe and America, isn’t it?’
George had told them all about the Spanish flu when he’d tried to look it up in Papa Sir’s medical encyclopedia. He’d said that you could catch it in the morning and be dead by nightfall – that it had already killed more people than the whole war – and predicted that none of them would still be alive by the new year. ‘When you bleed from your ears,’ he’d said grimly, ‘you know that’s that.’
But thankfully the new year was less than a fortnight away, and so far there had been no cases of the Spanish flu in Western Australia.
Mama paused at the big kitchen window, looking out at the white sails of the boats on Freshwater Bay, flapping like big handkerchiefs. ‘Oui.’ She sighed. ‘But that is not what is on my mind,’ she said eventually. ‘Mr Peterkins is home from the war.’
Mr Peterkins had been the manager at the bank. Mama had replaced him when he’d joined the air force – he was a friend of Papa Sir’s, and knew that she was a wizard with numbers, so he’d given her the job.
‘That’s good, isn’t it?’ asked Alice. ‘That means you won’t have to work as hard.’
‘It means I will not ’ave to work at all,’ said Mama bitterly. ‘I am no longer needed.’
‘Oh. Well, couldn’t you get another job?’
Mama shook her head. ‘The soldiers who are coming ’ome need to work too, n’est ce pas? And so the women must give up their jobs – it will be happening everywhere. But ma petite, what shall I do? This job, it showed me that I love to work. And I am just as good as a man! Mon Dieu – my God, I shall be bored. Per’aps I will take up golf.’
But Alice couldn’t imagine that. Mama liked doing things: busy things or beautiful things.
‘You could take up something new,’ Alice suggested. ‘You could train for the Swim-Through! It’s going to be so exciting.’
For the past couple of weeks, Peppermint Grove had been humming with the news of the Swim-Through – the first-ever swimming race across Mosman Bay. It wasn’t until March, but already people were training each morning, cutting across the water with slick, quick strokes.
‘Splashing about in the cold? Tiens! I would sooner kiss a spotted pig.’
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Mabel and Alice set off down Forrest Street, and soon they were walking against the crowds that had come from the railway station at Cottesloe with their baskets and puppies and empty kerosene tins for catching crabs. All summer long, people journeyed to Peppermint Grove from miles around to spend the day on the foreshore, picnicking and swimming and sailing in little boats. But we don’t even have to catch a train or a ferry; we only have to walk down the hill, thought Alice dreamily, and it’s all here; it’s all ours.
As they crossed over the railway line and started up the hill, however, Alice began to feel nervous. At the very least, this man would think they were fools. At worst, he could, well, he could do anything. Break cake plates over their heads. But as Mabel marched along, admiring how the glass beads shimmered on her dress, her fear from the night before last seemed to have completely vanished.
As they got to the crest of the hill, Cottesloe Beach stretched out before them, and immediately Alice felt calm again. Today, the water was bright blue – a blue as strong as cornflowers – and it made Alice feel strong, too. The beach and the tall pine trees always reminded her of Papa Sir, who had brought her here every weekend in the summers before he’d left for war. As she and Mabel walked into the Indiana Tea House, Alice had the feeling that Papa Sir was with her and things would be all right.
The tea house wasn’t a posh tea room; it was more like a big tin shed with a long row of windows along the seafront, so you could see the ocean. You’d get a beautiful view of the sunset, Alice thought. When Teddy comes back, we should bring him here so he can paint it.
The big space was bustling with people, and Alice looked around for a soldier sitting alone at a table. ‘What does he look like?’ she whispered.
‘I’ve no idea,’ Mabel whispered back. ‘Shall I stand on a seat and call his name?’
‘No.’
‘There! By the window, in the uniform. I bet that’s him,’ she said, striding off. ‘Excuse me, please,’ she demanded, before Alice had even reached the table.
The soldier’s fingernails were black and his hair was greasy, and as he looked up from stirring his tea, his eyes were red and narrow. As he took in Mabel and the yellow dress, his lip curled up, and something about him looked hungry.
‘Sorry sir,’ Alice said. ‘I think we’ve got the wrong person. Come along, Mabel.’
‘How do you know what sort of person I am if you don’t sit down?’ he said. ‘Come now, girls, keep a soldier company.’
‘Sorry, but we’re looking for someone special,’ said Mabel, starting to back away.
The soldier flicked out his hand and caught Mabel by the wrist. ‘I’m special,’ he whispered.
The sight of Mabel’s little wrist in his big grubby hand made Alice’s throat burn with sick. She grabbed hold of Mabel’s other arm. ‘I’m sure you are, sir, it’s just that we have to –’
‘Don’t move and don’t scream,’ snarled the soldier quietly, standing up.
‘Cousins! My dear little cousins – you’re here,’ came a kindly voice from behind them, and they all turned to see a tall man sitting at a table for two, spinning a straw boater on his finger. ‘Thank you, officer, for bringing me the rascals. Come girls, I’ve been waiting an age to order tea.’
Alice didn’t have any cousins – at least, none in Australia – but she realised suddenly that the tall, kindly man was trying to help them. She swallowed. ‘Hello, Cousin … Jimmy.’
The soldier glared, but as he took in Cousin Jimmy’s wide chest and broad shoulders, he let Mabel’s wrist go and walked away, muttering to himself.
‘Are you all right?’ asked the man who wasn’t really Cousin Jimmy. ‘Do you need to sit down a moment?’
Alice felt herself start to tremble. But Mabel, who had been pale as pale a moment before, brushed back her hair and forged on. ‘We’re looking for someone called James Busby-Wilks. Do you know him?’
‘I am him,’ said the kind man, looking curious.
Before he could even stand up to hold out his hand, Mabel plonked herself onto the seat opposite him and leaned forward.
‘Here’s the thing. I’m Arabella – well, I’m not, obviously, but my sister wouldn’t let me stand on her shoulders under a coat. I wrote the letters and yes, I’m a big liar, and if you’re going to get violent, I’ll have you know that my brother’s also a soldier, and he’ll be home soon and probably thump you. And by the way, I’m not twenty, I’m eight. And my name’s Mabel.’ She paused to draw breath and picked up the menu. ‘Now we’ve got that out of the way, have you ordered any refreshments? Oh – and that’s Alice.’
Alice and James Busby-Wilks stared at each other, completely bewildered. Just at that moment, a waitress in a frilled apron came over with another chair. ‘For you, ma’am,’ she said to Alice. ‘Now, what can I get for you folks?’
‘Tea for all,’ said Mabel. ‘And possibly a plate of lamingtons … If that’s all right, James?’
‘Ye-es,’ James stammered, his eyes wide. He swallowed. ‘That sounds very nice indeed.’
The waitress took the menus, and Alice sat down and took a deep breath, her legs jittering under the table. ‘Mr Busby-Wilks, I’m really truly sorry to tell you, especially as you just saved our lives, but I only learned last night that Mabel has been … misleading you. You see, she’s been writing you letters pretending to be someone else, because … actually, I have no idea why. Mabel?’
‘Lots of ladies write to soldiers they don’t know. It’s romantic.’
‘You’re not a lady! You’re a child!’ Alice rolled her eyes.
‘But I write just as well as any lady, don’t I, James?’
Mabel had a point – she was very good at composition.
Any shock that James felt had been smoothed from his friendly face. He nodded. ‘You had me utterly convinced. You have a lovely way with words, Mabel.’
Alice felt relieved. ‘So you’re not going to break a plate on our heads? Oh – I didn’t mean to say that out loud. Sorry,’ she said, feeling her neck get hot.
‘Not at all. I save my plate-breaking for special occasions – birthdays, Christmas, that sort of thing.’
Mabel giggled as the tea and cakes arrived and were passed around.
Alice frowned. ‘But how did Mabel write to you if she didn’t even know you?’
Mabel blushed as James pulled an envelope out of his pocket. ‘To the handsomest boy in the 48th Battalion’ it said in her flowery writing.
‘Were you really the handsomest?’ asked Alice.
Mabel snorted. ‘Of course he was – look at him.’
‘Mabel!’ said Alice. ‘Sorry, sir – my sister has no manners.’
James looked sheepish. ‘The fellows in my squadron took a vote and decided the letter was for me.’
As Alice took in James properly – his blue eyes with their long lashes and his honey-coloured hair and smooth, brown skin, and the way only one of his cheeks dimpled when he smiled – she decided that she would have given him the letter, too.
‘And we’ve been writing ever since, haven’t we, Mabel,’ said James, picking up his teacup in his big hand, and sipping it gently. ‘Thank you so much for your letters. In dark hours, they gave me hope.’
Alice thought it was nice of James to be grateful, given that Mabel had told the most jumbo lies. ‘You’re English,’ she said, recognising James’s crisp accent. ‘Our father is English. Was English,’ she corrected herself.
‘Actually,’ said Mabel, ‘James is from here. It’s just that before the war he lived in England for a bit, playing professional croquet.’
James smiled. ‘Not croquet – professional cricket. Yes, I fancied myself a batsman for a while, and Father was good enough to let me go over there and try it out.’
‘Is that what you’re going to do now?’ Alice asked. ‘Play cricket, I mean?’
James looked at her thoughtfully. Alice had a feeling that she’d never had before; that she’d quite like James to reach out and put his palm against her cheek, and hold it there – perhaps forever. Good grief, thought Alice, horrified. If I’m not careful, I’ll start writing awful love poetry, like Jilly.
He lifted up his left hand, which he’d been resting on his knee – at least, that’s what Alice had assumed. But as he leaned his left arm on the table, Alice saw that there was no hand at the end of his sleeve, which had been pinned shut.
‘Cricket’s out of the question, I’m afraid,’ he said, and though his voice was matter-of-fact, his eyes looked sad and wishful.
‘Why did you come back to WA – if you have no family here, I mean?’ asked Mabel, completely unfussed by a missing hand. She turned to Alice. ‘His father died while he was away, and he hasn’t anyone else. I know from the letters.’
James looked down at his plate and blushed, and suddenly Alice had a terrible thought: perhaps he’d come back for the beautiful, funny, trombone-playing Arabella he thought Mabel was. I bet he wanted to marry her, Alice realised, feeling as if her heart would melt for poor, handsome James. And now he had nobody. ‘Sorry, James – I mean, sir. It was rude of Mabel to ask,’ she said.
‘Not at all, Alice – and please, do call me James.’ He leaned back in his seat, and looked out the big windows to where the cornflower sea met the soft white sand. ‘I suppose after all those years in England I missed the sunshine. And things are tough in London. The place is crawling with men who are in a bad way. Shell shock’s an awful thing.’
‘What’s shell shock?’ asked Mabel.
‘It’s something that soldiers get in battle, isn’t it?’ asked Alice, thinking back to a conversation she’d overheard at the Post Office about Douglas McNair. ‘It’s what makes them go a little strange.’
‘Precisely,’ said James. ‘Poor fellows.’ He popped some lamington into his mouth. ‘Mm, good choice, Mabel. Also, I heard they’re going to open up the whole south-west of the state for returned soldiers to farm – give them land to grow things. I liked the sound of that. Even with my hand gone, I think I could grow fruit trees – apples, peaches, plums, apricots. And, well, I guess I’d like to have a family of my own some day. I’ll need some busy little hands to help me pick all that fruit.’
‘We’ve got fruit trees in our orchard,’ said Mabel happily as Alice imagined James smiling down at a bunch of flaxen-haired children out in a sun-soaked field. ‘You should come and see them. If you can stand on a ladder, you can get some apricots down for Little – that’s our sister. She makes jam. Can you balance on a ladder, do you think, or would you fall off? It might be hard with only a stump.’
Alice was about to kick Mabel under the table when she saw that James was struggling not to laugh. ‘Yes, come around and meet our mother,’ she said, feeling that she couldn’t bear to say goodbye to James just yet. ‘Are you free on Christmas Eve? That’s when we have our Christmas dinner because Mama’s French. Would you like to join us?’
‘As it happens, I have no plans. Your mother wouldn’t mind?’ he asked.
‘Not at all. About six o’clock? We’re at the corner of Forrest and View Streets.’
‘Two of my favourite things.’
‘We’d best be going,’ said Alice, nudging Mabel’s foot under the table to remind her about paying. But Mabel just glared and kicked her back.
‘Thank you, girls, for coming to meet me and explain,’ said James. ‘You could have left me sitting here, always wondering what might have been with the alluring Arabella.’
‘I’m sorry we weren’t what you expected,’ said Alice.
‘You were delightful company. The pleasure was all mine.’
‘Mabel has something to say,’ Alice said, looking at her pointedly.
‘Yes,’ said Mabel. ‘You’re every bit as nice as you were in your letters.’
‘No, Mabel, I mean about the –’
‘Be off before you make a man blush,’ said James. ‘I’ll see you on Christmas Eve.’
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‘That went well, didn’t it,’ said Mabel, as she and Alice ran up the hill away from the beach.
‘It certainly did not,’ said Alice. ‘We almost got kidnapped! And you were supposed to pay to say sorry – that was the whole point.’
‘Really, Alice, either way you would have got a nice free tea, so I don’t know what you’re so het up about. You should actually be thanking me for introducing you to the handsomest man alive. Perhaps you should have bought me the refreshments.’
Alice clenched her fists. ‘You’re unbelievable, Mabel.’ How on earth are we even related? she fumed as they marched home in silence. Mabel just does as she likes and doesn’t even think about how anyone else feels. And yet everything in her life turns out just fine.
But a tiny part of Alice wondered if it mightn’t be rather nice to not worry so much about everyone all the time – to not always be the stick-in-the-mud, trying to make things all right.
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When they got home, yet another surprise awaited them: Mama – who never cooked – was in the kitchen whisking egg whites and sugar in the baking bowl. Pudding and Little and George were gathered around her, taking turns to dip their fingers into the mixture.
‘Alice!’ said Little. ‘I’ve something to tell you!’
The pretty pink spots on her small cheeks made Alice suddenly want to kiss them. ‘That you’re really the child of a fairy and an elf, and at night you sleep under a giant mushroom?’
Little frowned. ‘No. When I was in Claremont with Pudding and Uncle Bear this morning, we thought we saw Miss Lillibet in the distance. But we were late for Mr Logue, so we couldn’t run after her, and she was quite far away. Might she be home, Mama?’
Alice felt hope come swooping inside her as she thought of beautiful Miss Lillibet being amongst them once more. But it left almost as quickly as it had come when she remembered that she would have to tell Miss Lillibet she had given up dancing forever.
‘Well, the war is over now,’ said Mama thoughtfully as she tipped her mixture into the piping bag. ‘Germany ’as lost. It makes sense that they let the German people out of the camps. But I have ’eard that lots of them are being sent back to Germany – even the ones who have never been there before. C’est fou! It’s crazy.’
Alice frowned and ran her finger along the inside of the bowl. ‘You mean even people who were born here but whose relatives are German, like Miss Lillibet?’ Poor Miss Lillibet, she thought. I don’t think she even speaks German. She won’t know anybody. ‘That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.’
‘The fighting is over, but still people clutch onto their fears, non?’ said Mama.
‘But we won the war, so why go on being horrid to the Germans? It doesn’t make sense. People should just forgive each other.’
For some reason, the face of Mrs McNair flickered in Alice’s mind, and she felt a pang of guilt. You too, Alice, she said to herself.
‘Mama, we made a new friend today at the beach – a soldier,’ said Alice, suddenly remembering. ‘He’s called James. We invited him to Christmas dinner. Is that all right? He doesn’t have any family left.’
‘And he’s only got one hand,’ said Mabel, ‘but he’s devilishly handsome.’
‘Quelle triste – ’ow sad! Yes, of course ’e must come. And for this James, I will do a special Christmas dessert – a French masterpiece,’ said Mama.
‘Are you sure?’ asked Alice uncertainly. ‘We could just have meringues again – you’re good at those.’
‘Or Little could make her trifle,’ suggested Mabel.
Mama smiled and wagged her finger. ‘Aaah, you ’ave doubts! You think your maman is not a chef! You will see, mes enfants. From where do you think Little has got ’er talents?’
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[image: ]hristmas had been Papa Sir’s favourite time of year, and this was the first one since they had found out that he was most probably dead. But with Mama home and full of happy plans, the days leading up to Christmas weren’t sad and sombre, as Alice had feared. They were magical.
Mabel had found a record of Christmas carols and played it non-stop on the gramophone. The house smelled like baking, and each day there were new stories of the peace – of soldiers meeting their babies for the first time, or returning home when their families had given up hope. It looked as if the Spanish flu would skip Western Australia altogether, and that alone was a reason to celebrate.
But when the doorbell rang on Christmas Eve, Alice suddenly felt a little nervous. What if James thought her family was strange? They were a little, if you thought about it. ‘He’s here, everyone,’ she called.
‘Just finishing off this scene,’ George called back from Papa Sir’s study.
Everyone else filed into the hall as Mabel bolted past them to the front door.
‘Good evening, Miss Arabella,’ James said with a wink as she opened it. ‘Hello there, Alice.’
‘James,’ Mabel said breathily, holding out her hand for him to kiss, ‘this is my mother, Marie-Claire – can you shake hands, James? Oh yes – it’s only your left one that’s gone. And this is Little, she made almost all the food even though she’s small, and Pudding’s in the garden, riding the goat – that’s not her real name, in case you were wondering – and George is coming, he’s just working on his opus, and that’s Uncle Bear, and he doesn’t talk but he’s the cleverest man I know. Except Papa Sir, of course, but he passed away.’
‘Enchanté,’ said Mama. ‘Enchanted to meet you.’
‘Sorry, sir,’ said George, as he rushed in and stuck out his hand. ‘I was just –’
‘Working on your opus, I understand. Good to meet you, George.’
‘Come through, James,’ said Alice, leading him through the parlour and out the back. ‘It’s such a nice evening that we’re going to eat outside on the terrace. Pudding, come and meet James! Unhitch Tatty’s cart and tie him to the tree, please.’
‘So, what are you writing, George?’ James asked as they all sat down and put the special lace serviettes onto their laps, and Uncle Bear helped Little carry out the last of the dishes.
‘A series of theatrical pieces inspired by the works of –’
‘Don’t say it,’ said Alice and Mabel together.
‘The Bard,’ George went on.
‘Shakespeare,’ said James. ‘Finest writer who ever lived. My favourite. You know, my father was a writer.’
‘Really?’ said George.
‘What kind of writer?’ asked Mama as she elegantly sliced the goose with a very long knife.
‘Thank you, Little,’ said James, accepting a dish of cheesy potato gratin. ‘This all looks delicious. He wrote books – novels, actually. He was also a reverend, so he wrote under a different name and nobody ever guessed.’
‘Would we know him?’ asked Alice.
‘Perhaps. I’m sorry – this is very rude of me, coming here and only talking about myself.’
They all protested – of course it wasn’t.
‘Who is it? Do tell us,’ insisted Mabel. ‘Is it someone famous?’
‘I wouldn’t go that far, but I think you might have heard of him. His books are for children, but adults seem to like them just as much. He writes as Babington Wilder.’
They gasped – everyone except Pudding, who was the only one who couldn’t read, and had her mouth full of potato.
‘Babington Wilder,’ said Alice with awe. ‘He is famous. He’s our very favourite author.’
‘Except for The Bard,’ said George, ‘though their styles are very different, so perhaps it’s accurate to say that he is our favourite novelist, and Shakespeare is our favourite playwright.’
‘Your favourite playwright,’ said Mabel.
‘Alors!’ said Mama with feeling. ‘We ’ave read them all! Sunward I Have Climbed and Come Home, Mrs Cloud …’
‘The Castle of Good Mr Malmsberry. But my best is Hope and the Wide, Bright Sky,’ said Alice. ‘When the mother died, I cried for a week.’
‘That’s my favourite, too,’ said James. ‘Father wrote it about my mother dying. Though obviously the bit with the flying boy wasn’t real. At least, I don’t think it was, anyway.’
‘Oh, I’m sorry for bringing it up,’ said Alice. ‘That must have been awful.’
‘But now it’s been turned into a beautiful story, and my mother would have been happy about that,’ said James.
They all had a thousand questions for James, and he didn’t mind answering them a bit. And he knew exactly the part of Paris where Mama had grown up, and he talked to George all about iambic pentameter and cinquains. As the feast went on, Alice thought he looked more and more … what was the word? Not surprised, not pleased but enchanté – enchanted, just as Mama had said. Alice felt relieved.
As Little started to clear the plates and Mama brought out her grand dessert, James lifted Pudding up and put her on his shoulders and galloped around the garden, just the way she loved. That was what he was doing when Miss Lillibet walked around the corner in her long, white skirt.
‘Hello?’ she called. ‘Here you all are! Oh dear – I hope I’m not interrupting your Christmas dinner.’
‘Miss Lillibet!’ cried Alice, as she and all the girls ran over, launching themselves at Miss Lillibet so that she was almost knocked down with love.
‘Ma cherie,’ Mama cried. ‘You are just in time for my triumphant dessert. A Bûche de Noël – a log of Christmas. Come, meet our new friend, and we will all be merry together.’
‘Miss Lillibet, come and meet James – his papa is Babington Wilder!’ said Mabel. ‘Don’t mind his missing hand.’
‘Oh Miss Lillibet, merry merry Christmas!’ said Alice, kissing her teacher on both cheeks. ‘So you don’t have to go and live in Germany?’
‘No, I don’t have to live in Germany,’ said Miss Lillibet, ‘though lots of people I was with in the camp have been sent there. Hello, I’m Lily – or Miss Lillibet, whichever you prefer.’ She held out her dainty hand to James, and he took it and bowed his head, and Alice thought that Miss Lillibet was just as pretty as before she’d been sent away to the camp – maybe even prettier – and that’s when a big plan hatched in her mind; the kind of plan that made her stomach tight with happiness.
‘I’m James. And I’m going to call you Lily, just to be original.’
Miss Lillibet laughed. ‘You’re the son of Babington Wilder – could you be anything else? I’m a huge admirer.’
‘Miss Lillibet,’ said Pudding from up on James’s shoulders.
Miss Lillibet leaned forward, her mouth open. ‘Well I never, Pudding, you clever thing. You’ve learned to speak!’
‘Yes,’ said Pudding shyly. ‘With Lionel.’
‘Lionel Logue – that’s her speech therapist,’ said Mabel. ‘Miss Lillibet, tell us all about the camp. Was it awful?’
‘Mabel! This is not polite. You do not ’ave to say a word if you would rather not,’ said Mama, passing Miss Lillibet a cup.
‘No, no, I’m perfectly happy to speak of it. Well, Mabel, it was … difficult. And sad. And uplifting. All at the same time.’
‘What was uplifting about it?’ asked Alice. ‘Wasn’t it a prison?’
‘In some ways, and the lack of freedom – well, that was truly horrible. To walk around now wherever I like feels as if I have wings.’ She sipped her tea. ‘But there were good things, too – brave things; people coming together and making the most of an awful situation. Some of the internees had set up a theatre group, and a choir, and a shop. I saw Wagner’s operas sung in German by people with the love of their home in their hearts.’ Miss Lillibet’s eyes brimmed with tears. ‘But there were also people like me – people whose grandparents or even great-grandparents were German, but who’d never been to Germany and didn’t speak the language. It seemed so silly that we were locked away when we were no threat to the war. So there was anger, too. Yes, it was such a mixture of things, I feel as though I may never understand it,’ she said, looking off into the distance. ‘But come now, tell me your news! I hear that you’re waiting for Teddy to return, is that right?’
‘Probably not for a while,’ said Alice.
‘Teddy’s our brother,’ said Mabel to James.
‘The one with the big muscles who was going to thump me?’ he said, his eyes full of mischief.
‘Teddy couldn’t thump a drum,’ said Miss Lillibet, smiling. ‘He’s an artist – a beautiful painter. I do hope he’s well.’
‘And Miss Lillibet is a ballerina – a very good one,’ said Alice proudly. ‘You can probably tell because she’s so graceful. She’s also a dance teacher.’ Then suddenly Alice remembered all the things that Miss Lillibet didn’t know, and she wished that she hadn’t brought it up.
‘No longer, I’m afraid,’ said Miss Lillibet.
‘Mais non! Pour quoi – why?’ asked Mama.
Miss Lillibet sat back in her chair, rubbing her fingertips over her forehead. ‘It seems that even though the war is over, the local women aren’t comfortable with me teaching their children. Apparently I’m still the enemy. So I’m at rather a loss about what to do with myself. Besides teaching you, of course, Alice.’
‘Actually …’ said Mabel.
Alice felt shame bloom inside her. But she made herself look straight into her teacher’s brown eyes. ‘Miss Lillibet? I’ve … I’m not dancing anymore. Because … because of everything. I can’t talk about it this minute, if that’s all right with you.’
‘Oh, Alice,’ said Miss Lillibet, and her face filled with sadness.
In the big pause that followed, they could hear the soft clinks of the anchored boats on the river, knocking against their chains.
‘Are you very disappointed in me?’ Alice whispered.
‘My dear child … It’s just … all the time I was locked away, I –’ Miss Lillibet smoothed her hair and cleared her throat. ‘Not at all, Alice. I could never be disappointed in you. I shall just need something new to do, that’s all.’
‘I’m in the same boat myself, actually,’ said James.
‘Moi aussi,’ said Mama. ‘My job at the bank is finished. You must both come over to keep us company.’
‘A fine idea,’ said James. ‘That dessert is so beautiful, it’s a shame to cut it, Marie-Claire.’
And it was. The way Mama had done the chocolate bark, the Bûche de Noël looked exactly like the branch of a real tree. But it was so velvety and rich and delicious, they soon decided they didn’t mind chopping it into logs and then twigs. Soon it had disappeared, and they all sat back, feeling a little ill, but Christmas ill, which wasn’t bad at all.
‘Oh my,’ said Miss Lillibet, sitting back with her hands on her belly. ‘That was phenomenal.’
‘You’d better take a turn around the garden for some air, Miss Lillibet,’ Alice said eagerly. ‘You’re looking a little pale. James will go with you in case you faint.’
‘I’d be delighted,’ said James, and as they pushed their chairs back, smiling, Alice wondered if her plan might be working before she’d even begun it. Were they falling in love? How did you tell?
‘Mama, that was so scrumptious,’ she said with a happy sigh.
‘Papa Sir would have loved that Bûche,’ said George. ‘He was a fiend for chocolate, wasn’t he, Maman?’
‘Oui. Let us raise a glass to him. To Papa Sir!’
‘To Papa Sir,’ they said with lots of clinking.
‘Dearie me, seems I’m just too late,’ came a voice from the dusk – a Scottish voice. And there was Mrs McNair, Jilly’s mother, in her Sunday-best clothes, a parcel under her arm, her lips thin and drawn together.
Alice hadn’t seen Mrs McNair since the day she’d forbidden Alice to see Jilly ever again. But even though she’d heard from Jilly how much her mother had changed, Alice’s chest felt tight with worry. Was Mrs McNair going to be awful and ruin their perfect Christmas dinner?
‘Joyeux Noël, Madame McNair. Please, sit down,’ said Mama, standing up to kiss her on both cheeks.
‘Och. Aye, well …’ said Mrs McNair, shifting uneasily on the spot.
‘Is that a present you’ve brought?’ asked Mabel.
‘Aye – some Black Bun. It’s meant for Hogmanay – Scottish New Year’s Eve – as a sign of good things to come. But that’s not why I’m here.’
‘George, pour Mrs McNair a glass of water, s’il vous-plait.’
Mrs McNair sat down and started fidgeting with a napkin. She’s nervous too, Alice realised, and let out a deep breath.
‘There are things that’ve happened … things I’m not proud of,’ said Mrs McNair. ‘With my Douglas, as you know.’
‘But that wasn’t your fault – that was the war,’ said Alice, and they all nodded. Alice was surprised by how good it felt to be kind to Mrs McNair. I’m forgiving her, she realised. And it isn’t so tricky after all.
‘Nice o’ you to say, I’m sure, but there’s things that came before that.’ Mrs McNair was trembling now. What on earth was she going to say?
The laughter of James and Miss Lillibet floated up from somewhere quite far away – perhaps as far as the big elm tree, which would be a nice place to kiss, Alice thought. A romantic place.
But her imaginings were cut short as Mrs McNair cleared her throat noisily.
‘It was … it was me who put the white feathers in the mail to your Teddy,’ she said, all in a rush. ‘It was me who baited him into goin’ to war by calling him a coward.’
Alice felt her cheeks go hot and her insides turn cold.
Mabel gasped. ‘You didn’t!’
‘So I’ve done somethin’ to make amends,’ Mrs McNair continued hastily. ‘My husband’s high up in the forces now, and he’s arranged that Teddy be allowed to come home on the next ship – instead o’ my Hamish. Teddy’ll be home in six weeks’ time. It’s not enough, I know. But it’s something to show that I’m sorry.’
Alice felt a big hate pooling in her heart. She stood up and realised she was going to do something awful. She was going to slap Mrs McNair.
But then Mama was stroking Alice’s forearm with her cool, long fingers. ‘There is not one of us who ’as come through the war without regrets – not one,’ she said. ‘Me, I regret that often I was not ’ome – that my family was alone when they needed me. I regret that I did not protest when the Schultz brothers were taken away and put in that ’orrible camp on Rottnest Island. Oui, the war ’as brought with it many types of shame.
‘But with this comes chances, non? Chances to do better. Forgiveness is what stops wars from beginning. And so I forgive you, Nettie – oui. I do. I love my son, and ’e is safe. So with the thanks in my heart, I forgive you.’
Alice felt she had never heard Mama speak so beautifully, and her chest ached with admiration and her throat hurt with pride. If Mama can be so brave, perhaps I can be, too, thought Alice. She pulled herself up very straight, as if she were standing at the barre.
‘Thank you, Mrs McNair,’ she said, ‘for letting Teddy take Hamish’s place and come home. That was very kind.’
‘Thank you,’ murmured Mabel and George and Little together.
‘Oh, no, thank you. I dunnae deserve your forgiveness – least, not so swiftly,’ said Mrs McNair.
At that moment, Miss Lillibet and James came back around the corner, arm in arm.
‘An addition to our party!’ said James warmly. ‘Merry Christmas, madam. I’m James Busby-Wilks. Do you like to dance? I’m suddenly in the mood.’
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After they had put out their shoes in front of the fireplace for Père Noël to fill with gifts, Alice lay in bed, thinking about what Mama had said about everyone having regrets from the war. Is my big regret that I gave up dancing? Should I start again? she wondered. Now the war is over and Teddy will be home and Miss Lillibet is free, why shouldn’t I do nice things?
But the idea filled her with dread, and suddenly Alice knew the reason she hadn’t started again; she realised she’d known it all along. I’m worried I won’t be any good, she thought. I’m afraid that I won’t be perfect. I’m just scared.
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[image: ]he shock of what Mrs McNair had revealed at Christmas was quickly overtaken by the realisation that Teddy would soon be with them. And so for the next few weeks they worked harder than ever in the hot January sunshine to tidy the garden, and dust and air his room, and shine his shoes, and make the whole house pretty.
Without anyone asking, James came each day to help, sometimes even before breakfast, stopping only to go down to the river for a swim at lunchtime. Even with one hand, he was fast and strong, and he left a frothy churn of water behind him that made Pudding very excited when they went down to watch.
They all loved James, each for a different reason. He was kind and gentle, like Teddy, and a great tease, like Papa Sir. And just like Papa Sir – like all of them – he loved silly nicknames. For no particular reason he called Alice ‘Birdy’ and Mabel ‘Ducks’ and Pudding ‘My Bonnie Robin’. And when he was with them, it was easy to forget there was anything bad in the world.
But there was someone that Alice wanted to love him the best – to love him enough to move to a fruit farm. Luckily, that someone was also at the house a lot, chatting with Mama and helping to paint the high-up bit of the front gate because she was so tall.
Each time they smiled at each other across the table, Alice jiggled her feet with excitement. James hasn’t come home for nothing, she thought with happy relief. He’s come home for love, after all.
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The big day finally came, and it started with crepes and fresh butter, which Mama had whipped herself. When Alice came down to breakfast, she found James at the table, tucking in next to George. To Alice’s surprise, so was Miss Lillibet.
‘Miss Lillibet! What’s brought you here so early?’
And to Alice’s delight, Miss Lillibet blushed, the kind of pink, pretty flush that could only mean one thing. James gazed at her across the table, almost knocking over the little pitcher of Honey’s milk.
‘Well … it’s a special day,’ she said. ‘I can’t stay till the afternoon, but I wanted to – to help you make things nice for Teddy.’
‘Oh good, because there’s still lots to do. Would you mind hanging up the streamers around the front door?’ said Alice. ‘And James, if it’s not too much trouble, could you please mow the tennis court and paint on the white lines this morning? I want to play against Teddy as soon as he’s back so he can see how much my serve has improved. Mabel, could you go and double-check that his paint brushes are all lined up? Now Pudding, what are you going to say when Teddy arrives? Remember what we practised?’
Pudding nodded.
‘Little, you’re on baking duty of course. And George, have you finished the banner?’
‘It’s drying on the back verandah.’
They had spent a lot of time arguing over what the banner should say. George thought it should be in Latin, while Mabel had been determined to rhyme ‘Hip Hip Hooray’ with ‘You’ve lived to fight another day’. In the end they had settled on something simple: Teddy, We’re SO Glad You’re Home.
By lunchtime, James was still finishing up the lines on the tennis court, but everything else was exactly how Alice wanted it.
Eventually, Miss Lillibet had to leave, but she made Alice promise to give Teddy her special love. The table was set for tea and groaning with food.
Only Mama wasn’t there – she’d ducked over to the McNairs’ house to invite them all to join the tea later. Since Christmas, she had tried very hard to be friendly, and Mrs McNair had tried even harder in return.
Then came the merry parp of a horn, and they all rushed out to stand under the banner.
‘Teddy,’ Alice cried as Uncle Bear edged Rough-and-Tumble up the driveway. They all waved madly, bouncing on their toes with the thrill of seeing Teddy again. He looked just the same as ever.
Actually … that wasn’t right.
In his uniform, he looked older and even more handsome. His chest was broader, his arms thicker. His hair was cut so short that you couldn’t see the curls. Alice couldn’t look away from his face; it made her so happy.
But as they pulled up to the verandah, Teddy wasn’t looking at her. He sat in Rough-and-Tumble’s sidecar, peering out at the garden. ‘Who’s that on the tennis court?’ he said, his voice sharp and frosty.
‘Oh, that’s just James – you’ll like him.’ Alice leaned over the sidecar and threw her arms around him. ‘Teddy, you’re back! It’s so good to see you. And we’ve all sorts of things to show you tomorrow. First I thought we’d have a game of tennis. Then after breakfast we’ll pack a picnic with your paints and go down to the river. There’s something you need to see down there,’ she said, thinking of Papa Sir’s boat, which Uncle Bear had finished for them. ‘You won’t believe it, it’s too wonderful. Then –’
‘Can’t I just do as I like?’ Teddy said sharply, his arms stiff at his sides. ‘I had enough people ordering me about in the army.’
Alice stepped back. ‘Of course,’ she said, trying to keep her voice steady. ‘Those were just suggestions. You must be very tired. We’ll carry in your things.’
He climbed out of the sidecar and walked past them all and up the front steps, not stopping to look at the banner and the streamers.
Pudding stepped forward and took a deep breath. But Teddy didn’t even glance at her. He kept walking through the hall and up the stairs to his bedroom.
‘Join us for your welcome tea when you’re ready,’ Alice called after him as his bedroom door clicked shut.
Alice wanted to run, then, and leap back onto her bed and tuck her head under her pillow to weep her disappointment away. But as she turned to go, she saw the others standing frozen in the hallway, waiting for her to say or do something to make it right.
‘Who feels like something to eat?’ she asked briskly. ‘Mama’s made frangipane tarts. She’ll be back any moment, and Teddy will come down when he’s had a little rest, I’m sure. He’s come a long way, hasn’t he.’
But Teddy didn’t come down for tea, or for supper, and when Alice tapped on his door with some cocoa as the sun set, there was no answer at all.
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It took days for Teddy to leave his room, and when he did, he would only come down in small patches to sit on the verandah, scowling at James as he worked in the orchard – scowling at them all.
At first, Alice tried to cheer him up. She told him about the Apple Blossom Fair and Uncle Bear finishing off Papa Sir’s boat. She told him about Lionel Logue and Pudding learning to talk. She read to him from the newspaper about how Spanish flu had reached Australia, how in Victoria and New South Wales they’d closed the schools and theatres, and people had to wear masks when they went outside, even to church.
But Teddy didn’t seem to care. Most of the time, he didn’t even seem to be listening.
‘Would you like us to put on a play for you? What about the one with the Scottish bears?’ Alice asked one afternoon, desperately trying to fill Teddy’s prickly silence.
‘Wasn’t the war punishment enough?’ said Teddy, glowering at Pudding, who was driving Tatty’s cart around the neat, mown lawn.
‘Hi!’ she called. ‘Hi, Teddy, hi! See my nice goat?’
But though Alice was sure that was the first time Pudding had ever said his name, Teddy acted like he hadn’t heard.
Alice tried to tell herself that it wasn’t her job to care so much, that it wasn’t her fault that the littlies were all frightened of Teddy now – that she was, too. ‘Well, what about a swim? I bet you’re even faster now. You could start training for the Swim-Through.’
Teddy gritted his teeth. ‘Stop your goddamn meddling and leave me the hell alone.’ He jumped up and grabbed a handful of gravel from the big stone vase by the door. Then he hurled the stones at Tatty, and they flew through the air like sharp little bullets, hitting the lawn just a few feet from Pudding’s shocked, pudgy face.
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‘It’s a lovely day outside. Perhaps you could do some painting today,’ she said to Teddy as she spread jam on her toast. ‘Mabel cleaned all your brushes specially.’
Teddy scoffed. ‘As if I paint anymore. Pointless waste of time. You can throw all that stuff away. I won’t be using it.’
‘Oh,’ said Alice sadly, thinking suddenly of her ballet shoes, stuffed at the back of her closet.
‘But why?’ asked Mabel. ‘What’s that got to do with the war?’
‘Everything,’ said Teddy, and gritted his teeth again.
‘Tell us about the war then – you haven’t said a word about it,’ said Mabel impatiently.
‘I’m not sure he wants to,’ said Alice quickly. She turned to Teddy. ‘We know from your letters that it wasn’t very nice.’
‘Still, it must have been quite an adventure, mustn’t it?’ said Mabel. ‘Going all the way across the world, and seeing France and things? That would have been exciting. And you survived! That was jolly lucky.’
Teddy looked at Mabel with dead, flat eyes. And then his chest started heaving, and as he put his hand to his throat, he started coughing – the most horrible cough that Alice had ever heard. On and on he rasped in hoarse, gasping moans, his eyes streaming. Pudding climbed off her seat and up onto Alice’s lap. Mabel leapt up to pat him on the back, but he shoved her aside with so much force that she stumbled.
‘You were gassed,’ said George solemnly when Teddy had finished.
‘What do you mean?’ asked Alice.
‘I’ve read about it. The Germans used mustard gas – the British, too, eventually. As a weapon. It caused soldiers to … to …’
‘Go blind,’ Teddy croaked, and swallowed to clear his throat. ‘Burst out in vile sores. Hack and cough until their lungs bled. Die writhing in agony. That sort of thing. I suppose that was quite exciting, Mabel.’ He swallowed. ‘That, and seeing rats chewing dead men’s ears off. And watching the skin on my feet peeling off in putrid layers because I had trench foot from the mud that came up to my –’
‘Stop,’ cried Little, putting her hands over her ears. ‘Stop stop stop.’
Alice had never seen Mabel look so terrified. She hugged Pudding tight, not knowing what to say.
‘I’m sorry, Teddy,’ Mabel whispered. ‘I’m so sorry.’
But Teddy just stared at her. ‘You’re right. It’s jolly lucky I survived so I can lie awake thinking about that,’ he said, standing up.
Alice looked at the others, and saw that Little had crawled under the table. She saw that George had tears in his eyes.
Then a storm was building inside her, and suddenly she jumped up and ran after Teddy, and grabbed his forearm so sharply that she felt the pull of his shoulder. He turned around in surprise.
‘How dare you be so horrible to Mabel,’ she shouted. ‘And how dare you mope around all day and scare the children. I know you’ve seen awful things and I’m sure it was very hard. But so has James, and he’s still nice to us. And even though he only has one hand, he helps us every single day, and he goes and swims in the river. All you’ve got is a bit of a cough and you do nothing but sit around. I don’t even know why you bothered coming back, Teddy. You’re selfish and horrible and I wish you were dead.’
With all the strength she’d built improving the serve that Teddy refused to watch, she flung his arm back at his chest and marched off to find Jilly.
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‘But Jilly, you didn’t see me – I was awful. I said the most horrible things. As soon as they came out of my mouth, I felt sick to my stomach,’ Alice confided as they paddled George’s canoe out to lower his kerosene tins, which they’d baited to catch crabs. Crabs were Teddy’s favourite food.
‘It sounds to me like he might have deserved them,’ said Jilly.
‘It’s not his fault he’s like this – it’s the war. Same as with Douglas.’ Alice tested the knots on her rope. ‘But I don’t care if I have to try a million different things, I’m going to cheer him up. He can’t stay miserable forever. Now, what usually cheers people up?’
‘Food,’ said Jilly. ‘So the crabs are a start. What about a picnic at the river?’
‘Well, he still hasn’t seen Papa Sir’s boat. I’m sure James would take us out on it if we asked him. But can you think of anything else – anything more spectacular? What’s the most … the most breathtaking thing you can imagine?’
Jilly leaned over and dangled her fingers into the water, tapping them on the surface to form rings. ‘You know, you could dance for him, Alice.’
‘I told you, Jilly. I’m not –’
‘Not even for Teddy? He loved seeing you dance. Which reminds me. Ballet auditions for the peacetime concert are next week – are you going to come? We’re doing The Fairy Snow Queen. Remember how much Teddy loved it when you were in that?’
Alice looked across at Jilly, feeling her heart slam against her ribs. This was the first she had heard of a peacetime concert. They’d danced The Fairy Snow Queen two years ago, and Alice had been the star part – the beautiful queen who danced to the end of the world to break the spell that had frozen her wings. Alice felt that she’d practised so hard and loved it so much, she hadn’t just danced the part – she was the Fairy Snow Queen. Or at least, she had been.
‘I’m only telling you this because you’re my best friend,’ Jilly said. ‘But the reason you won’t come back to class, Alice Alexander, is because you’re scared. You’re scared that you won’t be as good as you were before. And it’s fine to be scared. But it’s not fine to do nothing about it.’
Though Alice had thought the very same thing, it hurt to hear it. ‘It’s not very nice, Jilly,’ she said in a tight voice, ‘to call me a coward.’
‘You’re only a coward if you act like a coward,’ said Jilly calmly as they rowed back towards the shore. ‘You’re the best dancer anyone around here has seen. If I were even half as talented as you, I’d be dancing every chance I had. And so would any of the other girls. So think about that next time you’re feeling sorry for yourself because you can’t let yourself try. It’s a choice, Alice. And it’s yours.’
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[image: ]n the last day of the holidays, as Alice started to pull everyone’s school pinafores out of the cupboard, she made a long list in her mind of all the things she needed to do: make sure everyone had clean socks and the girls had ribbons, fetch their shoes for polishing and their satchels for clearing out. Hopefully Mabel wouldn’t have left any putrid apples in her bag, like last year. Alice wished she’d thought to check about the clean clothes earlier, for now she’d have to light the copper if she wanted to wash and wring them out. It felt good to think about practical things; it helped her push her guilt away. For Teddy hadn’t come out of his room since she’d said those hateful words.
Mama left food outside his door at night, but each morning when Alice went to collect the tray, it was untouched. The only sound that came from his room was the occasional hoarse gasps of that awful cough. If he wastes away, it will be all my fault, Alice told herself fiercely. And Jilly’s right – I’m too much of a coward to dance, even if it would save Teddy’s life.
But when Mama found her hunting for pairs of bloomers, she shooed Alice away.
‘Tiens! Do not be spending your last day of freedom doing boring chores. I shall wash for the children. Go out – enjoy the sun.’
‘Are you sure, Mama? I’ve always done it before – I don’t mind.’
Mama looked at her with worry and tenderness, all mixed together, and took Little’s bloomers from her hands. ‘I am afraid that all the time I was working, I stopped you being a leetle girl.’
‘I’m not little, and I liked it, Mama.’ She paused. ‘And I think I was good at it,’ she said. ‘But if you’re sure, I’ll go and see Jilly.’
‘Absolument.’
‘Mama?’ said Alice. ‘I know you liked working, but it’s so nice having you home.’
Mama smiled fondly at Alice. ‘I ’ad thought that without my job, I would be miserable. But I love being with my family. And I ’ave loved cooking for you, and caring for you. It ’as been too long since I did this properly. You carried everyone through the war, ma petite. And now, let go of us all and be free.’
Alice kissed Mama on the cheek, feeling as if something heavier than the world had been lifted from her back. Mama was right – she had done it. The war really was over, and though Papa Sir was gone forever, Alice had kept the rest of them safe. She felt as if she’d managed to shield a tiny candle from a roaring wind by cupping it carefully in her hand.
Alice sprinted up to her bedroom, lifted the mattress and snatched the big cream envelope that lay there, shoving it into the pocket of her dress. It was the letter from her audition with Edouard Espinosa; Alice had almost forgotten about it, she’d kept it secret so long. But now she’d show Jilly, and tell her that she’d made up her mind. I’ll dance the Fairy Snow Queen, and Teddy will be happy and Miss Lillibet will be proud. And Jilly won’t think I’m a coward any longer, she thought as she ran back downstairs and through the kitchen and raced across the lawn to Jilly’s house. Just this morning I was so gloomy, and now I truly believe I could fly.
Jilly’s mother opened the door and smiled warmly at Alice. ‘Come in, dearie,’ she said. ‘They’re up in the nursery.’
Alice took the stairs two at a time. As she ran up the hallway, she heard some very familiar music coming from the nursery.
‘Jilly? Guess what!’ she called as she burst in, fishing out the envelope to show her friend. ‘I’m going to audition!’
There stood Jilly in her dance tunic and her ballet shoes, and next to her was Miss Lillibet, shaping Jilly’s arms into a fifth position.
And then Alice realised: the music on the gramophone was the opening solo dance of the Fairy Snow Queen.
‘You’re too late,’ said Jilly, a look of mortification on her freckly face. ‘The auditions were yesterday and I didn’t want to tell you yet but … but I’m the Fairy Snow Queen. I auditioned and I got the part and Miss Lillibet is helping me learn it because there isn’t much time before the concert.’
‘Dear Alice, Jilly told me you’d made up your mind,’ said Miss Lillibet guiltily.
As Alice stood looking at her two favourite people, she felt as if the roof of her world was crumbling down. She wanted to say something, but her throat hurt more than when she’d had tonsillitis and Papa Sir had made her ice-cream that was really just sweet dribbles of cold milk.
‘I’ll give it up,’ said Jilly desperately. ‘I’ll tell Miss Josephine that I won’t do it – I’ll go and tell her this afternoon.’
But as Alice tried to swallow down her sadness, she thought of all the times she’d been the star, and how proud Jilly had been, and excited. ‘You’ll do no such thing, Jilly McNair,’ she said. ‘You earned the part fair and square, and you’ll be wonderful. Miss Lillibet is the best teacher in the world.’
Relief flooded colour back into Jilly’s face, and Miss Lillibet smiled at Alice. But as Alice turned to go, her eyes filled with tears.
‘Oh – Alice?’ Jilly called after her.
‘Yes?’ croaked Alice, not turning around.
‘Do you still have the tiara from the last concert? Miss Lillibet thought I should practise in it. Could you bring it over?’
Alice nodded and shoved the big cream envelope back into her pocket as she ran out the door.
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Slumping along by the river, Alice’s head throbbed. Don’t you dare be jealous, she told herself. It’s your own stupid fault.
As she passed the Scotch College boatshed, she saw James climbing out of the water to lie on the warm wooden slats of the jetty. She wandered over and lay down beside him. ‘Hi James. Did you have a good swim?’
‘My best time yet. Should be right for the Swim-Through in a few weeks’ time.’ James propped himself up on his elbow to look into Alice’s face. ‘You’re glum, Birdy. What’s shaking?’
Alice looked out at the river, which was so still and peaceful, it seemed to be mocking her. ‘I … I might be a murderer soon,’ she said, and then felt silly for being so dramatic.
But James didn’t laugh or tease. ‘Hmm. Prison’s tough. Why don’t you give me the background, and we’ll try to avoid it?’
Alice turned over onto her stomach and squinted through the gaps in the jetty to watch the water lap and sparkle below.
‘Have you ever felt like you were once very good at something … and then you had to watch someone overtake you – someone who you knew, in your heart, wasn’t as good?’
James was silent, and as Alice turned to look at him, she saw he was holding out his arm to her – the one without the hand. His stump looked raw and sore. She remembered how he had once played cricket; the wishful look on his face when he’d told her. Alice realised that if anyone understood what it felt like to lose a part of yourself, it was James.
‘Mine sounds so silly, compared to you losing your hand. I can’t even say it.’
‘You could never sound silly to me, Birdy.’
Alice took a deep breath. ‘Jilly’s going to dance the role of the Fairy Snow Queen at the peacetime concert. And that’s my favourite part in the world. I danced it two years ago, and it was the first time I believed that I might one day be a real dancer. I feel so mean, but I’m not sure how I’ll be able to go and watch her, even though she’s always watched me be the star. Because before I knew you, James, and before Teddy left, and before the war, I used to be a ballerina.’ The word sounded so pretty, so simple.
‘Everything felt easy then, and I didn’t have any worries – not hardly one.’ Alice watched as one of her tears slid down her nose and plopped through a gap in the jetty. She waited for it to hit the water, but it was too small to make a splash. ‘But now I’m too frightened to dance. And everything’s a jumbled mess because of me.’ She closed her eyes.
‘Bird? I need you to look at me,’ James said, and his voice was so tender that Alice turned and looked.
‘You don’t have to make everything all right for everyone. Sometimes there are things that can’t be changed or mended.’
Alice thought about it for a moment. ‘But I’m the fixer – I’m the glue that holds us together. Teddy told me, before he left.’
James shook his head. ‘That’s what you do. Just as ballet was something you did, and you might do again, if you choose. But it’s not who you are. You’re Alice Alexander of Peppermint Grove,’ he said, ‘and nothing you fix or start or stop can change that. Whatever you do, you’re already perfect. Just as you are.’
Alice of Peppermint Grove. It sounds nice, Alice thought, through her tears. It sounds like someone I hope I might be one day.
‘As for the concert,’ James continued, ‘give yourself some time to decide. You might just surprise yourself and go along after all. But either way, I won’t think any less of you, and I doubt Jilly will either.’
Then Alice leaned forward and squeezed James tight. He hugged her back, and his arms around her felt warm and safe.
‘You hug just like my father,’ she said in wonder. ‘James,’ she said as they let each other go. ‘I’m glad that you came to us – that Mabel wasn’t Arabella.’
‘Alice Alexander, I wouldn’t trade you for all the Arabellas in the world.’
As Alice walked up through the orchard toward home, she could see Teddy sitting on the verandah, watching her – or perhaps he wasn’t at all. But it didn’t matter, because he was there, not dead in his room or dead on a field in France. He looked so small and alone in his rocking chair that Alice’s heart panged.
‘Teddy,’ she said when she reached him, ‘I’m sorry for what I said. I’m sorry that I don’t know how to cheer you up.’
‘And I’m sorry,’ said Teddy, ‘that I’m not James.’
She spun around, and Teddy was looking right at her with his Papa Sir eyes.
‘I don’t want you to be James,’ she said. ‘I just want you here. And you are.’
He looked back out at the garden. ‘I can’t go around pretending I’m the same chap I was before I left,’ he said.
Alice had never known so deeply that Teddy was her brother; that there were things they shared that didn’t have words or names. ‘I don’t want you to pretend,’ she said quietly. ‘Promise me you never will.’
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[image: ]ack at school, it seemed all anyone could talk about was the Big Weekend in March: the Swim-Through which would be on a Saturday morning, followed by the peacetime concert on Sunday afternoon.
At elevenses, Podger started taking bets about who would win the swim. Alice and Jilly stood with a group of girls on the side of the asphalt, watching them line up and wager their pocket money or their marbles.
‘Oi, Alice,’ called Septimus Burt. ‘Is your brother racing? I reckon he’s in with a shot. Podger, take my fiver for Teddy Alexander to win.’
‘Don’t – he’s not racing,’ Alice said. ‘He’s … he’s just not.’
‘Perhaps they should start taking a bet about whether the whole thing will go ahead,’ said Ada.
‘What do you mean?’ Alice asked, thinking of how hard James had been training.
‘Well, I’ve heard that in the eastern states people aren’t allowed to meet in big groups because of the Spanish flu. They don’t want it to spread, so the theatres are closed and everything – no public gatherings at all. I expect that will happen here soon.’
‘Oh dear,’ said Jilly to Alice. ‘What if it does and we can’t do the peacetime concert?’
‘That would be terrible,’ Alice replied untruthfully. It was a wicked thing to wish that the concert would be called off, but she did it anyway, trying to push away the memory of Jilly’s sparkling face when Alice had given her the tiara that morning.
‘It’s silly to be so excited, I know,’ Jilly had said apologetically. ‘But I’ve never been the star of anything before. Even in the Christmas nativity, I was always just the innkeeper’s daughter.’
‘It’s not silly at all,’ said Alice firmly. ‘It’s a big part. And you’ll be wonderful.’
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The Swim-Through wasn’t cancelled, and the early March sun was high in the sky as Alice and her family arrived at Mosman Bay a few weeks’ later to watch it. The foreshore was a field of bobbing hats: square straw boaters; white, puffy meringue hats that tied under ladies’ chins; little bonnets that shaded chubby babies in their big-wheeled prams. Mama had Pudding on her shoulders, and George had Little on his back.
‘Come on, Alice,’ said Mabel, ‘I’ll get us to the front.’ She set off through the crowd with her elbows stuck out and weaved her way right to the front, where the crowd had gathered round the finishing line in a half moon. They found Miss Lillibet there and slipped in beside her as Ginger, the policeman, stood atop a ladder on the jetty, pistol in one hand and a megaphone in the other.
‘All competitors are to follow the course out to the buoy, around the Point Walter spit post, to Keane’s Point, and back to the jetty. TAKE your marrrrrks, GET set … GO!’
When the starting gun went off, the crowd roared and the water bubbled like bath foam, and the fins of bent elbows popped up through the choppy waves.
‘Busby-Wilks is leading them out,’ called a man with binoculars and a twirly moustache. ‘Beautiful stroke style.’
‘But can he stay the distance? My money’s on Rolf Nyman,’ said Ford, the stationmaster.
‘I wonder what’s on their minds while they’re out there,’ mused Miss Lillibet. ‘What do you think, Alice?’
‘I bet James is picturing you, Miss Lillibet,’ said Alice, grinning. ‘And that’s what’s making him go so fast.’ Alice looked up at her with delight. But Miss Lillibet looked as if she would be ill, right there on the foreshore. Her face had turned green with horror or maybe fright – Alice couldn’t tell which.
But she didn’t have the chance to ask, because suddenly the crowd was jostling and parting, and someone was yelling, ‘Make way! Make way! Quickly – please.’
Alice didn’t have to turn around to know that voice. And as Teddy pushed past her in his swimming trunks, Alice felt as if she were in a happy dream.
‘Catch ’em, Teddy!’ yelled Septimus Burt.
And as Teddy sprinted to the water and threw himself into the shallows, the whole crowd joined in.
‘Te-ddy, Te-ddy, Te-ddy,’ they roared as his legs churned and his arms whirled like propellers.
‘Te-ddy, Te-ddy,’ screamed Alice and Mabel as they clutched each other and jumped up and down.
With each stroke, Teddy drew closer to the roiling pack of swimmers. It seemed to Alice as if they were almost treading water, they were so slow in comparison. As he rounded the buoy, he caught up to one, and then another. Alice thought she would go deaf, Mabel’s shrieks were so loud.
The stretch from the buoy to the Point Walter spit was the longest. What if he tires? Alice thought desperately.
But Teddy didn’t tire. He pulled away from everyone, stroking in the smooth, strong rhythm that Alice knew was his alone. He’s going to win, she thought incredulously as he reached the spit and turned for the final sprint to the jetty, where the crowd, wild with delight, willed him on as one. He’s going to win, and he’ll be happy again. Alice felt giddy with relief, and reached out for Miss Lillibet’s hand only to find that Miss Lillibet was wiping her eyes and weeping.
But as he neared the finish line, Teddy stopped swimming; his arms stopped whirling, his head went under.
The crowd buzzed with confusion, and then went quiet.
‘What’s he playing at? Duck-diving for pennies?’ called Ford.
Nobody laughed, because when Teddy surfaced, an awful sound rang out across the water – a sound that was so familiar to Alice by now. It was the hoarse, gasping moan of Teddy’s gas cough.
And then there was just the silence of him sinking, down, down, down.
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[image: ]t was James who pulled Teddy out of the river. He would have won the Swim-Through if he hadn’t stopped to wrench Teddy, limp and grey, from the water, and dragged his body through the shallows. It didn’t take long before Teddy spluttered and opened his eyes, but those awful seconds would be with Alice forever, she was sure.
She thought about them the next afternoon as she lay on her bed, listening to the excited chatter of everyone leaving for the peacetime concert without her.
James had knocked on her door earlier, but she hadn’t answered, and now she regretted it. Yesterday had been such a blur that she hadn’t even really thanked him properly.
As the grandfather clock boomed, Alice felt sick and hollow. I can’t stand to go and watch Jilly, but I can’t stand to be by myself either, she thought crossly. I’m horrible.
When the last chime had died away, she went in search of Teddy. Eventually she found him in the greenhouse, wrapped up in a blanket.
He turned as she let herself in, and looked at her in surprise. ‘Why aren’t you at the concert?’ he asked. ‘Isn’t it Jilly’s big day?’
She sighed. ‘I didn’t go. I couldn’t watch because it used to be me.’ Alice walked over to the clotheshorse that was once her ballet barre and rested her hands on it, looking out at the Sunday sailboats on the river below. ‘Do you think I’m disgusting?’ she asked Teddy.
Teddy went to answer, but he broke out in his hacking, raspy cough, which bounced off the glass walls and made Alice’s ears ring painfully.
‘You’re not disgusting,’ Teddy said when he had recovered. ‘But it’s just not like you.’
‘I don’t feel like me,’ she said. ‘Everything feels wrong.’
‘What would make it right?’ asked Teddy.
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I can stand at the back, Alice thought as she ran through the quiet, green streets of Peppermint Grove, and hopefully no one will notice me, and I’ll still be able to congratulate Jilly afterwards. But as she got closer to St Columba’s, the church hall was ringing not with music but with loud chatting. She slipped in the back door to find that the dancing hadn’t started yet. People were fidgeting and some were getting up – it looked as though they were leaving.
‘Alice! I was about to run home to get you,’ said Mabel urgently, appearing by her side. ‘Jilly needs you! This second.’
She yanked Alice out the door and round the back of the hall, where the little church kitchen had been turned into a dressing room. Jilly was sitting with her ankle propped up on a bucket and a bandage round it, her cheeks wet, her nose dripping, and the Fairy Snow Queen’s silk dress on her lap.
Alice gasped. ‘Jilly – your big part! Oh no! I’m so sorry. What are you going to …’ She trailed off as Jilly held out the beautiful costume to her. Suddenly she realised what her best friend was asking her to do.
‘I can’t, I can’t, I can’t,’ Alice said shaking her head frantically. ‘I haven’t danced in months – I wouldn’t be any good.’
‘You’re the only one who knows the part. Please – if you don’t do it, the show can’t happen, and we’ve been practising so hard.’
Alice walked around and around in tight circles, her mind a storm of panic. She looked over at poor Jilly, whose eyes were so full of tears that Alice had to turn away to stop herself from crying, too. Jilly just wanted to be the star – just once, thought Alice. I shouldn’t have minded that it wasn’t me. And I shouldn’t mind that I haven’t practised – I’ll remember the steps when I hear the music.
But Alice knew that dancing wasn’t as simple as that for her. I won’t be as good – I won’t be able to jump as high or stretch as far, and my point won’t be sharp, and my dancing won’t be beautiful, she thought wildly. I’ll get puffed. I might trip. And people will say that I’m not good enough to be a real dancer.
‘But I don’t even want to be a dancer anymore,’ she cried, not realising she was speaking aloud.
‘Is that so?’ said a familiar voice.
‘James,’ said Alice, spinning around, her eyes prickling. ‘I’m supposed to – they want me – Jilly –’
James held up his hand. ‘I’ve heard, Alice. Come, now, and take a walk with me. Jilly, you won’t mind, will you? We’ll be back in a few minutes.’
‘The audience will have left by then,’ said Mabel. ‘A few people already have.’
‘Sing for them, Ducks. Distract them. Get George up there if you have to,’ said James, putting his arm around Alice’s shoulder and leading her out the side of the hall and over to the bench by the wishing well.
‘James, please don’t make me,’ said Alice desperately as they sat down. ‘I won’t be any good. I’ll be sick all over the stage.’ Her fingers were twisted so tightly together that her knuckles bulged like white marbles.
James reached into his satchel and pulled out an oblong parcel, wrapped in brown paper, and handed it to Alice. ‘Then you’ll be wanting this. I brought it to give to you after the performance – if you came, which I suspected you would. Open it, Alice.’
Alice tore the paper to reveal a book, pale green with a twirling black-and-white pattern pressed into its cover.
She opened it, and she felt a beautiful warmth unfurl in her chest. ‘Hope and the Wide, Bright Sky by Babington Wilder: First Edition,’ Alice read from the title page. And there was a message, written in the most elegant handwriting. ‘With hope and love to the reader of this book, from your friend and companion, Babington Wilder.’
Alice looked at James in wonder. ‘For me?’
James smiled. ‘For you, Bird. To keep for always. I underlined a passage – where the corner of the page is turned over. I hope you don’t mind, but I read it and thought of you.’ He stood up and kissed the top of her head. ‘Whatever you decide, I’ll be waiting,’ he said, and walked back inside.
Leafing through the book to the page with the turned-down corner, Alice flipped past sentences she had read over and over – that she’d had read to her by Teddy before she was old enough to know them for herself. So when she got to the underlined words, it was Teddy’s voice that she heard, clear and calm and steady. It was the voice he’d had before the war, before he was cold and gruff.
Said Hope to the Boy on the edge of the sill, ‘How lucky you are to be able to fly.’
Said the Boy with a frown, ‘I’d cut off my wings if I could, but they’d only grow back.’
‘Don’t you like to fly?’ asked Hope in surprise. ‘Doesn’t it make you feel free?’
‘It frightens me,’ scowled the Boy. ‘How do I know that my wings will support me?’
Hope laughed prettily. ‘But that’s what they’re for, Boy.’
Said the Boy, ‘Do not laugh. How would you like to feel you’re a coward? Always to tremble and never be brave?’
‘Why, if that’s the case, you’re brave every day,’ Hope said, and tossed her golden hair. ‘To be all that you are in spite of your fear, why, that’s bravery. And to use what you have even when you might fail, now that’s courage. Does that cheer you, Boy?’
The Boy held out his feather to her, and she took it and put it behind her ear. He tiptoed to the edge of the ledge, and Reader, he paused – and he flew.
Alice closed the book and stood up. She walked slowly back to the hall, and there was Mama standing outside the doorway, bending over and fanning herself.
‘Mama,’ Alice said. ‘I’m going to dance. I’m going to be the Fairy Snow Queen.’
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‘What are they laughing at?’ Alice asked Mabel as she tied on Jilly’s ballet shoes, which were luckily only the tiniest bit too big.
‘It’s George, reading his opus. You won’t believe it, but he’s bringing the house down.’
Alice couldn’t believe it, but as she twisted up her hair and topped it with the glittering tiara, the hall rocked with stamping feet, and the air rung with whistles. Oh George, she thought. They love you! I’m so sorry I called you a bore.
When he came off the stage, Alice was waiting in the wings to grab him and plant a big kiss on his face.
He frowned and wiped it away. ‘Urgh, what was that for?’
‘I didn’t take your opus very seriously, and I should have,’ said Alice. ‘I’m so sorry. You must be a wonderful writer. People would have left if it wasn’t for your opus.’
‘That’s all right, Alice. Genius is rarely understood.’
‘You’re a dark horse, writing something funny. I thought you were working on a tragedy.’
George looked down and shook his head. ‘It was,’ he said. ‘But people couldn’t stop laughing. I admit that I’m rather perplexed by the whole affair.’
‘I wouldn’t worry,’ said Alice seriously, though she badly wanted to smile. ‘As you say, genius is rarely understood.’
Then someone put on the gramophone and a light shone down the middle of the stage, and Alice ran to it. She pointed her foot behind her and brought her arms to third position, soft and supple and strong. The curtains opened, the music swelled, the audience applauded.
And Alice knew with everything in her that this was what she wanted to do for the rest of her life.
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When the Fairy Snow Queen curtseyed for the final time, a tiny girl brought out a bouquet of white roses for Alice. Then the audience were on their feet shouting ‘Bravo! Bravo!’ and Alice had to wipe her eyes.
She glanced down and saw dear, poor Jilly crying, and Mama and Little, too. Mabel was standing on her chair, one hand on James’s shoulder. And at the back of the hall she thought she might have seen Teddy, but perhaps it was only wishing. She ran off the stage and on again, but the clapping wouldn’t stop; it just thundered around her like rain on the roof. As she looked out at the crowd, for the first time in such a long time the world felt light and free.
She didn’t see the moment when Mama fell to the ground. She only realised it had happened when people started to crowd around in a tight little huddle that Alice had to burst through once she’d leapt from the stage to another wave of applause.
‘What’s wrong?’ she cried. ‘Mama?’
‘She’s burning up – she’s got a fever,’ said George, putting his hand to Mama’s smooth forehead. ‘I’m sure of it. And look – she’s got a rash on her neck. Mama?’ he said loudly.
But Mama didn’t respond.
‘I’m calling for the doctor,’ said James.
‘Take Pudding and Little away, will you, James?’ George asked as he tried to shake Mama a little more roughly.
Alice knelt down beside her and brushed her cheek against Mama’s lips, not caring that the Fairy Snow Queen’s tiara clattered to the ground. ‘She’s breathing – though why’s it so rattly? Mama, can you hear me?’ she asked desperately, and stroked Mama’s beautiful hair. She felt something wet, and pulled her hand away. ‘What’s this sticky stuff around her ears, George?’
They looked down at Alice’s hand, which was covered in something dark and streaky, and then back up at each other.
It was blood.
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[image: ]ama,’ whispered Alice as she held her mother’s cool, dry hand and stroked her elegant fingers. ‘I’ll never forget you. Not ever.’
But Mama didn’t answer. She lay on her bed, still and pale, as though she’d been chipped from marble and polished. Her breath rasped and creaked as it struggled out of her throat.
While Alice sat by the bedside, she looked out the window at the curls of moonlight dancing on the river and tried to remember the last thing she’d said to Mama before she’d been taken ill at the peacetime concert, back in the autumn. Was it something kind? Had Alice said that she loved her? She had tried so hard to remember, but she couldn’t be sure.
This was the third time Alice had said goodbye since Mama had caught the Spanish flu. Twice before, her mother had lived through long, scary nights where foamy blood had poured from her nose and her ears, and her breath had rattled like a door in a storm. Instead of getting easier, each time it got harder to kiss her goodbye. Alice wasn’t sure if she could do it again – if she could bear to hear Little ask once more if it hurt to die.
Dr Peters said it was remarkable that she had survived this long – that many people died within a week and some within a day. But Mama had hung on. ‘She must have a lot to fight for,’ he’d said kindly. ‘And you must have kept everyone nice and healthy here, Alice, because it’s a miracle none of the rest of you have gone down.’
Oh Mama, please don’t leave me, Alice thought desperately. I’m frightened of being an orphan. And Pudding’s too young to be without you.
But she tried to keep her face calm and her voice steady. ‘Mabel,’ she said to her sister, who was nestled into the crook of Mama’s knees, ‘could you fetch some more aspirin? And get Little to make some warm milk and cinnamon?’
Mabel uncurled and stretched and went trotting off downstairs. Then George knocked lightly on the door and came in to take Mama’s pulse. Through the haze of her panic Alice thought for the hundredth time how brave her brothers and sisters were, and how strong.
‘It’s time to call Dr Peters,’ said George gravely, after a little while. ‘I’m sorry, Alice.’
Alice nodded and swallowed hard. ‘Can you bring Pudding in on your way back?’
And then it was just Alice and Mama and the moonlight, and the sound of the wind through the peppermint trees, and the thrumming of Alice’s heartbeat in her ears. ‘I’ll talk to you all the time when you’re in heaven,’ Alice said shakily. ‘I’ll tell you how everyone’s going.’ But did Mama believe in heaven? Alice had never asked. There would be so many things that she wouldn’t be able to find out from Mama now, and the thought of all those questions with no answers made a tear slip down Alice’s cheek. The wind picked up and whistled a little, and she started to shiver. It was almost winter now.
The door opened again and suddenly everyone was there: Teddy with a tumbler of whisky, Little with the milk, George with the bottle of aspirin, Mabel with something on a plate – in the dim light Alice couldn’t quite see what – and Pudding with a potato to slip under Mama’s pillow, which Mrs McNair had told them was the only cure for Spanish flu.
‘It’s killed more people around the world than the Great War now, this sickness,’ she’d told them. ‘Try putting salt up your mother’s nostrils tonight,’ she’d added solemnly, and frowned when Mabel had giggled.
But though people had new ideas every week, there didn’t seem to be a cure for Spanish flu, and it had swept around the world, as strong and unstoppable as the flames that hurled through the bush in the summer.
‘What’s that you’ve got, Mabel?’ Alice asked as Pudding slid the potato under the pillow and tucked herself in alongside Mama’s cheek.
Mabel climbed up on the other side of the bed, carefully balancing the plate so she wouldn’t spill what was on it. ‘It’s onions – raw ones. Come now, Mama,’ she said loudly. ‘Just chew this – just a little. I’ve heard it’s very good for you.’
Alice winced as Mabel forced her fingers into Mama’s mouth. ‘Don’t,’ she said. ‘She might –’
‘Ow!’ Mabel jerked back her hand and glared at Mama. ‘I’m only trying to help you,’ she said angrily.
Mama sucked in an extra loud breath, followed by a string of short, sharp ones.
‘There, there,’ said Pudding, patting Mama’s forehead with her plump fingers, just as Mama had done when Pudding got the chicken pox. Alice felt as if she’d been kicked in the stomach by Tatty, their goat.
‘Shall I put you to bed?’ said Teddy to Mabel, taking the plate of onions.
His voice had none of the warmth and tenderness that it’d had before he’d gone to war, back when he’d called Alice ‘Tink’ and dashed about on his bicycle and spent every spare minute painting. Remembering those times made Alice want to cry out for all that she’d lost. Since then, Papa Sir, their father, had died at sea, and the war had stolen the old Teddy and replaced him with someone who was prickly and sad. Even Mama’s illness hadn’t brought him back from the cold, lonely place where his mind seemed to be. And now they were losing Mama, too – stylish, clever, beautiful Mama.
‘It’s not fair,’ said Alice, mostly to herself.
‘Life’s not fair, I’m afraid,’ said George. ‘Yes, I’ve written many a poem about the world’s injustice. Would you like me to fetch –’
‘I want to stay,’ said Mabel, wriggling out of Teddy’s grasp. ‘Let’s not take it in turns tonight, and just be here together – can’t we, Alice? Let’s not any of us leave Mama, and then she might decide not to leave us.’
Alice wasn’t sure that sickness really worked like that, but it didn’t matter now. ‘Why not? At least until Dr Peters comes,’ she said.
‘Well, about that,’ said George. ‘Unfortun­ately, he’s not coming after all. Someone’s having a baby, and then there are three new flu victims for him to see afterwards. His wife says he’s awfully sorry, but that probably all we can do now is wait. We’re on our own.’
Perhaps Mama heard him then; perhaps she didn’t like the idea at all, or maybe it was just a coincidence. But when they all fell glumly silent, she groaned a little. And then, with no warning, she sat bolt upright, as if a catapult had thrown her forward. She gave a great cough, and a rivulet of blood dribbled out of her mouth, the deep red of raspberry jam.
Then something incredible happened. Mama opened her eyes and said, ‘Tiens!’
And she smiled.
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[image: ]lice was thinking about that astonishing night a few weeks later as she tiptoed down the hallway wrapped in Papa Sir’s soft dressing gown, her ballet shoes dangling around her neck. Carefully jumping over the floorboards that creaked, she slipped through the kitchen and out the side door. The sky looked just like the painted ceiling of a cathedral that Papa Sir had once described to them – as if the stars were crystal teardrops hanging from a big piece of navy velvet. It was what she imagined heaven might look like. Good grief, I still haven’t asked Mama if she believes in heaven, Alice thought, remembering. But perhaps now she wouldn’t need to.
Although Mama was thin and weak and couldn’t get out of bed, she had survived, and she seemed to be over the worst. Now she could chat a little on the days she felt stronger. Mabel insisted it was the onions that had cured her, but Alice wondered if somehow Papa Sir had something to do with it, wherever he was now.
At the greenhouse, Alice threw off his dressing gown and shivered in her dance tunic as she wound the gramophone. She felt excitement tingle through her, as if she were winding herself up, too, ready for all the leaps and twirls and stretches.
The day Mama had got sick had been the day that Alice had danced the part of the Fairy Snow Queen, which was the first ballet she’d done in a long time. After the war had ended, she hadn’t wanted to start again; she hadn’t thought she’d be as good as she was when she’d practised so much for the audition with Edouard Espinosa, the famous ballet teacher from London.
And she hadn’t been. At first she’d been puffed by the end of every dance, and her legs had felt stiff and wooden. When she’d turned pirouettes, she hadn’t been able to keep her balance – not even on the single ones. But now that Mama was getting better, Alice had doubled the length of her practices, waking up earlier and staying up longer, and she could feel that she was a better dancer than she had ever been. When Miss Lillibet came each night to teach her, Alice could see that she thought so, too.
A sharp tap at the window made Alice wobble. She turned to peer out into the sunrise and, silhouetted against the pink sky, she saw Teddy, two steaming mugs in his hands. She ran to let him in.
‘Cocoa,’ he said in a flat, lifeless voice. ‘For when you’re finished. May I watch?’
‘Yes,’ said Alice in surprise, running to get his old painting chair from where it was folded in the corner. Teddy hadn’t shown any interest in her dancing since he’d come home. If he was anywhere near when Miss Lillibet arrived, he usually lowered his head and slunk off. He hadn’t shown any interest in anything, really, except sitting on the verandah and glaring at James, the kindly one-armed soldier who was part of their family now. He didn’t paint anymore, and he rarely smiled. That cocoa’s the nicest thing he’s done since he’s been back, Alice thought as she changed the gramophone record, feeling a little puzzled. I wonder why he’s come.
By the time Alice had worked her way through her pieces, she was so warm that she would have preferred water to cocoa, but she sat on the floor beside Teddy and drank it anyway as she did the splits. She’d worked hard and danced well, but Teddy had just stared at her blankly. It doesn’t matter, she told herself as they sipped in silence. He came – that’s something.
‘Do you think I should get a job?’ Teddy blurted as she stood up.
‘What do you mean?’ she asked. She had never thought of Teddy working as anything other than an artist. She’d never really thought of him working at all, but as she looked at him now, she realised that he wasn’t a child anymore; he was a man, and men worked, didn’t they?
‘Well,’ she said uncertainly.
‘I know there aren’t many jobs. And all the soldiers who’ve come back are after them. But with Papa Sir leaving us here alone, well, shouldn’t I?’ His voice was hard, and he wouldn’t meet Alice’s eyes. He sounded angry – angry with Papa Sir for dying.
‘But what about art school in London? Isn’t that what you were going to do?’ asked Alice. ‘And travel around Europe, with those artists who paint with little dots? When you feel better, I mean.’
Teddy crunched his teeth against each other. The way they squeaked made the hairs on Alice’s arms stand up, and suddenly she wasn’t so warm.
‘Papa Sir left us buckets of Grandpa’s money,’ she added hurriedly. ‘You don’t need to work. Just get better.’
‘Well, someone will need to stay when you go.’
‘Go where? What do you mean?’
‘Don’t act all innocent,’ he snarled. ‘It’s you who’ll be going to London, Alice. To be a famous dancer. And you’ll take Miss Lillibet with you.’
Alice froze.
‘I read that letter,’ he continued. ‘From your audition. Mama asked me to turn the mattresses over, and I found it under yours. Are you going to London to that fellow’s dance school?’ Teddy swallowed, and his voice was tight and reedy. ‘Because he’s right about your dancing. It’s … good.’
There was a time when Teddy had loved Alice’s dancing more than anyone – when hearing that someone believed she was talented would have made him puff up with pride. But now he sounded as if it were something hateful.
‘No,’ said Alice quickly. ‘I’m not going to London – or anywhere. I wouldn’t leave you all.’ Yet as the words tumbled out, she felt as if some precious part of her was being ripped away. Though she hadn’t admitted it to herself, her dream of going to London to Edouard’s dance school had never died, not even in all those months when she’d given up ballet. Perhaps it was what had kept her strong when the war had cast its deep shadow over their lives.
But how could I leave them now? she wondered. They had come so close to losing Mama that it seemed cold and heartless to even think of it. Teddy had a point: with everything that had happened, it wouldn’t be right.
Alice looked up to see Teddy glaring at her.
‘Do you give me your word?’ he asked with a quiet sort of menace.
No no no! shrieked a little part of Alice’s mind. But she nodded and said, ‘Of course.’
Seeming satisfied with that, Teddy left, not remembering to pick up the dirty cocoa mugs. But as Alice folded up his painting chair and put it back against the wall, she felt her neck getting hot. It’s not fair – it wasn’t my choice that Papa Sir died, she thought. It isn’t my fault that Teddy has turned so nasty. If he was happy and normal and kind, I wouldn’t feel so bad about leaving.
And then a familiar feeling came over her – one she knew now wasn’t very helpful, but that overtook her so strongly that she couldn’t help giving in to it. It was the feeling that perhaps she could fix the problem herself – that if she could do something to help Teddy, it would turn out all right.
‘There must be something I haven’t already tried,’ she whispered as she charged up to the kitchen. She grabbed a scone from the sideboard on her way through, and sprinted upstairs, gobbling down the buttery goodness. Outside Mama’s bedroom door she brushed the crumbs from her dance tunic and knocked.
‘Entre!’ Mama called, her voice sounding merry.
Alice dived onto Mama’s big bed, kissing her hollow cheeks. She was as tiny as a doll and her eyes seemed as huge as Little’s now.
‘Ma petite, good morning! ’ow was your practice? Oof – your face is cold.’
‘Not bad. Mama, I need to know something. What was the happiest moment of your whole entire life?’
‘Alors – that is a difficile question. I must take a minute to think.’ Mama put her chin in her slender white hand, and looked out her window at the river, which was grey as slate against the rosy sky, its surface rough. She was quiet for a long time, and in the still silence, Alice lay her head in Mama’s lap. How could I bear to leave this? she wondered.
‘There was a night, a magical night,’ Mama said eventually, ‘when your father took me to Venice, and rowed me on a boat in the moonlight – all the way out to sea. And he told me he would never stop loving me, not even when his heart stopped beating.’ She looked up at Alice and smiled, even though her eyes were shimmering with tears. ‘It seemed as if our leetle boat was floating, held up by love. I ’ave never felt as happy.’
Alice wanted to say to Mama that Papa Sir still loved her – that Alice was sure of it. But she wasn’t sure. What happened when people died? Could they even love, or was it silly to hope so?
‘Mama?’ Alice began. ‘It’s so nice …’ She stopped. It seemed strange to say ‘that you’re still alive’.
‘I’ll get you some tea,’ she said instead.
Mama caught Alice’s hand. ‘I would not change it – not a moment. Even though he is gone. Love is with us forever. You understand?’
‘Oui, Maman.’ And Alice truly believed she did, because suddenly it all made sense: it was love Teddy needed – not crabs to eat, or a job, or a new paintbrush. He needed someone to love and to love him back – so much that he’d feel as if he were floating.
‘Ma petite?’ called Mama as Alice was walking out the door. ‘Can you fetch me my ring? It is in –’
‘The top drawer. I know, Mama.’ Alice went over to Mama’s beautiful oak bureau and pulled out the tiny drawer at the top, which held only one thing: a ring that made Alice clasp her hands to her chest. The gold was a rosy colour, and the stones were diamonds, one big one in the middle, and nine little ones around the outside, like blossom petals. As Alice handed it to her mother, she thought for the millionth time how perfect it was, and how elegant, just like Mama.
‘I ’ave promised it to Teddy, to give to ’is bride, when he finds her. But today I will wear it and think of Papa Sir and Venice. Thank you, ma petite, for reminding me.’
A boat ride! thought Alice, as she went back downstairs to put the kettle on the stove. The Zephyr, a dear old steam ferry that chugged up and down the river, did night-time boat rides to Point Walter, which was just the other side of the sandbar. There was a dance hall there, Drake’s Pavilion, and music, too. And the ferry left at 8 pm, when the moon would be high in the sky. I’ll buy two tickets and I’ll find him a beautiful girl and pack a delicious picnic, and then they’ll be sure to fall in love – a love so big it will go on forever – and Teddy will be happy again.
But who was nice enough to marry Teddy? Alice’s best friend, Jilly, had always wanted to, but she was still eleven and probably a bit too young, which was a pity.
Then Alice felt a memory fluttering at the edge of her mind. There was a girl he fancied, wasn’t there? Before he left to fight? A girl who’d only been interested in soldiers. As Alice fetched the pitcher of milk from the ice box, she tried to remember. Elizabeth Evans? Elsie Abbott? No, neither of those seemed quite right. Hmm. It would bother Alice all day unless she could make herself rem –
‘Eleanor! Eleanor Eyres,’ she said triumphantly.
‘The golf champion?’ said a voice, and Alice spun round to see Mabel standing in her pyjamas, her hair sticking up in tufts. ‘By the way, I’m having a duvet day today, so I won’t be going to school, Alice. Is there any cream for those scones?’
‘What do you mean, a golf champion?’ asked Alice.
‘I’ve seen her in the newspaper getting trophies – lots of times,’ said Mabel. ‘She’s awfully pretty. Why are you standing about saying her name like that, anyway? I’m serious about the school thing, just so you know.’
‘Unless you can give me three good reasons, you’re going,’ said Alice, who had heard all this from Mabel before. ‘And none of them can be about school destroying your creativity,’ she added, as Mabel opened her mouth, and then had to close it again.
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[image: ]he weather was fine on Saturday morning, which meant that the local golfing ladies would be down at the club. The golf course was right near the kiosk where they sold tickets for the Zephyr. This is working out very nicely, thought Alice, as she skipped down Lovers’ Walk in the sunshine, her pockets jangling with coins.
But the tickets turned out to be more expensive than Alice had expected, and the next ones available weren’t for ages.
‘Sorry, love,’ the captain said. ‘The soldiers are buying ’em up to celebrate their freedom and dance their worries away. I’ve none for at least a fortnight.’
Alice sighed. ‘That’s all right. I’ll take the next you have. It’s just that I urgently need my brother to fall in love.’ She counted her change into piles and though she was sixpence short, the nice captain let her have them anyway.
As Alice crossed the road and walked into the humming clubhouse, she realised that she had no idea what Eleanor Eyres looked like. Though she recognised most of the women, she felt very out of place and too shy to ask anyone. Eventually a young girl bustled past her, carrying a tray of dainty cakes.
Alice took a deep breath. ‘Excuse me, but is Eleanor Eyres here today?’
‘Over there, ma’am,’ said the tea girl, ‘sitting to the side of the putting green.’ She tipped her frilly cap towards a slender young lady sitting on a deckchair, a china cup in her hand.
‘Hello there, Eleanor,’ said Alice as she approached. ‘My name’s –’
‘Alice Alexander, if I’m not mistaken. The young ballerina.’ Alice must have looked very confused, for Eleanor added, ‘You’re the same age as my sister Liza – different school now, though – so I know all about you.’
‘Oh! I remember Liza,’ said Alice. ‘I should have recognised your last name.’
Alice could see why Teddy had fancied Eleanor Eyres. She had a very small up-pointing nose and she wore a sapphire brooch at her throat and her blue eyes were sharp but merry. Her hair was creamy yellow, like butter, and when she smiled, Alice felt lucky – for what, she wasn’t sure.
‘I’ve come to ask … well, I’m wondering if you might remember my brother Teddy.’
‘Teddy Alexander. The Handsome Painter, we used to call him. He’s back?’
‘That’s right. He’s been off fighting,’ said Alice proudly. ‘In France. But now he’s home, and I’d like to cordially invite you to take a moonlight trip with him across the river.’
Eleanor Eyres looked amused. ‘I’d cordially accept,’ she said. ‘But I don’t take moonlight trips with soldiers. Shame, though. He really was rather dashing.’
‘But before, you were only interested in soldiers,’ Alice protested. ‘I know you were!’
‘Soldiers are a sorry lot, poor fellows,’ said Eleanor sadly, ‘drinking their worries away, or going round picking fights. Mad, most of them. And those coughs …’
‘Teddy’s not mad. And he’s still handsome. He’s just not a painter anymore. For now.’
‘I’d rather not try my luck. Particularly with someone who has to send their little sister begging.’
‘He didn’t send me,’ said Alice hotly. ‘And I’ve just bought the tickets!’
‘I’m sorry about that, but I may as well tell you that you’re wasting your time. There’s only one girl for Teddy Alexander, and she’s been in love with him for years. I wouldn’t want to step on her patch, and that’s another reason I’m saying no to you, Alice, even though I wish I could help.’
‘What? Who do you mean?’ Alice asked. ‘There isn’t another girl – Teddy’s only ever told me he loves you.’
Eleanor frowned. ‘Oh, go on. You can’t tell me you don’t know.’
But Alice didn’t know, so she just looked at Eleanor Eyres and waited.
‘It’s Lily, your dance teacher – the one all you little girls moon over.’
‘You mean Miss Lillibet? That’s just silly,’ said Alice. ‘Teddy doesn’t love her – James does. And she certainly doesn’t …’
Oh, but she did! Suddenly Alice was remembering things, fitting them together like puzzle pieces: Miss Lillibet’s blushes and glances; how happy she had been when Teddy came home safe from war; how sick she had looked at the Swim-Through when Alice suggested that James fancied her.
‘Good grief,’ she said to Eleanor. ‘You’re right. And I need to sit down.’
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‘Alice,’ said Miss Lillibet during their lesson in the greenhouse that afternoon. ‘You don’t seem like yourself today. Are you all right?’
Alice stared at Miss Lillibet, not knowing where to start. All day she had felt churned up. Miss Lillibet would be the most beautiful wife. But now that Alice thought about it – really thought about it – could Teddy be a nice enough husband for her? Would love be enough to bring him back from the awful, punishing place he was in now? She looked at Miss Lillibet and tilted her head. ‘You love Teddy,’ she said simply.
‘Alice!’ said Miss Lillibet, her cheeks suddenly scarlet. ‘What on earth do you mean?’
‘You don’t have to pretend, Miss Lillibet. Have you ever told him?’
‘But how did you … ?’ Miss Lillibet shook her head slowly and took a deep breath. ‘Before the war, why, he was only a schoolboy. There’s only a couple of years between us in age, I know, but it didn’t seem right. Then I promised myself I would say something if he returned from the fighting. But since he’s been back …’ She didn’t have to finish the sentence; Alice understood. Since he had been back, Teddy had hardly been alive. Alice had never been in love, but she knew how her heart hurt when she saw Teddy sitting listlessly on the verandah, his mind back in the mud and horror of the battlefields. Poor Miss Lillibet.
‘What are you going to do?’ Alice asked. ‘Are you going to say anything?’
‘I don’t think it would be fair. Poor Teddy has enough to worry about. My feelings would only be a burden. So I’d appreciate it, Alice, if you’d keep it to yourself. And in the meantime, I will carry on as always, and watch over you and your dancing. Which reminds me …’ She stood up and went over to her bag, pulling out a bundle of tissue paper. She knelt in front of Alice and handed the parcel to her. ‘For you.’
Alice peeled off the paper curiously. She gasped and looked up at Miss Lillibet. ‘Really?’ she whispered.
‘Really,’ said Miss Lillibet. ‘You’re ready.’
It was a pair of ballet shoes, never worn. But they weren’t soft and leathery, like all the pairs Alice had worn before. They were a pearly pink so pale it was almost white, and the ends were squared off in hard blocks.
They were pointe shoes.
‘Alice?’ said Miss Lillibet hesitantly, as Alice stroked the satin shoes, which were as beautiful as a princess’s slippers. ‘I’ve never liked to ask, but what happened with Edouard that afternoon when you went to audition? Did it go badly?’
Alice leapt up, realising that the time had come to let out the secret she’d carried around since that rainy day. ‘Wait here!’ she said, and dashed out the door, through the garden and up the stairs to her room. With all the joy rushing through her, she lifted her mattress as easily as if it were just a quilt cover. She snatched up the creamy envelope that had been lying there all year, and ran back to Miss Lillibet.
‘Why, this is addressed to me!’ said Miss Lillibet.
Alice nodded. ‘I know I shouldn’t have kept it, but you were in the camp, and then …’
As Miss Lillibet read the letter, a smile spread across her face – a smile so big that Alice couldn’t help catching it.
‘I suspect that she may go on to be the most famous, most glorious dancer of our times,’ Miss Lillibet read. ‘Oh, dear Alice – that’s just what I’ve been thinking these last few months. That’s why I tried so hard to find you the pointe shoes. Would you like that, Alice? To go to London?’
‘I want to – more than anything in the world. But how can I leave everyone, with Teddy like he is and Mama not well and Papa Sir gone?’
Miss Lillibet reached out and cupped Alice’s face in her hand. ‘Sweet child. It’s not your job to –’
‘To fix everything. I know that now,’ said Alice. ‘But I want to be there to hold them all tight. Is that silly?’
‘Not at all,’ said Miss Lillibet. ‘You wouldn’t be the dancer you are if you felt differently. But promise me you’ll think about it.’
‘I will,’ Alice promised. ‘I do every day.’
‘In the meantime, I’ll write to Edouard and see if he’s made any progress with setting up his dance academy. And now the moment has arrived! It’s time to put you on pointe. How lucky I am to be here to see it.’
Going on pointe should have been difficult; Alice had never tried it before, and most girls took time to get strong enough to stand on their toes without pain or wobbles, or collapsing in on their arches.
But Alice wasn’t most girls. She had been strengthening her feet and toes and ankles every day since the concert. So when she held Miss Lillibet’s hands and slowly rolled through her foot muscles, pressing into the floor, she rose up as if she had been doing it all her life.
The pointe shoes only made her a few inches taller, but from up on her toes, the whole world looked different. Alice wondered how she’d ever be able to take them off, they made her feel so utterly beautiful in every way. And balanced up there, feeling golden with happiness, one word seemed to shimmer all around her.
London.

[image: ]
[image: ]re we ever going to get married, James, or do you think not?’ asked Mabel breezily, not looking up from the newspaper she was reading at the breakfast table. ‘I just need to know, that’s all.’
Alice almost dropped her spoon in her porridge. She couldn’t believe Mabel would suggest such a thing, given everything that had happened: how James had only come back to Western Australia after the war because Mabel had been writing him letters, pretending to be a lady who was in love with him. Alice still felt guilty when she thought of how he’d returned to marry her and found out that Mabel was eight years old, though it seemed that she was still quite keen on marriage after all.
James looked thoughtfully at Mabel. ‘Well, I’m busy this afternoon. Is there any hurry, Ducks?’
‘Not really, but listen to this from the paper: “The end of the war has brought the greatest ever number of marriages, and with the country in celebration mode, it’s only set to rise. And what prettier place to propose than at the Peace Night celebrations? The city will be trussed up like a Christmas tree, with illuminations hanging from all the major buildings.” So if you’re struggling with somewhere to ask me, James, that could be nice.’
‘Mm, I’ll give it some thought. It’s certainly going to be a spectacle. What time did we decide that I would pick you all up?’
‘We’re not going,’ growled Teddy from the end of the table.
‘Yes, we are!’ said Alice. ‘There’ll never be a night like this! It’s the chance for us all to celebrate the war really being over and Germany agreeing never to be so horrible again. And all the buildings in town will be lit up with ropes of tiny lights and everyone will be cheering for our victory.’ For the last couple of weeks, since she’d been on pointe, Alice had wanted to go out and soak everything up and take everyone with her out into the light, bright world. Most importantly, she’d invited Miss Lillibet to come with them all. ‘It might be good for you, Teddy,’ she said encouragingly.
‘You’re going to go and cheer for the fact that millions of people were slaughtered? And wave flags while Papa Sir’s body rots on a seabed without anything to even mark it?’ Teddy glowered at them all and stood up so abruptly that his chair clattered over. ‘It’s up to you, but just so you know: anyone who goes to that damn parade is no family of mine.’ He turned and stormed out, the screen door banging like a gunshot behind him. Then there was silence.
Alice felt happiness leaking out of her, leaving her as flat as Rough-and-Tumble’s tire when Uncle Bear had driven over a nail.
‘He’s not himself. He doesn’t mean it,’ said James quietly.
‘Er, well actually, I think I’d rather stay home after all and work on my new play: The Valley of Death and the Mountain of Life,’ said George. ‘It’s at a crucial point.’
‘Maybe I’ll just stay behind and turn the parlour lights on to celebrate, instead,’ said Little. ‘And look after Pudding.’
‘And if you’re not going to propose there, James, I might just hang round here and wait to get older,’ said Mabel.
‘We don’t have to go if you don’t want to,’ said Alice, feeling defeated. ‘I just thought it might be fun.’
‘If it’s fun you’re after, I could do a reading of The Valley of Death and the Mountain of Life when I’m through writing it?’ George suggested. ‘I’ve included some very humorous translations of Greek poetry.’
Mabel coughed into her eggs, but Alice said, ‘That sounds brilliant, George. Mabel, may I have the paper?’
Nobody said anything else as they finished their breakfast, and one by one they excused themselves until it was just James and Alice left, munching their toast in silence. James reached out and put his arm across the back of Alice’s chair, and his solid, friendly warmth wrapped around her, as though she was tucked inside his coat. She felt her cheeks turning pink, and buried her head deeper into the paper.
‘Have you heard about this, James?’ she asked, pointing to an article that had caught her eye. ‘There’s going to be a tree-planting ceremony in Kings Park to commemorate the fallen soldiers. Isn’t that a nice idea? Anyone who wants to can buy a little acorn, and they’ll make a special plaque with the name on and put it in the ground.’ She hesitated. ‘I wish we could go and plant one for Papa Sir.’
‘And why not? I could take you all, Birdy,’ said James. ‘I could organise the whole thing. I think it’s a fine idea to give old Papa Sir a real goodbye.’
‘No,’ said Alice hurriedly. ‘I don’t think …’ She trailed off.
‘You don’t think Teddy would let you,’ said James. ‘Well, I’ve got news for you, Bird. Teddy isn’t well; he doesn’t know what’s good for him – or for any of you.’
‘But I’m scared of him,’ whispered Alice, realising as she spoke the words that they’d been true since the second he’d returned from the war.
Then James took her hand in his, and in spite of her fears, Alice felt a kind of sweet joy burble inside her.
‘I won’t ever let Teddy hurt you,’ he said gravely. ‘He may never recover, but that doesn’t mean you can’t go off and live your own lives however you’d like to.’
Alice looked down at James’s strong fingers. Hers seemed so little in comparison. ‘I suppose Papa Sir deserves a proper send-off. Oh James, he was so nice.’ And then she started to cry: just little hiccups at first, but then they grew into great sobs. She wasn’t just crying for Papa Sir and Teddy. She was crying for London, and for everything she’d have to leave behind.
With his one strong arm, James lifted her up gently and deftly, and put her on his knee. He let her cry and cry, until her sobs calmed down to hiccups again, and then he said, ‘I think I would have liked Papa Sir. Tell me about him, Birdy – anything you like.’
Alice sniffed and looked across the orchard to the blue strip of river that showed through the trees. ‘I’ll tell you my favourite story. It’s about how he met Mama.’ She sat up straighter and wiped the tears from her chin, not wanting to forget even the tiniest bit. ‘Well,’ she began, ‘Papa Sir’s English, and his family were all la-di-da in a mansion in the country with a chandelier as big as a car and huge grounds where deer roamed. And anyway, his big brother was wonderful at making their money into even more money. But Papa Sir, he was hopeless because he didn’t much care about money. And even though he was very clever and studied and became a doctor, his family still made fun of him because he cried when he heard sad music, and would rather paint in the attic than woo ladies at dances.
‘So then he packed his bags in the middle of the night and fled on a ferry to Paris! And he could look at art all day, and paint at night by candlelight, with nobody to disturb him. And that was just the time in Paris when people were in love with ideas and talking in cafes till dawn and didn’t mind a bit about things like money and whatnot, and Papa Sir loved it. That’s where he met Mama – in a cafe where she was drinking crème de cassis with her best friend, Coco. And they felt sorry for him, sketching all alone at the next table, so they invited him to join them. Just one month later, they were sailing around the Mediterranean Sea together in a tiny yacht called Minnie May when Mama said, “Let’s sail to the end of the world.” And that’s how they ended up here, in Western Australia. Isn’t that a lovely story?’
‘The loveliest,’ said James. ‘My father couldn’t have written it better. It reminds me: as soon as the winter’s over, I’ll take you all out in the boat – your mother, too. The fresh air would do her good. And now, let’s organise this tree, eh?’
‘But what if we do, and no one will come?’
‘Well, they can’t refuse if they don’t know where they’re going. Say you’ve planned a surprise and pack a picnic. I’ll go ahead and pick up the sapling, and Uncle Bear can drive you all in my car. Don’t take no for an answer.’
Perhaps Teddy would feel better if we gave Papa Sir a proper goodbye – like the one we had for Pan when we buried him under the big tree, thought Alice. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘And I’ll invite Miss Lillibet.’
‘That’s a grand idea,’ said James eagerly. ‘I haven’t seen her in ages.’
Alice looked at James and a cold ripple ran over her. She remembered back to Christmas Eve, when she’d planned to make James and Miss Lillibet fall in love. All through the summer she had put them together at every chance. Had she made poor James care for Miss Lillibet when she could never like him back? It was too terrible to even think about.
‘Miss Lillibet doesn’t love you,’ Alice blurted out. ‘She loves … someone else. I’m so sorry, James. It’s my fault if your feelings are hurt. It’s my fault if you –’
James put a finger on her lips to shush her. ‘Nothing’s your fault, my pretty little Bird.’
Alice looked into his beautiful face, searching for sadness. But there wasn’t any there.
‘It’s Teddy, isn’t it?’ he said with a sigh. ‘Yes, I’ve seen the way they look at each other.’
Though she didn’t want to, Alice brushed his finger from her mouth and said, ‘What do you mean? Teddy barely looks at anyone. He doesn’t love Miss Lillibet … does he?’
‘You’d be surprised, Bird. The human heart is a funny old thing.’ James winked at her, and Alice felt as if sparks were shooting from her chest.
‘James?’ she said, suddenly feeling bold. ‘Will you stay near me forever? Near us, I mean – you’re such a help to Mama,’ she added in a rush, feeling embarrassed.
For a long moment, James didn’t say anything; he just looked at her with his head on one side and smiled a sweet smile. ‘I’ve just bought the house next door to mine,’ he said eventually. ‘With a field out the back big enough to grow fruit trees. So, dear Alice, you’ll have a hard time getting rid of me now.’
I’m going to save those tickets for the Zephyr after all, thought Alice. One day, some day, I might need them.
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‘Do we have to?’ asked Mabel as she helped Little serve the porridge. ‘Can’t we stay home?’
Alice shook her head firmly as she finished packing up the lunch. ‘You’ll like it once you get there. Teddy? Are you going to come?’
Teddy stared at her and then shrugged his shoulders. ‘I suppose,’ he said flatly, and Alice had to struggle to keep herself from pirouetting with happiness.
Uncle Bear was smiling as he pulled up in James’s big car at the front door, where they stood under the verandah with the picnic baskets that Alice had got up so early to pack. There was jam roly-poly and soda bread and tins of ham and fruit salad and a bottle of strawberry sauce, which they loved to eat out of the bottle with spoons. She wondered where they would find a dry place to eat all this loot.
Alice had insisted that everyone dress in their warmest, cleanest, finest clothes and put on their hats, and as Miss Lillibet pulled up in her Panhard and they loaded up both cars, Mama called down from her balcony to tell them how smart they were looking.
‘Go back inside!’ Alice called up to her. ‘It’s too cold!’
‘Will you be all right by yourself, Mama?’ Little shouted.
‘Mais oui! Of course! Au revoir,’ she cried as they sprinted out to the car and jostled for seats.
Alice waved all the way down the driveway and kept a watch to make sure Miss Lillibet was following them.
‘Are we off to the beach, Alice?’ Mabel asked, raising her voice to be heard above the rain.
‘In this weather?’ scoffed George. ‘You simpleton.’
‘I think we’re going to the mountains,’ said Little dreamily.
‘There are no mountains in Perth,’ said George. ‘You know that.’
‘What about the Darling Ranges? Aren’t they almost mountains?’ said Little.
‘What’s the difference between a hill and a mountain, anyway?’ said Mabel.
‘I’m glad you asked,’ said George enthusiastically. ‘While there is no standard definition, one must consider the height from base point, elevation –’
‘Were you born boring,’ said Mabel, ‘or did you have to practise?’
‘Hush now,’ said Alice. ‘No squabbling today. We’re going to do something special for somebody, and that’s all I’m going to tell you.’
They chugged up the Perth to Fremantle Road, through Claremont and past Nedlands, and then joined a big queue of cars.
‘Have I ever been so far from home?’ Little asked as they rounded Riverside Drive.
‘This is Kings Park,’ said Alice. ‘It’s like a big piece of the bush on a hill above the city. And there’s a park where you can play, and big lawns, and we’re here for a special occasion. It won’t be scary, I promise.’ Alice pulled Papa Sir’s old pocket watch from her coat pocket. ‘Even if we can’t park very close, we’ll be just in time.’
They couldn’t park very close and Pudding decided she wasn’t going to be carried, so by the time they arrived, they were all very wet and cold. They joined a river of people all walking the same way – thousands of them, huddling against the awful weather. Luckily, James was standing on the corner of May Drive and Lovekin Avenue, just where he’d said he would be. As Alice blew on her hands, she thought she’d never been more pleased to see someone in all her life. Next to him was a sack, and inside was the dearest little acorn sapling. They all crowded around to look at it.
‘You brought us here for that? A twig?’ said Mabel in disgust.
‘Follow me, Ducks,’ said James. ‘It’ll all make sense in a minute.’
‘It’s not a twig, it’s a tree,’ said George. ‘It’s a tree for Papa Sir, isn’t it? Everyone’s here to plant them to remember the people who died. I say, Alice, that’s jolly nice of you to organise.’
‘James helped,’ said Alice shyly.
But Teddy’s eyes blazed. ‘How dare you,’ he said to her. ‘How dare you bring me here to remember dead soldiers when you know very well I wish I was one of them.’
He looked ready to storm off and Alice felt the familiar mixture of sorrow and hate boil up inside her, but Miss Lillibet hooked one hand through the curve of Alice’s elbow and patted Teddy’s arm with the other. ‘Let’s just see where his special spot is, shall we?’
And so they trudged on together through the mud. Along the road there were big holes, five feet wide. Little clumps of people were waiting in front of each one, some with their heads bowed, and others with handkerchiefs balled in their fists.
James stopped halfway down the row, where a plaque was resting on the ground.
‘Read it to me, Alice,’ said Pudding.
‘In honour of Captain Martin Alexander, 28th Battalion. Lost at Sea, 1918. Dedicated by his loving family.’ Alice cleared her throat. ‘That’s our father, Pudding,’ she said. ‘And this tree is for him. In years to come, people will visit this road and remember all the soldiers who lost their lives. It’s going to be called Honour Avenue. Isn’t that a pretty name?’
‘Let’s start planting right now,’ said Mabel, ripping off her gloves.
‘Not till they give the signal, sport,’ said James. ‘I’ll leave you to it, and come back in a bit. Here’s a shovel.’
A couple of minutes later, a hooter sounded, and up and down the road, people started to wiggle their trees into the holes, ducking their faces against the howling wind. As Mabel and George manoeuvred the tree together, Alice picked up the shovel, surprised by how heavy it was. But with each clump of dirt that she threw into the hole, she felt lighter, as if something inside her was melting away.
Thankfully, the wind had died down by the time she finished. ‘Shall we say something?’ she asked.
‘I’ll do it,’ said Mabel, clasping her hands dramatically and bowing her head. ‘Papa Sir, if you can hear me, thank you for teaching me how to waggle my ears,’ she said. ‘I’m the only one in the whole school who can do it. And just so you know, George is going to write plays, like Shakespeare. Oh – also, Alice is on pointe shoes now. Little is very well behaved. And even though you never met Pudding, I think you’d like her. Everyone does. Anyway, we’ll be back to visit. Promise. Goodbye.’
Though it might just have been the wind again, the leaves of the little acorn shimmered as if they were waving small goodbyes of their own.
‘Wait,’ said Teddy in a choked-up voice. He came forward and knelt and patted down the earth around the sapling, as tenderly as he used to stroke Pudding’s head. He tried to speak, and then tried again. But the words wouldn’t come out; his voice was too thick with tears, and all the things he couldn’t say clogged up in his throat.
‘Ready then?’
They turned to see James there, his hands held out to them. ‘Governor Macartney’s started the ceremony up at the Circle. We’d better scoot to catch it.’
It started to bucket down, and so many umbrellas went up that the Circle looked like a field of opening flowers. Alice had forgotten their umbrellas, so they shivered under their hats while someone read a message from Queen Mary, who had sent the acorns from the Royal Oaks in Windsor Great Park. ‘May these fine oaks grow and flourish for many years, and stand as a reminder to generations to come of the devotion and loyalty of those brave sons of the Empire who gave their lives in the cause of justice and freedom.’
The crowd roared, and Alice felt her backbone tingle, and suddenly Teddy was beside her, wiping his face on his sleeve.
‘Can we go, Tink?’ he asked her in a low voice. ‘Please?’
Alice nodded and gestured to the others, and they slipped out through the crowd while the Union Jack was being raised alongside the Australian flag.
As they walked back to the car, Alice looked at the littlies and saw that their eyes were bright and their cheeks were pink and glowing. Feeling as if her heart was glowing too, Alice remembered something. He did – he really did, she told herself. Teddy called me Tink. She turned around to smile at him and saw the most wonderful thing in the world.
Teddy and Miss Lillibet were holding hands.
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‘Mama!’ they called as they burst through the front door and up the stairs, tripping over each other – apart from Teddy, who was walking Miss Lillibet home. ‘Mama! We’re back!’
But when they reached her bedroom and Mabel threw open the door, Mama’s bed was rumpled and empty. Alice felt the sour tang of sick in her throat.
‘Mama?’ they called desperately, looking next to the bed and in the bathroom. She hadn’t left these rooms for so long that to imagine her somewhere else seemed strange and wrong. ‘Mama, where are you?’
‘I am ’ere,’ a tiny voice called. ‘In the parlour.’
Alice sprinted down to the parlour, where Mama sat reading, wrapped in a dressing gown by a rosy, crackling fire. There was a tray of mugs and a pile of bread next to the toasting stick.
‘Mama, it’s so nice to see you there. But are you sure you should be out of bed?’
‘Absolument,’ Mama said, her eyes twinkling. ‘Ever since I waved you farewell and felt the wind on my face, I have felt superbe. I was not expecting you back for hours! ’ave you ’ad your picnic?’
The others rushed in behind Alice, who had to hold them back from wrapping themselves around their mother’s frail little body. ‘Oh no! I forgot all about the food,’ she said. ‘Everyone take off your wet clothes this instant. Mabel, you get our nightshirts, and George, tell Uncle Bear to bring the basket from the car. We can picnic on the rug.’
‘Mama! We planted a tree for Papa Sir,’ said Little, as she stood warming her tiny bottom by the fire.
‘It’ll be there always – you’ll be able to visit soon, too,’ said Mabel happily, returning with the nightshirts and tossing everyone theirs in turn. ‘There’s a very posh plaque with his name on it.’
Mama’s eyes filled with longing. ‘’ow I wish I could see.’
And then Alice had a wonderful idea. ‘Well, why do we have to stop with one tree? Doesn’t Papa Sir deserve more? Let’s turn the whole thing into – what’s it called? A memorial garden.’ A thrill of excitement shimmied through her. ‘And let’s make it so spectacular that he’ll look down on it and feel proud.’
‘Oh yes!’ said Little. ‘And we can walk around it and think about how we loved him.’
‘It’s got to be full of white roses – bursting,’ said Mabel. ‘Perhaps Papa Sir’s ghost will come and live there and we can chat with him and hear about heaven.’
Suddenly Mama had the crazy look in her eyes that meant she was caught up in something and wouldn’t stop until it was done, like every Christmas when she did the puzzle with a thousand pieces and wouldn’t go to bed until it was finished. ‘A garden worthy of Paris. Beds and blooms and hedges – we shall have it all!’
‘I’m happy to be in charge of the plotting,’ said George. ‘The position of the flowerbeds and such. We’ll want it to be symmetrical, like the Versailles palace gardens just outside Paris. That’s where they signed the peace treaty. The lawn we have now is in the English style of the famous landscape architect Capability Brown – a gentle, sloping garden. It’s not what we’re after at all.’
‘Do you think you could design a raised platform, sort of like a stage, with a wooden floor so I can dance?’ Alice asked him.
‘Some structural engineering? Mm, yes, I’ll give that a shot.’
‘Could we start this afternoon?’ begged Mabel. ‘Please?’
‘It is a bit rainy,’ said Alice. ‘But next weekend, if it’s fine, let’s begin.’
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As they set off for school the next morning, Alice felt completely, ridiculously happy. And topping it all off, today was August 4th, which was to be Children’s Day in Western Australia – a special day to celebrate everything they’d done in the war. Miss Annie had told them that every child in the country would get something to remember the victory, and as they gathered in the courtyard, the air was electric with chatter as people tried to guess what that something might be.
‘A pony,’ said Podger. ‘That’s what I heard.’
‘Sweets,’ said Nollie.
‘A tiny gun of our own, in case there’s another war,’ said Septimus.
But they had to wait to find out, for Miss Annie read out a speech from a man called Mr C.E.W. Bean. The same speech was to be read out at every school across the land, she told them. ‘I think the fallen soldiers would appreciate it if we did our best not to fidget,’ she said gravely, which made everyone instantly still, even though the speech was a long one. But Miss Annie was a stirring reader, and very good at dramatic pauses. As she got towards the end, her voice swelled and Alice thought she would burst with pride for all that their country – so big in size but little in people! – had achieved.
‘And while we offer thanks on their return to those who have won for us this right to make our country one of the greatest and our nation one of the happiest upon earth,’ Miss Annie read, ‘while the flags flutter and hands are waving, let us not forget that, to many of those to whom we owe the most, our thanks can never be given.’
There was lots of sniffling then, because lots of them had lost someone special – brothers, cousins, fathers, uncles. But Alice didn’t cry; she felt a big peace in her heart as she pictured Papa Sir’s acorn. She silently thanked him for giving up his life so they could be free.
When the speech was over, there were two surprises. The first was a medal for every child to remind them of the Great War. On one side was a beautiful lady with a flowing dress and two white doves.
‘I think that might be my nan,’ said Podger. ‘It looks just like her.’
On the other side, a soldier and a sailor held up a crown between them that was stamped with the word Victory, and below that it read, The Triumph of Liberty and Justice and The Peace of 1919. The medals were so silver and shiny that as the early winter sunlight bounced off them, they flashed like shooting stars. As she looked around, Alice watched everyone turning the medals over and over in their hands with wonder, as if they were suddenly rich.
‘I’ll keep this always,’ Jilly said to Alice, earnestly. ‘I’ll think of Papa Sir when I touch it, Alice.’
The second part of the treat was as marvellous as the first.
‘Sugar’s in short supply,’ Miss Annie reminded them. ‘So when you’re saying your prayers tonight, give thanks for the people who raised money to give every single child in our state these lovely treats today.’
The word ‘sugar’ set off squeals of delight. Miss Annie looked up and frowned, waiting for silence before she continued. ‘For each one of you, we have a pint of ginger beer, a quarter pound of boiled sweets, a quarter pound of biscuits and a fresh orange.’
‘Cor,’ said Septimus.
‘Told you,’ said Nollie.
‘This is the best school day ever,’ said Violet.
And as they queued up in two straight lines, Alice had to agree.

[image: ]
[image: ]hen Alice returned from her dance class on Saturday morning, the front lawn, which Uncle Bear had always kept so tidy and green, had already been churned up in strange patches. Mama was calling out directions from the verandah in a huge floppy hat, and Pudding and Little were digging around the rose bushes by the front door with trowels. Mabel was knee-deep in a large hole, tossing piles of dirt high in the air with a shovel, and George was standing with a notebook and string, writing something down. They’d spent all week drawing up the plans, and had three separate arguments about where to put the bird baths.
‘Hello, Alice,’ Little called. ‘We’ve started! Doesn’t it look nice?’
‘Ye-es,’ said Alice uncertainly. ‘You’re not going to burst any pipes, are you, Mabel?’
George instructed Alice where to begin, and she soon found that she quite liked digging, though blisters were already bubbling up on her palms. Teddy came to sit on the verandah, and then the next time Alice looked up, he was lifting stones from the front wall and stacking them in Uncle Bear’s barrow.
When they stopped to have some lemon cordial, they all looked at each other, flushed and excited, and grinned. Already it felt a little bit magical.
But by four o’clock, none of them could move from where Little had set down the tea tray. Mama had gone up to rest after lunch while everyone else had worked right through.
‘My back is definitely broken,’ said Mabel. ‘I shall never walk again. George will have to carry me everywhere.’
‘Why me?’ said George wearily. ‘I couldn’t bear your chatter. I’d go mad.’
‘I’ll carry you,’ said Little loyally.
They all laughed, for Little struggled to carry Pudding, who was almost as tall as she was now.
‘Golly,’ said Alice. ‘We have been busy.’
‘You have indeed!’ said Miss Lillibet, who was suddenly behind them. ‘May I join in?’
Alice looked quickly over at Teddy, whose ears had turned pink to their tips. He was scuffing his toe against the dirt. He didn’t say anything to Miss Lillibet, and a flicker of disappointment passed over her face.
But Alice was determined now that nothing should get in the way of her plans to have them together. Too much depended on it. She handed Miss Lillibet the best trowel and said the first thing that came into her mind. ‘Of course. Actually, we’ll need you here almost every day because I’m planning a – a big event. In the garden. And it will need to be finished in time. So we definitely need your help.’
‘You never said a thing about that,’ said Mabel. ‘What kind of event? Can I sing at it?’
‘Um,’ said Alice.
‘Are you going to do a dance recital, Alice?’ asked Little hopefully. ‘On your pointe shoes? On the new stage? Please say yes.’
‘Oh?’ said Miss Lillibet. ‘Alice, you dark horse. What have you been working on?’
‘Er …’ said Alice. ‘I’ve made up my own dance about … about a sprite who has …’ Alice looked around and spied dear old Tatty in the corner of the garden, munching on some hyacinths. ‘Who has a goat. That can tap-dance.’
‘How intriguing,’ said Miss Lillibet warmly. ‘Well, I’d best get digging then. We wouldn’t want to delay your premiere.’
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Perhaps it was saying a proper goodbye to Papa Sir, or perhaps it was the arrival of spring, or perhaps it was the relief of having Mama up and around again – Alice wasn’t sure. But there was something in the air, something rich and sweet and heady, that made each day feel more perfect than the last.
As the dusks got later, working out in the garden together became everyone’s favourite thing to do – even George’s. James ordered them plants and seeds and bulbs and young trees, which he and Uncle Bear would go and fetch. Each afternoon Alice and the others would rush home from school to see what had come, and they’d dig until it was too dark to see their own hands – even Pudding. Nobody did any homework, but it didn’t seem important. Sometimes Alice even gave up her bedtime stretches to stay out there with everyone around her, and the smell of turned earth, and the way their voices rang out in the starlight. To watch their plans become real, and dirt become pockets of luscious green, felt like watching a miracle happen in front of them, and nothing else mattered.
‘We’ll be ready for your concert soon,’ said Little happily one evening.
‘Mm,’ said Alice, wondering when she’d have to confess that there wasn’t to be a concert after all.
With each new hedge planted and terrace levelled, Mama seemed to grow stronger and healthier. At first Teddy only helped in little patches, but gradually he joined in more and more, until he was often out there from sunrise till sunset, and sometimes even deep into the night. As the garden became more beautiful, his hands became rougher, but the hard lines of his face softened and his hair grew long and curly again. Once Alice had even seen him offer to help James with the planks for the stage. But though he was cheerier and his temper wasn’t as short, he still wouldn’t paint; his face went dark and mean whenever anyone spoke of it.
Just as she’d promised, Miss Lillibet came each evening, her merry laugh ringing out into the orange sunsets, and she often ate supper with them. At first Teddy had ignored her, and Alice had felt cross about it. ‘What’s he playing at?’ she’d asked Mama, who she had told all about the tree-planting ceremony and the holding hands.
‘Alors! You are as impatient as Mabel,’ said Mama, smiling. ‘Teddy feels embarrassed, non? And confused. It was a day full of emotions. But you wait, ma fille – my daughter. Mark my words: this love will bloom as surely as our garden will blossom.’
And she was right.
Each evening, Miss Lillibet stayed later, digging with Teddy, until the night that Alice spied them from her bedroom window as she was drawing the curtains. They were sitting, side by side, on the low wall that Teddy had finished building just that day. The moon was full, and its beams fell onto the river in a puddle of silver. Miss Lillibet’s head was on Teddy’s shoulder, and they were looking out at the water. As Alice watched, he put his hand, gently but surely, on the back of her long neck, and left it there.
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The next morning, Alice was out collecting Beaker’s eggs when she spied Teddy down on the bottom terrace, raking over some gravel. She put down her basket and flew along the zigzaggy paths to throw her arms around him.
‘What’s that for?’ Teddy asked, though he didn’t pull away.
‘Because I’m happy for you,’ said Alice, letting him go. ‘Aren’t you happy, Teddy? Now you’re in love?’
Teddy looked horrified. ‘What do you mean?’ he whispered.
Alice frowned. ‘You … and Miss Lillibet. Last night. And the moon. I saw you. Together. On the wall.’
‘I shouldn’t have done that – oh, I knew I shouldn’t.’
‘Why not?’ asked Alice. ‘You love her, don’t you?’
‘More than anything,’ said Teddy, pacing up and down the gravel. ‘And that’s the problem. I never meant to make her care for me.’
‘She did already – she told me so,’ said Alice. ‘She has for ages. And now you can get married! When are you going to ask her?’
Teddy shook his head wildly and sank to his knees, covering his handsome face.
‘Don’t be frightened, Teddy. She’ll say yes for sure.’ Alice felt they’d come too far to just give up.
‘You don’t understand. You don’t know what I did in the war. You can’t see what’s inside of me now. If you could, you wouldn’t stand to be near me. And neither would Lily.’
‘Nothing in the world could make me love you any less – why won’t you believe that, Teddy?’ asked Alice. ‘And whatever you had to do, Miss Lillibet doesn’t care – she likes you just as you are. I’ve seen.’
‘Nobody could like me. I’m too sad,’ said Teddy, ‘and too broken.’
Alice felt as if shards of glass had been forced through her chest and into her heart. She had to turn and walk away.
Suddenly London seemed like the most unimportant thing in the world. All Alice wanted was for Teddy to find peace.
And as she walked up through the beautiful garden, through the rows of spring bulbs that were just poking through, around the neatly clipped hedges and up past the stage that George had designed just for her, Alice was struck by a plan so huge and daring, it might just work out.
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They had handwritten fifty invitations to a dance recital that Alice would be giving in the newly finished garden to raise money for the Returned Soldiers League. At least, that’s what their guests would think they were coming to see. Apart from Alice, Jilly was the only one who knew the truth. Every single person had accepted, and the invitation requested that they be seated by five o’clock, dressed in black tie – black suits for the gentlemen and white dresses for the ladies. As they’d dropped the envelopes round the neighbourhood, Alice had never felt more grown up.
‘Weren’t you supposed to ask about the chairs, Jilly?’ she asked.
‘Oh – yes, that’s right, I did, and Mrs Baker says we can borrow them from the church hall if we promise to bring them back. Music?’
‘Check,’ replied Alice. ‘Mama says that if Uncle Bear and James carry it down, she can definitely play her harp outside, and she’s been practising Papa Sir’s favourite piece of Debussy.’
‘And we’ve heard from Reverend Jeeves?’
‘Check. His reply came in the mail yesterday, and he says he would be delighted to attend the recital.’
‘And the food?’
‘Hm. Little says it’s a bit late notice for a fruit cake, but weddings have to have fruit cakes, don’t they? Angel cake just won’t do.’
Jilly frowned. ‘Alice …’
‘Mm?’
‘Well, do you think this is all right? Planning a wedding for people who don’t even know it’s their wedding?’
‘Why wouldn’t it be? They love each other! And if I don’t do something, they’ll never be together, and wouldn’t that be tragic?’ It seemed too simple to Alice.
‘I suppose. Do you think Miss Lillibet will mind?’
‘Mind? That she gets to marry the man she loves in the most beautiful garden in Peppermint Grove?’
‘But what if the reverend won’t perform the ceremony?’ Jilly had never been completely comfortable with the plan, and as the evening grew nearer, she grew more and more worried, which Alice found very annoying.
‘Why wouldn’t he?’ she said indignantly. ‘Reverends love weddings. They’re much cheerier than funerals.’
‘It’s a lovely idea, Alice,’ said Jilly hesitantly. ‘But I just think it’s very … ambitious.’
‘Well, that’s why we’ve been doing all this planning! We’ve thought of everything, haven’t we?’
‘I suppose so. Did you decide about the rings? Will you get Mabel to hold them, or are you worried she’ll give the whole thing away if you tell her in advance?’
The rings were actually washers from Uncle Bear’s toolbox, but Alice figured Teddy and Miss Lillibet could choose real ones once they were married. There would be so many happy, hopeful choices for them to make in their new life together.
‘I think I’ve solved that one,’ Alice said. ‘Right before the ceremony starts, when everyone’s all ready and sitting down, I’ll give you the sign, and you can give Mabel the box and tell her when to come up the front. It’s when I say, “The dance I just did was about love.”’
‘Are you going to be frightened, talking in front of all those people?’ Jilly asked.
Alice considered the question and realised she didn’t feel nervous at all. ‘No,’ she said, ‘because I know it’s right. I can feel it in my heart. Now let’s go through the order of events one more time. And we need to remember to get James to carry out the gramophone and stash it somewhere, because after the ceremony I bet people will want to dance.’
[image: ]

All week long, Mama sewed while Alice planned. She made the little girls heavenly white dresses from silk sheets and damask tablecloths. Then she took the tulle out of the underlayer of a hooped ball dress and made Alice a long, light, puffy skirt that Little described as ‘most very exquisite’. She stitched new, clean ribbons into Alice’s pointe shoes and found an old suit of Papa Sir’s for Teddy and a dinner jacket for George. ‘Your father, ’e loved to get dressed up!’ she said. ‘’e will be watching you, Alice – I am sure.’
Alice longed to tell Mama everything, then, but she held her tongue. After all that Mama had been through, she deserved a lovely big surprise. They all did.
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The day finally came, and the guests started arriving at quarter to five. ‘Ohhh,’ they breathed as they walked out onto the terrace.
James had helped Alice string paper lanterns up between the fruit trees, and they bobbed and twinkled like plump little planets against the cloudless evening. Along the top of the zigzagging hedges, candles sat in the bottoms of paper bags. The air was full of the smell of narcissi and jonquils and hyacinths. The chairs were set up with an aisle down the middle, and Alice and Jilly had looped masses of ivy across the front of the stage and put copper buckets of white roses on either side.
Just as Alice had asked, the girls and the ladies were all wearing white, and they looked as if they were glowing. For the first time, Little’s hair was long enough to plait, and she couldn’t stop touching her two smart braids. Mama had made herself a new dress with layers and layers of white ruffles. She was wearing a smart hat shaped like a white bell that her best friend Coco had sent her from France. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were very sparkly, and as Alice watched her sit down at the harp, she felt wonder.
But when Miss Lillibet arrived, Alice gasped. Her dark hair, which was usually up in a tight bun, was flowing around her shoulders in curls, and her gown, which looked like it was made of folds of white light, touched the ground.
‘I hope I haven’t overdone it,’ she said. ‘But I was so excited about your performance, I couldn’t help getting dressed up.’
‘You look perfect,’ said Alice. Everything’s perfect, she thought to herself, and she had to run and squeeze Pudding tightly to let all her feelings out.
As instructed, George escorted Reverend Jeeves to the middle of the front row. I hope he doesn’t need a prayer book, thought Alice suddenly, and sent Jilly racing off to Papa Sir’s study to find one. She returned a few moments later with a copy of Moby Dick, which was a novel about a whale.
‘What’s that?’ Alice hissed.
‘Sorry, Alice, I couldn’t reach the right shelf. But he’ll know the ceremony by heart, won’t he?’
‘I hope so,’ said Alice. ‘I suppose he can make it up a bit. Do you have the rings for Mabel?’
‘Right here – I’ll go and tell her now.’
When everyone was seated, Alice walked up to the front and climbed the stone steps to the stage, feeling her knees wobble just a little. Looking out from up on the firm wooden floor, everything looked just as she’d imagined. ‘Thank you so much for coming and supporting this worthy cause,’ she said, trying to make her voice travel to the back row. Everyone clapped politely. ‘This is the first time I’ve performed on pointe, so I hope I’m not too awful,’ she added when they’d finished, and the audience gave a friendly laugh.
Alice nodded at Mama, and Mama began to play the opening of Clair de Lune. It was so enchanting that Alice almost missed her cue. She hadn’t had much time to make up the steps, but once she began, it didn’t really matter; she added bits in and made bits up, and soon she was enjoying herself so much that she forgot there were people watching.
Halfway through she almost stopped mid-turn. She stumbled, and the crowd gasped. For suddenly, unmistakably, there came the sweet, nutty smell of Papa Sir’s pipe. Am I dreaming? Alice wondered as she whipped through a round of pirouettes.
No – there it was again, as real and present as the stage beneath her pointe shoes. Alice wanted to stop and catch it and bottle it to keep with her forever, for suddenly Papa Sir didn’t seem so far away. But she kept dancing to the end of her piece, and leapt higher, and stretched longer, for if Papa Sir was near her, she wanted him to see her do her best.
Then it was over, and everybody was standing and clapping and whooping and cheering, lit by the dipping sun, and by the time they had all sat back down, Alice’s heart was racing. She nodded at Little, who came up to the front and pulled a posy from one of the copper buckets where it was hidden among the roses, and then joined Alice on stage, quivering at all the attention.
Alice cleared her throat. ‘I would like to thank my dance teacher, Miss Lillibet, who …’ she trailed off, not knowing quite how to say it. She thought of the many happy hours they had shared together and all that Miss Lillibet had given her. ‘Who has taught me how to dance from everything that’s inside me,’ Alice finished.
‘Ohhh,’ said the audience in a happy sigh as Miss Lillibet came up and took the bouquet from Little, and stooped to kiss Alice on both cheeks. Alice put her hand on Miss Lillibet’s arm to keep her from sitting back down.
‘And there’s someone else I’d like to thank,’ she continued, ‘and that’s my brother Teddy.’
Just as they’d practised, Pudding went over to Teddy. He looked reluctant and really quite cross, but Pudding looked so delicious in her white frock that there was no way he could have refused her chubby little hand as she held it out to him. He stood awkwardly at the front, shifting from foot to foot as he was given a clap.
‘The dance I just did,’ said Alice, ‘was about love.’ She looked across at Mabel, who was gesturing wildly. What was she trying to say? Alice couldn’t tell, so she just kept going. ‘And that’s why we’re here today.’ She frowned at Mabel and jerked her head to beckon her up. She needed the rings. But now Mabel was on the ground, scrabbling under her seat. ‘Love is, um, love is kind,’ Alice went on, trying to fill in the time with Miss Annie’s favourite Bible quote – but how did it go? And what was Mabel doing? ‘And patient. It doesn’t boast and it isn’t, er, envious at all …’
People in the audience were looking at Alice with confusion. Luckily, at that moment, Mabel stood up and sprinted to the stage.
‘I’m very sorry, everyone,’ she boomed, ‘but I’ve lost the rings, because for your information this is actually a wedding. Teddy didn’t want to propose to Miss Lillibet because he thinks he’s completely rubbish – because of the war. So Alice has saved him the trouble and this is the wedding right now! Reverend Jeeves, please come to the front to perform the ceremony.’
The air seemed to ring with silence, and then everyone burst into excited chatter. Well, that wasn’t exactly how I planned, but that’s all right, thought Alice, turning to smile at Miss Lillibet. But Miss Lillibet had turned almost as pale as her dress, and she covered her mouth with her hand. Over the noise, Alice could hear the awful grinding of Teddy’s teeth. They didn’t seem happy at all.
Good grief, thought Alice. Jilly was right. What the devil have I done?
Reverend Jeeves strode up the stairs. He did not look pleased. ‘Dear child,’ he said to Alice when he reached the top, puffing. ‘What is the meaning of all this?’
‘I – Teddy – I mean … I wanted to make them happy.’ Suddenly it sounded com­pletely ridiculous. I’m not grown up after all, she thought. I’m just a silly little girl.
Reverend Jeeves puffed out his chest, and wrinkled his moustache irately. ‘Marriage is a sacred bond – a lifelong union that requires momentous commitment. There is also a considerable amount of paperwork to be filled out beforehand. It isn’t something to be decided on a whim, much less plotted by a girl. Why, the Bible tells us that –’
Mabel clicked impatiently. ‘Miss Lillibet, do you love Teddy or not?’
Miss Lillibet gazed at Mabel for a long moment. Slowly, she nodded. ‘More than anything.’
‘And Teddy,’ Mabel said dramatically, ‘do you love Miss Lillibet?’
Alice held her breath. She felt Miss Lillibet do the same. Reverend Jeeves glowered.
Teddy turned, then, and ran down the stairs and across the lawn and up through garden terraces. It was so quiet by the time he reached the house that everyone could hear the screen door bang.
Miss Lillibet burst into tears, and Alice felt that she must be the most horrible person alive. Why, why, why did I have to try to fix it? she thought angrily. Why do I always have to interfere? ‘Miss Lillibet, I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’ve ruined everything. But it was only because I love you both so much.’
‘Dear Alice.’ Miss Lillibet sniffed. ‘You know I’d marry him in a heartbeat, but I don’t think he’ll ever be able to –’
There was another bang, and then Teddy was hurtling back down the terraces, his long curls glinting in the setting sun.
‘What’s he doing now?’ said Mabel impatiently.
‘I have no idea,’ said Alice as she watched him career across the lawn and dash down the aisle and jump up onto the stage in one elegant leap. He bent over, breathing heavily. One of his hands was bunched tightly in a fist. He closed his eyes.
Alice stepped forward and touched his shoulder. ‘I’m sorry, Teddy,’ she said. ‘I wanted to make things better, but I’ve made them a thousand times worse.’
Teddy shrugged her off. Then he opened his eyes and looked at Miss Lillibet. He dropped to one knee and opened his hand.
In his palm sat a ring. The gold was a rosy colour, and the stones were diamonds, one big one in the middle, and nine little ones around the outside, like blossom petals.
‘Lillibet,’ he said. ‘One day, very soon, will you do me the honour of being my wife?’
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[image: ]ink, I’d never have had the courage to ask if it wasn’t for you,’ Teddy told Alice the next morning as they lay on the front lawn while the gramophone played and the littlies danced, still jazzed up from the night before. ‘How did you get so brave?’
They were waiting in the sunshine for Uncle Bear. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, the breeze was up, and finally they were going to sail Papa Sir’s boat all the way to Rottnest Island to celebrate everything that had happened the night before.
‘I shouldn’t have tried to fix you,’ said Alice. ‘But Teddy, I’m so glad I did – just this once.’
‘By the way,’ he said, as Pudding and Mabel and Little and George came and flopped down beside them, tired at last. ‘I forgot to say it earlier, but your dancing was incredible last night. And Lily and I had an idea about taking you to – actually, I should fetch her, so we can tell you together.’
He went to find her, and Alice closed her eyes, wondering where Teddy and Miss Lillibet might be going to take her. His Majesty’s theatre, perhaps?
Then she sat bolt upright as she realised that it was somewhere much bigger than that, and much, much farther away. That’s when she saw a man walking slowly down the driveway towards them. ‘Who’s that, I wonder?’ she said, and they all turned to look.
Though he wasn’t wearing a uniform, he was obviously a soldier: he was tall, and thin as a rail, and his wooden leg clunked against the gravel, and though his hat was pulled low over his eyes, as he got closer there was something about his face that didn’t seem right.
‘We can offer you some bread and jam, but there’s no work here, I’m afraid,’ Mabel called. They’d had quite a few men come through since the war had been over, asking for odd jobs. One had even offered to be their butler, and Mabel had been very taken with the idea. James and Uncle Bear had paid a couple of men to scythe the lawns and pick some fruit, but they didn’t really need much help beyond that.
‘It’s raspberry jam,’ Alice called, standing up. ‘It’s a really nice one.’
The man was still walking towards them – all the way up to the house. Usually they stayed at the bottom of the driveway until someone came out to speak with them.
‘Just wait there,’ Alice said nervously. The man was walking faster now, breathing heavily. His leg clicked jauntily against the gravel.
‘Hello, Tink,’ he said.
Alice blinked. ‘How do you know my name?’ she said uneasily.
‘Don’t you know mine?’ asked the man. He had a nice, posh accent. For some reason, it reminded her of many things at once: of chocolate and bath time and the woody smoke of a pipe. He stopped just a few feet away.
Mabel squinted up at him, and then leapt to her feet and ripped off his hat.
‘Mabel!’ Alice cried. ‘What are you –’
But she couldn’t finish, because Pudding was screaming the most ear-splitting scream and throwing herself at Alice’s legs.
For one side of the man’s face had been burned so badly that it looked as if it wasn’t skin at all, but the flesh of a monster, eerily smooth in some parts, and puckered and swollen in others. His cheek sagged so much that it pulled the eye out of his socket a little.
As Pudding screamed, Mabel stood with his hat in her hands, trembling, her face pushed right up to the man’s. He didn’t step away.
Alice lifted Pudding up onto her hip and kissed her hair, trying to calm her. But a little part of Alice felt frightened, too. Standing there, so still, with his long, thin body and his poor hurt face, the man looked like something from a nightmare or a fairytale – like something that might chase you and eat you. Pudding buried her face in Alice’s neck, so that her cries became muffled squeaks.
And then the strangest thing happened. Mabel put her hands on the man’s shoulders and jumped, launching herself at his body and wrapping her legs around him.
‘Mabel!’ said Alice, shocked. ‘That isn’t –’
Then George stood up, grinning, and held out his hand. ‘Sir,’ he said.
Laughing and trying not to drop Mabel, the tall man batted George’s hand away and pulled him close, ruffling his hair. ‘George,’ he said fondly. ‘My son.’
Alice’s heart leapt up into her throat. How was this man George’s father? His father was her father, and he was dead: lost at sea, the cablegram had said.
But as she looked closer, it dawned on Alice that lost things can be found again. Perhaps the only thing that had died had been their hope. The man looked over at her and winked.
‘Papa Sir?’ Alice whispered. ‘Is that you?’
‘It’s him!’ Mabel called from over his shoulder. ‘His face looks like steak, but he hugs the same. Papa Sir, I think you might need to eat some of Little’s cooking. You’re a bit skinny for a man.’
‘Surely Lillian can’t cook yet, can she?’ Papa Sir asked as he put Mabel down and held his hands out to Little. She had been sitting on the lawn not moving, taking everything in with her big dark eyes. Now she slowly stood up and walked over to Papa Sir. She put her head against his legs and closed her eyes. And then Papa Sir’s eyes – which weren’t so frightening when Alice looked again – were misty with tears.
Alice swallowed. ‘She can. Anything you like. She’s the cleverest pixie chef in the world.’
‘Good grief,’ said Papa Sir. ‘How much I’ve missed.’
‘Who’s Lillian?’ whispered Pudding. ‘Who’s that man?’
Alice rocked Pudding from side to side in her arms and walked her slowly over to Papa Sir. Pudding hadn’t been born when Papa Sir left. No wonder she was frightened. ‘Lillian is Little’s real name, remember, Baby? Little is just a nickname, like yours is Pudding.’
‘Do I have a real name?’ asked Pudding, clinging tighter to Alice’s neck as she eyed off Papa Sir.
He reached his hand out and stroked her downy white head. ‘If you are who I think you are, you’re named after me. My name is Martin.’ Papa Sir swallowed. ‘I’m your father. And your real name is Martine.’
‘Martine,’ said Pudding slowly. She turned to Alice. ‘My name is Martine.’
It wasn’t so long ago that she couldn’t say anything, thought Alice with wonder. And now she’s so –
‘You are ugly,’ Pudding added, frowning at Papa Sir’s face.
‘And all the while I’ve been thinking I was the handsomest creature alive.’ Papa Sir winked. ‘Speaking of handsome creatures, where’s Pan? And has anyone seen my beautiful wife?’
‘Oh, Pan got poisoned and died,’ Mabel said sadly. ‘Ages ago. By that Douglas McNair – he was The Vandal, did you know? Good grief, you probably don’t even know that Mama almost died! Little too, actually. And Teddy was in the war. You really are behind. You’ll have to come with us on Uncle Bear’s boat – we’re leaving any minute.’
‘Actually, it was Papa Sir’s boat,’ Alice told her, pinching herself on the elbow to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. ‘Before the war.’
Those three words hung in the air; they stood for so many things.
‘Would you like that, Papa Sir?’ asked Mabel after a long pause. ‘You don’t want to do anything boring like resting, do you?’
‘Nothing would make me happier,’ Papa Sir replied.
‘Not even another leg?’ asked Mabel.
‘Or the Complete Works of Shakespeare?’ said George.
‘A puppy?’ said Pudding.
‘Seeing Alice on pointe shoes?’ said Little.
Papa Sir roared with laughter and pulled his pipe from his pocket. ‘Actually, all those things – every single one.’

[image: ]
[image: ]hat a bonny red, thought Alice, admiring the Minnie May as Papa Sir steered it across the broad, glorious blue of Freshwater Bay. It’s the same red as the remembrance poppies. The mast and the trim were white and blue, and the sails were cream and crisp, the colour of baked meringues.
As Mama sat beside her husband at the tiller, she couldn’t take her eyes off him.
‘I knew it!’ she had said triumphantly when they’d taken Papa Sir up to her room. ‘I ’ave always said that the sea is too big to know what ’as been lost in it. Oh, my love – your poor face. I shall kiss it better, if it takes me the rest of my life!’
Now everyone was gathered around Papa Sir, talking over the top of each other, their questions bursting out like a shower of shooting stars.
‘Did your ship sink?’
‘Did sharks eat your face?’
‘Why didn’t you write to us sooner?’
‘Did you miss me?’
Papa Sir laughed and held up his hand to shush them.
‘Let me start from the start.’ And so he told them the whole story: how his ship had been hit so forcefully that nobody else had survived; how he’d floated on a piece of its shell for so long, trying to keep his wounds clean with salt water while he almost went mad with pain. He explained how eventually he’d slipped into a giant sleep and was picked up by a Greek fishing boat and cared for by an old lady who made him poultices out of tiny fish mashed up with garlic. How he hadn’t known who he was – not the tiniest bit.
‘I don’t remember much, but somehow they got me to England and put me in a convalescent home in the countryside. My memory was gone completely, and because I spoke like an Englishman, nobody ever thought that I might be from here. My face – well, it was in a bad way. They weren’t sure that it could heal – if I had it in me to fight. I wasn’t even sure myself.’
‘And then what happened?’ asked Mabel impatiently. ‘How did you remember who you were?’
Papa Sir turned and smiled at Alice, and she had the same feeling she’d always had when he was with her: that there was nothing in the world that couldn’t be solved because she was safe and loved. ‘For a long time, my head was entirely wrapped in bandages, so I couldn’t see. They used to play us gramophone records to pass the time. And one day, they put on the most beautiful piece of music. I asked the nurses what it was. They told me it was the solo dance from a ballet. And when I heard the word “ballet”, something flickered in my mind – I knew it was important. I made them play it again and again, until one day I sat up and I remembered: I had a daughter. I had a daughter who danced so beautifully, it was like watching a fairy fly. And from there, everything came back – slowly at first, but then quicker and quicker. And here I am.’
Alice blushed and looked down. ‘Do you remember what the piece of music was called – the one that made you remember?’
‘I do. I don’t think I’d ever heard it before. It was called, “The Dance of the Fairy Snow Queen”.’
Everyone gasped. Papa Sir looked up in surprise.
‘That’s Alice’s dance,’ Little whispered. ‘The Fairy Snow Queen is Alice.’
‘I danced it at the peacetime concert,’ said Alice. ‘It’s my very favourite.’
‘And a couple of years ago, too,’ added Mabel.
‘Around the time we stopped getting your letters, actually,’ George noted.
None of them said anything for a very long moment. In the silence, a thought came into Alice’s mind. ‘I’m sorry we stopped believing that you were alive. I’m sorry we didn’t try harder to find you.’
‘My dear child,’ he said tenderly. ‘When I left these shores you were so young and carefree. I fear the war has turned you into a worried old woman. What are we to do with you, my little babushka?’
‘Just love her,’ said Little.
‘It’s because of Alice we’re all still here and dandy,’ said Mabel loyally. ‘She took care of us every day while you were gone, Papa Sir, and she made sure we had clean clothes and that Little had things to cook with and Pudding had enough kisses, and she wrote lots of lists and –’
‘And she has been particularly supportive of my writing,’ said George. ‘In fact, I feel it’s appropriate at this moment for us to raise a toast to Alice.’
‘To Alice!’ they said. ‘Thank you, Alice!’ and raised their imaginary glasses.
They were looking at her so fondly that suddenly Alice felt like she might cry. It was so perfect, and yet … Now that she had been given her father back from the dead, how could Alice ever bear to leave him? Around the world there were millions of children who had lost their papas and would never have them home. Didn’t she owe it to all those other children to stay close to Papa Sir for always?
‘I think it’s only fitting that I continue our celebrations by performing the opening monologue of my new play: The Valley of Death and the Mountain of Life,’ said George. ‘It’s rather long, so I’ll pause before I begin so you can all get into a comfortable position that won’t induce cramp.’
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After George had read his play and Mabel had sung and they’d eaten ham sandwiches, Mama went to sleep on the deck, worn out from the sea air. Teddy sat back against the wall of the cabin in the sunshine and closed his eyes, and Miss Lillibet leant against him.
Alice went up top to find Papa Sir. He was there alone, looking out at the shimmering turquoise sea and smiling. She had dreamed of him so often and longed for him so deeply, but standing there next to him, she felt suddenly shy. It took her a while to think of something to say. ‘What will you do now you’re home? Will you be a doctor again? I mean, can you?’
Papa Sir smoothed his fingertips down the ridges of his scarred cheek. ‘I don’t think it would be fair to expect people not to mind about all this when they’re suffering. So I thought I’d go back to painting landscapes. I wasn’t bad in my time – I sold quite a few pieces in Paris. I thought Teddy might come and paint with me. Do you think I should ask him?’
‘No,’ Alice said quietly. ‘I think the war took his painting away for good.’ Her eyes welled up. ‘The war took away so many good things,’ she said.
‘But it brought some back,’ Papa Sir reminded her, holding out his cuff for her to wipe her eyes on. It smelt clean and fresh, like Mama – like home.
‘But why did the war make everyone so horrid? Papa Sir, you weren’t here, you didn’t see, but it was awful.’
‘Oh, Tink, I can imagine. But you must understand that people get heated when ideas are involved. They’re not quite themselves when they believe they are right and others think differently.’
‘Isn’t that a silly thing to fight about, just ideas, when everyone’s are different anyway?’
‘Why, it’s just the opposite. There is nothing more important to fight about. When everything spins out of control, all we have to clutch on to is what we believe.’
Alice turned it over in her mind. ‘Like a life ring, sort of.’
‘Exactly. If you were floating in the sea with only a life ring, what would you do if someone tried to snatch it?’
‘I’d fight him.’
‘And what would you do if he left you alone, but tried to grab Pudding’s life ring instead? Or Little’s?’
Alice boiled to think of it, her fingernails biting into her palms. ‘I’d kill him.’
It took a moment for her to take in what she was saying – that she, too, had war inside her; that perhaps everyone did who had someone to love and to fight for. ‘But I thought the war started because … because Franz Ferdinand got shot, and people were taking each other’s land,’ she puzzled. ‘Was that all a lie?’
‘Oh no – that was just it, just as you described. But curled inside all of that were ideas that people didn’t like – that I didn’t like. The idea that a man or a country with a strong and powerful army can take another’s land, and make him and his family live in a different way. That is what we were fighting against. That’s why I went away and left you …  because that was an idea I had to cling on to, and I knew how I’d feel if someone marched in and wrestled you all away from me.’
‘So it was a war for love?’
‘Yes, I suppose it was, in a way. And a war to bring fairness. To do the right thing and protect people’s lives.’
As a pelican flew past in a low straight line, Alice’s throat hurt with all she felt for Papa Sir. She thought about fighting for an idea, for a life, for what was right. And as she pondered all these things, they felt huge and frightening. ‘Papa Sir, how can we be alive when there is so much sadness in the world?’
‘Ah,’ said Papa Sir, and put his big hand on her cheek, turning her face towards him. Papa Sir and I have the very same eyes, Alice realised as he looked at her. The same, too, as Teddy’s.
‘That’s a big question, dear Alice. But you have a wonderful choice, no matter what is going on around you,’ said Papa Sir, and he stroked her cheek with his warm, strong thumb. ‘You can choose to make your life beautiful – every bit. You can make beautiful art with everything that you do. Even the tiny things – how you live each day. That is all that we have, Alice – that, and each other.’
‘But which one’s more important: art or each other?’ Alice asked in despair, thinking of dancing and London. ‘And what if your art takes you away from the people you love? Should you leave them?’
And then everything was spilling out of Alice – the story of her audition, and how she’d stopped dancing, the Vandal and Pan, and the Apple Blossom Fair, and her pointe shoes and how, on the walk down to the boatshed just before, Teddy and Miss Lillibet had offered to take her to London when they travelled to Europe on their honeymoon next year.
Papa Sir listened and listened, and when she’d finished, he said, ‘Love can stretch across a sea, Alice. If anyone knows that, it’s me. So wherever you are and whatever you do, our love will follow you.’
Alice looked out at the blue-green ocean and it wasn’t so hard to imagine love skimming across the white-capped peaks. ‘It won’t follow me,’ she said, making up her mind. ‘Because it’s inside me already. And it will still be there when I get to London. I’m going, Papa Sir. I’ve decided. When everyone wakes up, will you help me tell them? Do you think they’ll mind that I’m going to leave?’
‘My little fairy snow queen,’ said Papa Sir, ‘I think they’d mind if you didn’t.’
Eventually Alice went back down to the deck in search of leftover fruitcake. Out on the boat’s prow, George and Mabel and Little and Pudding sat with their feet dangling off the edge, laughing as the boat sliced through the river’s bouncy waves and showered them with its spangled spray. They looked so happy there, all in a row with their hair flying out, that Alice stood and watched for ages. That’s just how I want to remember them always, she thought.
She turned away and went to peer over the side. Out of habit, she gripped the boat’s glossy rail as if it were a barre. She swung her legs with pointed toes, higher and higher. She held herself up as tight as she could, squeezing all her strange feelings about life’s happy-sadness into her muscles. Then she went through the positions, first to fifth, over and over, until her mind felt as peaceful as the gentle waves below.
‘Don’t stop,’ pleaded Teddy when Alice had finished. ‘Please?’
Alice spun around in surprise. Miss Lillibet was still asleep against his shoulder, so she couldn’t see the remarkable thing that was happening right in front of her.
There, on his lap, sat the most glorious thing that Alice had ever seen.
It was Teddy’s special tin of oil paints, shining like a box of magic. In his fingers was a paintbrush, more thrilling to Alice than if it had been a real wand.
And on the paper in front of him, in a thousand perfect tiny dots, was Alice, looking up to heaven, dancing against the wide, bright sky.
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[image: ]he merry sounds of a game of charades floated up from downstairs. Alice could smell bread browning on the end of toasting sticks in the parlour of Mrs Twyford-Moore’s boarding house. In her tiny attic, all alone, she sat at the end of her bed and pulled her quilt around her.
The quilt was the one bright thing in the dank-smelling room. Mama had made it from little diamonds of fabric that the family had carefully chosen: Mabel’s loud and bright, George’s a sombre beige, Little’s pretty and Pudding’s pink. When it was done, she had folded it up in crisp, white paper and tucked it in Alice’s trunk. ‘The London winter is cold, non?’ she had said. ‘Your nose will disappear from your face!’
After eighteen months in London, Alice knew what Mama meant about your nose disappearing, numb with cold. She knew about nights that started at 4 p.m., and taking coats and hats and gloves on and off, on and off. At the start, it had been thrilling – every bit. The bustle of people everywhere had made Alice feel part of something big and important; their different accents swirled around her like birdcalls. Catching the open-top double-decker bus to her dance school had felt like a dream. When Teddy and Miss Lillibet had taken her to Edouard Espinosa’s new academy that first day, the world had shone like crystals in sunshine. Big Ben had boomed out a rousing welcome. Like an angel’s trumpet! Alice had thought. Marking the start of my new life.
‘You won’t be lonely, will you, Tink?’ Teddy had asked when he and Miss Lillibet came to say goodbye a week later. Teddy was going to paint landscapes in Europe for six whole months and Miss Lillibet planned to find out if her relations were still in Germany. ‘Are you sure you don’t want us to pop back on our way home to Perth to check that you’re happy?’
Alice had laughed. ‘How could I be anything but happy? It’s all I’ve ever wanted.’
But that was before … well, before everything. Alice rubbed the back of her foot, and smoothed out Papa Sir’s letter for the hundredth time.
Dearest Tink,
Chaos here as always – Tatty fighting with Bear’s new puppy and Mabel practising opera (her latest thing) – so a quick note to thank you for your letter. By now your dreaded audition for The Nutcracker will be over. Your letter said that you don’t hold out much hope for a part, and while I doubt that very much, you’ll do splendidly even in the chorus line. Remember, my little Fairy Snow Queen, that beautiful art can be made at the back of the stage, and your time will come.
Lovely to hear you’re well and happy and bunking in with the others there at Mrs TM’s. Little’s been baking the mother of all fruitcakes to send for Christmas, so if it doesn’t sink the ship, it will hopefully be with you for the festive season. Share it with friends.
Sold a landscape of the Swan last week for a pretty penny to a chap visiting from El Salvador. Now there’s somewhere I’d like to go!
Angus is the bonniest baby you ever did see, hair white as snow, and Teddy is a much better papa than I ever was. Dear Lillibet is almost back to full health. I know she thinks of you often and enjoys hearing the news, as does
Your ever-loving father,
The Papa-est of all Sirs.

Alice’s heart broke and bloomed a little, as it always did when the warmth and love of home poked into her London life. And then she felt the prickle of guilt for wishing yet again that she was back with them in sunny old Peppermint Grove instead of banished to the attic. It wasn’t that she was banished, exactly – more that the other girls deeply despised her, and Mrs Twyford-Moore was a bossy, cantankerous cow. More a bull than a cow, Alice reflected. Or perhaps a bad-tempered yak. Something with real shoulders.
Not wanting to worry anyone, especially when they’d been so worried about Miss Lillibet and the baby, Alice had written home of a life filled with friends and bonny times. ‘Lies, really,’ she said to herself as she folded the letter into its creamy envelope, holding her lips to the ink of Papa Sir’s handwriting with its friendly curls.
Alice hadn’t been able to bring herself to tell them yet that she wasn’t to be in the chorus line of The Nutcracker after all. She was Clara, the star of the Royal Academy’s Christmas performance, and that was one of the reasons she wasn’t in the parlour, playing charades.
The other girls had all wanted the role, and talked of nothing else for months. Some of them were older and had danced longer and been in other ballets – famous ones. When Alice had first arrived and found all this out, she had felt too young and suntanned and ignorant to line up alongside the tall, creamy, haughty girls at the barre. Their chins were angled so elegantly, their shoes looked as if they’d only been cracked that morning.
But as soon as she pulled on her battered old pointe shoes, all that had fallen away. There had just been Alice, and the music, and the same exercises she had practised in the greenhouse back home a thousand times – probably a million. To dance was to be home. And as the months wore on, Alice needed more and more to be reminded of home.
Alice could tell that Edouard was fond of her, having found her that day long ago. But he mostly taught the older girls, and only appeared occasionally to turn out someone’s foot or knee with a friendly tap. It was Madame Nonette who taught them each morning, and Monsieur Igor who took them in the afternoons. And that was the trouble – or the start of it. Both had been world-famous dancers in their time, both were marvellous teachers, but they didn’t agree on anything.
Madame was French, classical to her fingertips, whereas Monsieur was a young Russian, wild for trying new ideas. He loved nothing more than blindfolding them for entire classes to teach them to ‘know the air’.
The only thing the teachers agreed on was that Alice was the most extraordinary dancer they had seen. But how to teach her was the source of screaming matches that went on and on, mostly in front of the class, who would stand around, bored, glowering. If Alice hadn’t loved Miss Lillibet so much, she would have given it away altogether and gone back home. But Miss Lillibet wouldn’t have wanted her to dance any less than her best, and so Alice tried her hardest each day, and took all that came with it.
‘Imbecile! It is the repetition that will make her great! Again, again, again – this is the way of the prima ballerina!’ Madame Nonette would fume, rapping her walking stick on the glossy wooden floor.
‘She already is the great, you stupid bird!’ Monsieur would bellow in his interesting English. ‘Again again will boring the muscles. New and new! She needs!’
‘Er, I could try both?’ Alice would suggest, trying to keep the peace. ‘And we could move on to the battements?’
Alice didn’t blame the other girls for hating her.
Because Alice wasn’t invited on outings and didn’t have family nearby to visit, she filled the lonely hours with more practice than ever and so she picked up new things quicker than anyone, which only made things trickier. And now that she was Clara, the star, with her own dressing room and costumes, their chilliness was almost unbearable for Alice.
I should really be doing exercises right now, she thought as she stood up with a sigh. But the back of her foot – her Achilles tendon – was burning with pain, as if a hot blade was being thrust down it. It had been like that for ten days now. She had gritted her teeth and danced through it, but tonight it was worse than ever. She had sat down on her bed because she’d started to feel a little light-headed.
Should I tell Mrs Twyford-Moore? Alice wondered. But Mrs Twyford-Moore hated Alice even more than the other girls did. She hadn’t taken kindly to Alice’s suggestions about writing lists to run a more efficient household. When Alice had tried to drop gentle hints about the delicious ways that Little cooked (which the boarding mistress definitely did not), Mrs Twyford-Moore had said ‘Well!’ as if Alice had uttered a curse word, and got up from the table to slam a log on the fire. Not long after that, Alice had been moved from her comfy room by the servants’ stairs to the attic. Mrs TM had said it was on account of the noise Alice made when she did her barre work by the windowsill, but Alice wasn’t so sure.
Only Finn knew about her injury. Quiet, handsome, thoughtful Finn, who said so little but took up such a big bit of Alice’s thoughts. Finn was to be the Prince in The Nutcracker – the other main part. Even in the depths of winter, his skin was nut-brown. ‘Don’t tell,’ he had said to Alice with a wink when she’d asked about it, ‘but I think our family’s part gypsy.’
Finn and Alice had been rehearsing with each other all winter, and by now Alice had grown to trust his light, strong touch. She felt she knew all the whispers his limbs made when they moved, and just how his hair would fall when he’d finished whipping through a series of pirouettes. With each day, they danced better together. With each duet, Alice’s heart beat a little louder as he lifted her so that she soared above her worries, above cold, grey London, and was carried off somewhere else.
Finn thought Alice should tell someone about her foot. ‘You wouldn’t want to do something that stopped you dancing for good, now, would you?’ he had said gently, pushing his curls out of his eyes as he always did when he was being serious. ‘I couldn’t bear it. Achilles injuries are serious – I asked Monsieur Petr about them. You can recover, but you have to be in plaster for ages. You’d hate it, Alice.’
She thought of Finn now as she limped over to her tiny window and peered out into the misty evening. In the distance, she heard the jolly rumblings of a bus, and then the magical hum of the carolers. While she’d been busy rehearsing, Christmas had snuck up on her.
It was only a few days now until the premiere of The Nutcracker. Perhaps Finn was right. How on earth will I manage the whole two hours if I can’t even walk? Alice thought miserably.
If her performance wasn’t perfect, Maeve would sneer. Georgette would say she only got the part because she was the teachers’ pet, and everyone would agree. Madame Nonette would tell Monsieur Igor it was all his fault, and the other way around as well. Perhaps Edouard would change his mind about having her at the academy.
As Alice pressed her hot head against the freezing glass, she couldn’t think of anything worse. All dancers feel pain, she reminded herself. It’s how you tackle it that matters.
She was about to close her eyes when something caught her attention – the clip of quick footsteps, a cluster of people coming noisily along the footpath, their voices ringing out in the crisp air.
‘I told you it was this one! I don’t care what your map says. I’ve got a feeling.’
‘Geography is a science, and not to be muddied by the realm of human emotions. Now if we’ll all pause to consult the –’
‘We’re here! Bags I ring the bell!’
‘Ma petite! Wait for your papa, non?’
I must be dreaming, Alice thought wearily. They sound just like –
Dingalingalingalingaling, the doorbell rang, loud and brazen. Alice’s head felt as if it would split. She turned and stumbled over to the bed, and lay face down, thinking she would be sick. If only letters didn’t take so long, she could write and ask Papa Sir about her foot. Perhaps she could send a telegram?
‘Oh, I LOVE charades!’ a voice floated up from below moments later. ‘I’m actually very good at it. We’ll be back to join in!’
Then there were boots on the stairs, and perhaps the click of a wooden leg as well. Her door opened. It couldn’t be …
And yet it was.
‘I say,’ said Mabel, as she marched into the room, followed by the others, ‘that Mrs Twitty-Moore is a bit of a b–’
‘What are you doing here?’ Alice asked groggily as she turned over to see her room filling up with people, all craning to see her. ‘Am I dreaming?’
‘We’re here to see you dance,’ Little whispered from next to her pillow. ‘We don’t mind if you’re only in the chorus.’
‘We’re here for Christmas!’ said Mabel. ‘And there had better be snow.’
‘Statistically, the chances aren’t high – I’ve been looking into the meteorological records,’ said George.
‘I believe it all depends on the Arctic winds.’
Alice turned her head. She gasped. ‘Is that you, Pudding?’
Pudding wasn’t the slightest bit pudding-y anymore. She was tall and spindly and she looked exactly like Alice, but with a little pair of wire-rimmed glasses. And she sounded just like George.
‘Technically yes, though I go by Martine now. Because of our French heritage.’
Alice rubbed her eyes. ‘Mama … Papa Sir! Oh – Miss Lillibet.’ Seeing her old dance teacher with a plump little baby in her arms made Alice start to cry. How was it all real?
‘Baby Angus,’ she whispered through her tears. ‘It’s lovely to meet you.’ She sat up and held out her arms to him, but he frowned at her and looked away, nuzzling into Miss Lillibet’s chest.
‘Oh, don’t mind old Gus,’ said Teddy. ‘He’s a real snob till you get to know him.’
‘We thought we’d surprise you.’ Papa Sir leaned in to kiss her head. ‘For Christmas.’
She sat up, wiping her cheeks. ‘How did you get here – and when? How did you find me? Where are you staying?’
And then everyone was talking over the top of each other about the ship that took six weeks, and being allowed to miss a whole term of school, and Aunt Gwendolyn’s posh house in Mayfair, and the lightning storm as they went through the Suez Canal, and staying until March – March!
‘But ma petite – your room is so cold! And what are you doing ’ere all alone?’ Mama asked, stroking Alice’s arm as George and Little tried to calculate the ship’s average speed as a rate of knots.
Alice swallowed. ‘Just resting. Class was hard this afternoon. But it doesn’t matter, Maman. Nothing matters now you’re here.’
Was this the time to tell them about being Clara, and the mean girls, and the warring teachers, and missing them all every day, like a sickness?
But as they stood around her, their faces crinkled up with love, Alice tucked her sadness inside her and leapt out of bed, pretending that her heel wasn’t shrieking. ‘Let’s not just stand around. Welcome!’ she cried. ‘Let’s go and see dear old London.’
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It was when Alice was leaving the stage to change into her costume for the Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy that everything really fell apart. She had gotten through the first half of The Nutcracker by imagining that the pain was a fire under her pointe shoes that she was putting out with her toes, just as Finn had suggested. As she danced, she pictured the faces of her family out in the crowd, somewhere in the velvety darkness beyond the stage lights, surprised and pleased and proud of their very own Clara. She’d hardly seen them the past week, with all the rehearsals, but they’d been having a grand old time visiting the sights.
‘Yes, that’s what we’ve been doing,’ Mabel had said. ‘That, and nothing else.’
‘Most educational,’ said Pudding, and the girls had all giggled.
Alice thought of their bright, cheeky faces as she headed for the wings. But then it was as if someone whacked the back of her heel with a piece of steel. She could almost hear a snap, and she cried out, falling to the ground. Alice felt her breath rush out of her body and her mind go blank. Spots of light, like fireflies, danced in her eyes. Her foot felt useless. And when she tried to rise, she couldn’t put any weight on it at all. Pain washed over her with a deep roar. ‘Papa Sir?’ she whispered as she tried to crawl out of view.
It was Finn’s strong, brown arms that picked her up and carried her to her dressing room. ‘That’s it for tonight, I think,’ he said as he set her down carefully onto the little velvet armchair in the corner.
‘No, no, no. Just give me a minute. I could dance the rest on one foot. There isn’t much more to go.’
Finn found a box in the corner, under her dresser, and gently slid it under her leg. It took everything Alice had left not to cry out in pain. Then he pushed his hair out of his eyes and looked up at her. ‘Alice Alexander,’ he said gravely. ‘If you go out again, it will be the last night you dance in your life. Maeve knows the part. I’m due back on stage, but I’ll get someone to help you.’
‘Maeve won’t fit the costume.’ Alice’s tears were cold as they rolled down her cheeks. As she wiped at them, she could feel how her cheekbones stuck out now where her face had got thin. Her bones felt sharp – all of them. She was so tired. ‘She’s taller than me.’
‘We’ll find her something,’ said Finn, standing up and running his hand across Alice’s forehead. ‘I’ll come and see you after the encore. But for now, who can I fetch?’
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Alice could hear the panic and the bustle and the chatter down the hall, and the announcement to the audience about her being replaced. She heard the music start up again, and the applause. She closed her eyes and danced the steps in her head. She felt Finn lift her as high as he ever had, as if she were only made of light and air. But it would be Maeve he was holding up now.
‘Tink? All right there?’
Alice opened her eyes to see Teddy wearing a smart black suit with a bowtie. His cheeks were pink and his face was glowing. He looked so grown up, like a man. He was a man now. She closed her eyes again.
‘We saw what happened, you poor sprite. Papa Sir is making his way up here – it always takes a little longer with his leg like it is. But he said to tell you not to panic – if it’s your Achilles that’s snapped, he’ll be around long enough to help you get better. If you stay off it and rest up, you’ll be good as new in a couple of months. But Alice, oh, you were wonderful. I’ve never felt so blooming proud in all my life. Lily was weeping the whole way through.’
‘Teddy?’ Alice said quietly, keeping her eyes closed. ‘I think … I think I’ve worn myself out. I think I’d like to come back home with you all.’ What a relief it was to say the words out loud after thinking them for so long. In spite of the pain, Alice felt light and free.
‘Oh crumbs,’ said Teddy, though he didn’t sound the slightest bit disappointed. ‘That’s rather unfortunate timing.’
Alice opened her eyes. He was grinning.
‘You see, we’ve decided to stay on, Lillibet and Gus and I. We’ve been looking all week, and we’ve bought a little home not far from your dance school. We hoped you might come and live with us – if Mabel ever finishes her grand redecorating plans.’
Is my mind playing tricks? Alice wondered. Have I gone mad with pain?
‘Edouard’s offered Lily a teaching job at his academy when she’s completely well again. You never know,’ Teddy said with a wink, ‘if you stayed on a bit, once you’re all mended, you might end up in her class.’
‘Teddy, you can’t,’ said Alice. ‘It’s too much.’
‘I love you more than anything in the world,’ Teddy said simply. ‘Have since you were born. So if it’s a crime to want to be near you, then chase me down and shoot me.’
‘I can’t,’ Alice said. ‘I can’t run.’ She took a deep breath. ‘But as soon as I’m better, watch out.’
There was a knock at the door.
‘Alice?’ called Finn.
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Finn carried her so gently in his arms that her foot hardly hurt at all. And even if it had, the lights were so bright and the clapping was so loud that, as Finn carried her to the front of the stage, all she could feel was the love of the audience coursing through her. He lifted her up even higher, and everyone in the theatre seemed to rise to their feet as one. ‘Bravo!’ they called, and the clapping grew even louder. ‘Bravo! Bravo!’
Alice couldn’t see her family in the sea of faces, but surely that was them, stamping their feet and whistling.
Finn lowered her down until his lips were just next to her ear. ‘Bravo, Alice,’ he whispered. ‘You’re a star.’
Not yet, Alice thought. But if I’m lucky, someday, one day, I might be.
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Like most Australian girls, my heritage is a patchwork of pieces from many places, stitched together by chance and love. My parents met on the ski slopes in Italy. Dad is Australian, but his ancestors include a pair of Italian apothecaries and an Irish minister, and he grew up in Singapore. My mother, who’s English, went to a boarding school called Battle Abbey and was a nurse in a tiny African country called Lesotho, where she lived in a mud hut with a thatched roof.
I grew up in Perth, and on very hot days when I couldn’t play outside, I’d sit and spin a globe for hours, waiting for the afternoon sea breeze and picturing life in those faraway places with their strange lovely names. Perhaps all that imagining is what led me to be a writer.
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I was born and grew up in Italy, a beautiful country to visit, but also a difficult country to live in for new generations.
In 2006, I left Italy with the man I love. I didn’t know much about Australia – I was just looking for new opportunities, I guess. And I liked it right from the beginning! Australian people are resourceful, open-minded and always with a smile on their faces.
Here I began a new life doing what I always dreamed of: I illustrate stories. Australia is the place where I’d like to live and to grow up my children, in a country that doesn’t fear the future.
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Here’s a sneak peek at Meet Letty[image: ]
THE coachman dumped the old chest in the street. Letty’s heart felt as if it was being jolted around too. The chest held all her sister’s things, and so many dreams. It was going to Australia.
Letty’s sister Lavinia hopped down from the coach in a swirl of skirts. She had read in the newspapers that there weren’t enough young women in Australia. She often told Letty that she didn’t like their small, mouldy house, where she was always tripping over little brothers and sisters. So Lavinia had made up her mind to leave, and Letty and Papa had come to Gravesend to say goodbye.
‘After today, I won’t be costing you another penny,’ Lavinia said. ‘I’m going where I’ll be wanted. And appreciated.’
‘I want you,’ said Letty. Letty could not imagine life without her sister. Lavinia was like a pink flower in their grey town. She took up lots of room in their family, with her wide, swishing dresses and definite opinions. She was Letty’s older sister, the one who had bossed her around and brought her up in the years after their mother died. Their baby stepbrother, Charlie, and their little sisters, Fanny and Florence, were adorable, but they weren’t the same.
Now Lavinia ignored her. Letty hurt inside. Lavinia meant so much to Letty, but Letty was not enough to keep her here.
Papa and the girls lifted the chest by its brass handles. They struggled in a lopsided triangle across the dock and into the Customs House.
‘That’s it?’ said the Customs Officer, looking in the chest.
Papa pretended not to hear. Letty knew he was still angry with Lavinia for spending all her money on what was in it.
‘Yes!’ snapped Lavinia.
The chest held a few pieces of good linen, and a new outfit, bought with the emigration payment from the government. The chest wasn’t exactly full, but Letty and Lavinia were very proud of it. It was a hope chest – where a girl stored things for when she would be married and have a home of her own.
‘Here’s your tin, then.’ The Customs man pushed a metal plate, cup and spoons towards Lavinia. ‘Here’s your blanket and your pillow. And here’s a bag to keep them in. Your ship’s leaving with the tide.’ He pointed to the forest of masts out the window.
Papa, Lavinia and Letty lumped the chest along the docks. A wooden ship loomed over the nearest jetty. Letty thought it was as long as three houses, but much, much taller. The ship’s name was painted on the front in gold letters: The Duchess.
‘Right!’ Lavinia put down her end of the chest and dusted her hands. ‘I’ll be back in a few minutes.’
‘Where are you going?’ Papa wanted to know.
‘Ladies’ business,’ said Lavinia, over her shoulder. She hurried back to shore.
Letty stood close to Papa on the wooden jetty. Families bustled past, loaded with luggage and children. Letty could hardly believe that Papa and her stepmother were letting Lavinia go by herself.
‘The tide’s going to turn soon.’ Papa fiddled impatiently with his watch chain. He didn’t have a watch, but he liked people to think he did. ‘It’s time for boarding the ship. What’s keeping your sister?’
‘I don’t know,’ whispered Letty. She could hardly speak. The ship’s shadow swallowed her words, just as it would soon swallow her sister. She might never see Lavinia again.
‘Where has she run off to now?’ grumbled Papa. ‘I’ll have to go and look for her. You be a good child now, Letty, and stay right by the chest. Don’t leave it for anything.’
The water slapped the sides of the jetty. The big ship creaked. Letty sat on the hope chest. It was big and solid. She traced the brass studs on the lid with her fingers: R.P. 1671. It was almost two hundred years since ‘R.P.’ had owned the chest. The leather covering was cracked and the brass had lost its shine. But the things inside it were new and pretty. They were precious. Letty had helped Lavinia sew the pillowcases and petticoats. Letty guarded the chest as if she were guarding Lavinia’s love.
Letty’s hair blew in her eyes. It was true what Lavinia said about their house, she thought. It hadn’t been easy to keep the hope chest’s white linen away from chimney soot and little Charlie’s sticky fingers. One night, Letty had even tripped over him and burnt her hair in the lamp. Lavinia had to cut part of it off. It was so ugly.
If I were as pretty as Lavinia, Letty thought, and people noticed me the way they notice her, maybe I would be brave and leave home too. Letty tucked the short bits of hair into her bonnet and tightened the strings.
‘A-hoy there!’ a boy sang out. ‘Miss!’
‘Me?’ said Letty.
‘Yes, you with the blinkin’ big box.’
Two sailors stood over Letty. ‘Is that to go on the Duchess?’ the older one asked. His skin was brown as wood and weathered as the jetty boards.
Letty nodded.
‘Hop off then, and we’ll take it aboard,’ he said.
Letty looked up and down the jetty. Where were Papa and Lavinia? The sailors stood with their thumbs hooked into the rope that tied up their trousers.
‘Please, not yet,’ she said.
‘Now or never, miss.’ The younger one wasn’t much more than a boy, maybe fourteen, like Letty’s older brother had been when he went away to work. He had gingery hair and freckles all over his hands. His elbows poked out of holes in his shirt.
Letty didn’t know what to say. She was afraid that if she stopped the chest going to Australia, Lavinia and Papa would both be angry with her. She got off the lid.
The sailors lifted the chest onto their shoulders. Letty searched the dock and the shore with her eyes. She thought she could see Lavinia’s pink dress, but it was too far away.
The sailors went up the gangplank, onto the ship. What should she do? She felt as if her boots were glued to the dock.
‘Be a good child and stay right by that chest,’ Papa had said. That was what she should do. Letty dashed after it. She dodged under the arm of a man with a list and scurried onto the gangplank. The plank felt as if it was disappearing under her. Letty grabbed at the rope.
‘Easy does it,’ said the young sailor, gripping her arm with his freckly fingers.
‘Oh!’ Letty moved away from the sailor’s hand. She tried to stand with her feet neatly together, like a little lady, as Stepmama had taught them. But the ship’s deck felt crooked and she buckled at the knees.
‘Where is the chest?’ she asked.
The sailor pointed to the middle of the deck. ‘Goin’ in the hatch.’
She saw passengers’ boxes being lowered on ropes, down a square hole. ‘I have to go with it,’ she told him.
‘That you cannot, miss,’ he said sternly. ‘You-er not luggage. You stay put on deck.’
‘Hands to the anchor line!’ someone shouted.
The ginger-haired boy disappeared.
Letty did as she was told. She sat as close to the hatch as she dared and watched the gangplank. A stream of passengers climbed on board. But none of them were Lavinia or Papa. Letty waited a long time. She began to worry that something had happened to them.
Letty decided she had to move. All the luggage had gone down the hatch. The passengers were leaning over the ship’s railing, calling and waving to people on the jetty. She couldn’t see past them. She pushed into the crowd along the rails. A tall woman blocked her way.
‘Excuse me. I have to find my family,’ Letty said.
Letty ducked beneath the woman’s elbow. Through a gap in the railing, she saw Papa standing on the jetty, by himself. Then she saw that the gangplank was being pulled in. The ship was getting ready to sail, Letty realised. And she was still on it!
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‘PROMISE we’ll always stay together,’ whispered Nellie. ‘Promise faithfully.’
She had to whisper because most of the other girls in the stuffy, tar-smelling cabin were asleep. Nellie didn’t feel like sleeping. In fact, she’d never felt so wide awake in her life. She sat hunched on the narrow bunk that had been her bed for the last four months, and her best friend, Mary Connell, sat hunched on the bunk opposite. Mary’s pale face, half hidden beneath a prim white nightcap, was barely visible in the darkness.
Over the creaking and shuddering of the ship Nellie could hear Sarah Ryan’s muffled sobbing. Poor Sarah must be having another bad dream. The Elgin, which was carrying nearly 200 Irish orphans halfway around the world, had seen plenty of nightmares. None of the girls could forget the horror of the Great Hunger, the famine that had killed so many thousands back home in Ireland.
‘Of course we must stay together,’ Mary whispered back. ‘You know I’d be scared to death without you.’
Nellie reached for Mary’s hand and gave it a comforting squeeze. ‘There’s nothing to be scared of, angel. We survived the Hunger, and we survived the workhouse. We’ve even nearly reached South Australia without being shipwrecked! And now we’re going to work for rich people in Adelaide. No more sleeping in dormitories, no more eating corn mush!’ Such beautiful pictures now formed in Nellie’s head: a warm little bed of her own, and herself sitting in front of a steaming plate of stew, with a pile of fresh soda bread a mile high …
Mary gave a tiny sigh. ‘I wish I was like you, Nell,’ she said. ‘You’ve always been strong.’
‘I’ve had to look after myself, just as you have – I’m not one bit stronger than you.’
‘Yes, you are! Nobody would ever believe you’ve just turned twelve. When you told the Guardians at the workhouse that you were older, it would hardly even have seemed like a fib.’
‘It wasn’t my fib,’ protested Nellie. ‘It was Father Donnelly who told the Guardians I was thirteen. He said to my dada that older girls would have the best chance of getting out of the place. He was right, too, for if the Guardians had known I was only eleven, I’d not be here with you.’
‘And thank goodness you are,’ said Mary, ‘for I’d miss you so much if you weren’t.’
‘And I can’t think how much I’d miss you,’ Nellie replied, gazing earnestly at her friend through the darkness. ‘We must always look after each other, Mary. Goodness knows what could happen to us in Australia. Superintendent O’Leary told me it’s a very peculiar place. He said there are snakes that can poison you to death in a second, and animals that bounce like india-rubber balls.’
Mary shuddered. ‘I’ll always be there for you, Nell, I promise.’
‘And me for you. Never forget it.’
There was a sigh, and a thump, as Peggy Duffy turned over in the bunk above Nellie’s head. ‘Do hush up, you two! Think of us who’s trying to sleep, now.’
‘Oh, hush yourself, Peg!’ retorted Nellie. ‘We’re making no noise at all, and it’s you who’s disturbing the peace with your moaning.’
In the morning the Elgin would be docking at Port Adelaide. And after that, as Nellie knew, all the girls had to find work. She’d heard that there were plenty of jobs for Irish maidservants in the colonies. Perhaps she and Mary could work together! Someone in a fine big house might need two maids just like themselves. She imagined how much fun they’d have. They might even be put to work outside, in the sunshine. Mr O’Leary had said that the weather in Adelaide could be very hot.
Thinking about Mr O’Leary made Nellie remember the Killarney Union Workhouse, which had so recently been her home. She was grateful to it because it had kept her alive when she had nothing but the rags she stood up in, but what a cold, grey, cheerless place it was! Each day was as dreary as the last, with rules that told you when to work, when to eat, when to sleep.
Nellie felt that she would always be haunted by the thin, careworn faces of the women and children there. They were the faces of people who had given up all hope.
She gave herself a little shake and made herself see happy pictures again: pictures of Mary and herself picking apples, throwing grain to hens, running through a flower-filled garden …
‘It will be such a grand adventure, being in South Australia,’ she said. ‘Don’t you think so, Mary?’
‘I’d feel much better about it if I knew that only good things would happen to us. The dear Lord only knows where we shall be in a year’s time, Nell.’
‘Oh, let’s make a plan!’ Nellie cried. She loved making plans: they were exciting, and they gave you something to work towards. Nobody could take a good plan away from you. ‘In this country we can do things we couldn’t have dreamed of back in Ireland! Let’s say what we wish for, and then after a year we can see if our wishes have come true. Shall we do it?’
‘Nell, you know I hate to make plans for the future,’ Mary said. ‘It’s such terrible bad luck.’
‘That’s pure nonsense,’ said Nellie. ‘Just cross yourself and say “I know this won’t happen”. That will break the bad luck, won’t it? Come, say what you most wish for.’
Reluctantly, Mary crossed herself. ‘Well then … I know this won’t ever happen, but what I want is to be a nursery maid in a great big house and look after little children. I did love the babies at the workhouse. It was cruel that they were stuck in such a place, the poor things, and most without their own mothers to look after them.’ She paused, thinking. ‘Oh, and I wish that I shall never be hungry again, not ever. So what do you wish, Nell?’
‘I’m with you entirely on the bit about not being hungry. But I want so many other things as well. Most of all I want to be part of a family. I miss my own family so much.’
Mary patted her hand. ‘Don’t be thinking about that now. What are your other wishes?’
Nellie sat up a little straighter. ‘Well, I don’t want to be called “orphan” or “workhouse girl” ever again. I want to be only myself, Nellie O’Neill.’
‘And you are yourself,’ laughed Mary. ‘Who else might you possibly be?’
‘You know what I mean! You know how you hate it, too, when you’re treated like the filth on somebody’s boot.’
‘Well, yes, but I don’t let it bother me. And I’d not waste a wish on it.’
‘Maybe you should let it bother you, for it’s not fair,’ said Nellie with passion. ‘And I still have one more wish. Don’t laugh! – I want to learn to read.’
Mary gave her a wondering look. ‘Why?’
‘You don’t need to read when you’re scrubbing floors or emptying slops,’ said Peggy’s voice from the bunk above. ‘You’re a daft eejit, Nellie O’Neill. Now go to sleep!’
‘Maybe I don’t need to,’ Nellie said, ‘but I want to. My dada could read. He read the Bible to us children every night.’ She thought sadly of the last time she’d seen her father, so weak from hunger and disease. ‘Be strong, Nellie,’ he’d said to her. ‘Don’t let the workhouse break your spirit. Remember that the O’Neills are descended from Irish kings.’
‘I know your wishes will all come true,’ said Mary. ‘You have a face on you that good luck can’t resist.’
‘I hope you’re right, Mary angel,’ said Nellie. ‘And good luck will touch you on the shoulder too, I just know it will.’
The two girls reached forward to hug each other, and then turned around to go to sleep. Soon their journey would be over, and their new lives would begin.
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‘POPPEEE!’ came Mother Hangtree’s voice from below. ‘You are to come down immediately. Do you hear?’
‘Not unless you let my brother out of the Darkling Cellar,’ Poppy replied.
Through the leaves Poppy could see the schoolroom below and hear the children practising the chorus of The Bellbird Song. Their clear voices sounded like the wind rustling through the eucalypt forest at night.
Mother Hangtree spoke again. ‘All right,’ she said crossly. ‘I will let Augustus out. But you make him promise never to run away again. He is a bad influence on the other children.’
Poppy smiled. ‘I will, Mother. I’ll tell Gus.’ Then she scampered down from branch to branch as nimble as a brushtail possum.
‘Do be careful, Poppy,’ Mother Hangtree said, anxiously stretching out her arms. ‘I need you in one piece for the concert.’
‘Stand clear!’ Poppy yelled and jumped to the ground.
Mother Hangtree brushed leaves and dirt from Poppy’s pinafore. ‘Goodness me, where are your shoes and stockings, child?’
‘You can’t climb trees in shoes,’ Poppy said.
Even on the hottest days, when the hens lay panting under the bushes and the cows kicked refusing to be milked, Mother Hangtree made the children wear lace-up shoes and stockings. ‘It is not proper, running around like little savages,’ she would say, making a sour face.
She untangled a piece of bark from Poppy’s hair and sighed. ‘Go quickly now. The children are all waiting.’
Poppy picked up her shoes and stockings from behind the tree and skipped to the schoolroom. When Blossom saw her she rushed up and grabbed her best friend’s hand. The other orphans gathered around, full of questions.
‘Is Mother letting Gus out of the Darling Cellar?’ Daisy, the smallest, asked.
‘It’s the Darkling Cellar, not the Darling Cellar, Daisy,’ Bartholomew laughed.
Daisy looked hurt.
‘You should have seen her,’ said Poppy, grinning. ‘She was so mad her face puffed up like a bullfrog and turned bright purple.’
The children roared with laughter, then quickly turned silent when Mother Hangtree entered the room with Gus following behind.
He looks tired, Poppy thought.
Gus was tall and slender with a mass of thick, dark brown hair. At fourteen, he was the oldest child in the orphanage. Everyone looked up to Gus, especially Poppy.
He flicked a lock of hair out of his eyes and winked at her as he took his place in the back row of the schoolroom. Poppy couldn’t wait to talk to him.
‘Come along, children. Don’t stand around gawking at Augustus. Let us continue our rehearsal,’ the Matron said sternly.
The annual concert was very important to Mother Hangtree. This was the day government and church people from Echuca were invited to Bird Creek Mission to hear the children sing. But Gus said the real reason they came was to see if Mother Hangtree was doing her job properly. These people gave her money to run the orphanage. Still, it was an exciting day for everyone – hardly anyone visited Bird Creek, except the bullockies who dropped off supplies of flour, sugar, tea and other necessities.
Mother Hangtree tapped her stick on the floorboards and sat down at the harmonium. ‘Ready, Poppy?’
Poppy nodded.
Mother Hangtree played the introduction to ‘The Bellbird Song’ and Poppy began to sing.
After the rehearsal the children marched off to lunch. The kitchen where they ate their meals was attached to the dormitories. There was a long wooden table with benches on either side, and a big stove. Alice, the cook, had made a pot of soup with vegetables from the garden and loaves of crusty bread.
‘Did the strapping hurt?’ Bartholomew asked Gus as he sat down. Bartholomew was often in trouble, too, for wandering into the bush in search of wild animals. He loved all creatures and would save even a tiny ant if he could.
Gus shook his head. From the look on his face, though, Poppy could tell he was acting brave.
‘Next time I run away, I’m gonna make it out of here,’ he whispered to her.
‘But Mother Hangtree said she’s going to lock all the doors and windows at night so nobody can escape ever again.’ Poppy glanced across at the matron sitting at the head of the table.
Gus leaned towards her. ‘That won’t stop me. I found a secret door, Kalinya.’
Kalinya was Poppy’s Aboriginal name. It meant ‘pretty one’. Gus’s name was Moyhu, which meant ‘the wind’. When each child was brought to Bird Creek Mission they were given an English name. The girls were named after flowers; the boys were given names from the Bible. What Mother Hangtree didn’t know was that sometimes Poppy and Gus still used their Aboriginal names even though it was strictly forbidden.
‘A secret door! Where?’
‘In the Darkling Cellar. I’d never seen it there before because it’s hidden behind some old sacks. I was moving them around so I could lie down. That’s when I saw light coming in through a crack.’ Gus noticed Mother Hangtree glaring at them. He put his head down. ‘Tell you more later,’ he whispered.
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After lunch, the children marched back to the schoolroom. The lesson was arithmetic, and while Mother Hangtree wrote numbers on the blackboard Poppy looked at Gus in the back row. He was scribbling something on his slate, which he handed to Bartholomew, who handed it to Blossom, who then passed it to Poppy.
When Mother Hangtree turned to face the class, Poppy quickly hid the slate on her lap under the desk.
The message was in secret code, a code Gus and Poppy had made up themselves.
Po3 Po1 D2 Ka6 D2 Pl4 Pa6 Ka6 E1 E1
Poppy was proud of her idea to use the names of animals. It had taken weeks to learn the list off by heart:
Echidna
Dingo
Possum
Wallaby
Kangaroo
Platypus
Weevil
Emu
Quoll
Wombat
Crow
Parrot
Galah
Koala
Lizard
Frog
Poppy smiled as she deciphered the message.
Po3, third letter in Possum ‘S’
Po1, first letter in Possum ‘P’
D2, second letter in Dingo ‘I’
Ka6, sixth letter in Kangaroo ‘R’
D2, second letter in Dingo ‘I’
Pl4, fourth letter in Platypus ‘T’
Pa6, sixth letter in Parrot ‘T’
Ka6, sixth letter in Kangaroo ‘R’
E1, first letter in Echidna ‘E’
E1, first letter in Echidna ‘E’


[image: Meet Rose]
Here’s a sneak peek at Meet Rose[image: ]
WHEN Rose heard the soft tap on her bedroom door, she joined her brother, Edward, in the dark corridor. Apart from the distant sound of Father snoring and a few birds in the trees outside, all was quiet. Edward was carrying his cricket bat and ball, and he grinned at her, his teeth white in the gloom.
They crept down the wide staircase, past the tall stained-glass windows above the landing and out the front door, closing it behind them with a click. Dawn painted the sky a pale pink and dew coated the lawns.
‘Happy birthday,’ Edward whispered. ‘You want to bowl first?’
‘Of course!’ Rose said.
They avoided the crunchy gravel on the driveway and ran around to the back of their huge house, past the stables and down to the farthest corner, where Edward had set up his wickets. He’d promised to play cricket with Rose on her birthday, and this was the only chance they’d have before Mother would wake up and come looking for her.
Edward poked at the grass with his bat. ‘It must’ve rained last night.’
Rose laughed as she warmed up her bowling arm, swinging it around and up. ‘Not making excuses already, are you Ed?’
‘Just bowl,’ Edward said.
The ball floated through the air, bounced, and Edward swung at it, clipping it on the edge. It disappeared into the bushes behind him. Rose grinned. She loved bowling her tricky spinners, and even though Edward was older and taller than her, she’d soon get him out and then she could have a turn.
They’d had one bat each when a shrill voice called, ‘Rose! Are you out here? Rose?’ It was her governess, Miss Parson.
Rose wanted to run and hide in the bushes, but that would only get her into more trouble. She handed the cricket ball to Edward. ‘I’d better go before she busts a boiler.’
Miss Parson was waiting near the kitchen door, a scowl on her narrow, pale face. ‘What were you doing out so early?’ she asked.
‘Walking,’ Rose said. She wasn’t in the habit of telling fibs, but surely a small lie to Miss Parson didn’t count. ‘It’s a lovely morning.’
‘Hmph.’ Miss Parson followed her inside and up the stairs. ‘Your mother expects you down for breakfast in five minutes, and your boots are dirty.’
‘Yes, Miss Parson.’
In her bedroom, Rose poured cold water from the flowered jug into the bowl and washed her hands and face, shivering at how icy it was. She used the hand towel to clean her boots, and brushed her dark, unruly hair. There. Surely Mother wouldn’t scold her on her birthday? Miss Parson came in without knocking and Rose glared.
‘Come on, hurry up,’ said Miss Parson. ‘And pull up your stockings. They’re a disgrace.’
Rose yanked them up and heard an awful ripping sound. She looked down at the large hole she’d just made. ‘Oops.’
Miss Parson huffed loudly. ‘Too much haste, not enough care – as usual.’
‘But Sally will mend it in an instant!’
‘And what will you learn from that?’ Miss Parson asked. ‘No, you can sew it yourself today instead of working on your doily stitching. Or I can tell your mother and let her give you a suitable punishment.’
Sewing was already like a punishment for Rose. She’d much rather be outside, climbing trees or digging in the garden. ‘I’ll do it myself,’ she said. Miss Parson followed her down the stairs and went off to the kitchen, while Rose continued on to the breakfast room, where she spotted a small pile of gifts by her plate. There was no way she’d let Miss Parson ruin her birthday, especially with all those surprises waiting!
The rest of her family was already seated, her father reading the newspaper, The Argus.
‘Happy birthday, Rose!’ everyone chorused.
‘Open your presents,’ Martha said. Rose’s older sister always gave her something small and special.
Mother tapped her plate with a spoon. ‘Eat your breakfast first, Rose. The gifts can wait.’
‘But …’ Rose shrugged. It was useless to argue with Mother. Rose took her plate to the sideboard impatiently, ready to choose some eggs and bacon, but there were only kippers and porridge. She hated kippers – even more than sardines – Mother knew that! Tears stung her eyes, but she bit her lip, determined not to cry. She helped herself to porridge instead, and stirred in four big spoonfuls of sugar and some preserved peaches before Mother noticed.
Rose ate quickly and was finally allowed to open her presents. She decided to leave Martha’s until last. Mother and Father gave her gloves and a parasol. Edward’s was shaped like a book, which was what she really wanted, but it turned out to be a box of glâcé cherries. She glanced at him and he mouthed, ‘Sorry.’ That meant Mother had bought the cherries and put his name on the card. Rose put all her hopes into the last gift, the smallest one.
She pulled the paper off and opened the little box. Nestled inside was a tiny gold oval locket engraved with birds. ‘It’s beautiful,’ Rose said.
‘Thank you.’ She jumped up and gave Martha a hug and a kiss, breathing in her perfume.
Martha laughed and smoothed Rose’s hair with her soft hands. She was always dressed so perfectly, her pretty face framed by her swept-up dark hair.
‘What about everyone else?’ Mother said, tilting her head so Rose could kiss her cheek.
‘Eleven now, eh, Rose?’ Father said. ‘You’ll be married before we know it.’ He winked and Rose laughed. Father already knew that Rose planned to become an explorer and travel the world instead of getting married.
When Rose kissed Edward, he whispered, ‘Here’s your real present,’ and shoved his cricket ball into her hand. Luckily, Mother was already on her way out of the breakfast room and didn’t see.
‘Holy smoke!’ Rose said. ‘Are you sure?’
Edward nodded. ‘Have a nice birthday. Are you still going to the park?’
‘I hope so.’ Mother hadn’t actually promised when Rose had asked, but she hadn’t said no either.
Until then, though, it was lessons as usual with Miss Parson, which meant an hour of reading from a storybook Rose nearly knew by heart and then mending her ripped stocking. She made such a mess of the stitches that Miss Parson had to give it to Sally, the housemaid, after all. Rose desperately wished Miss Parson could teach more than needlework and French verbs. Rose wanted to learn geography and history, like Edward, and study insects and fossils. However, she could just imagine Miss Parson turning her nose up at a dinosaur bone!
At lunch, Mother said, ‘Now, I expect you to be ready by three o’clock.’
‘Isn’t that a little late for the park?’ Rose said.
‘We’re not going out,’ Mother said. ‘Your grandmother and Uncle Charles and Aunt Philippa are coming for afternoon tea.’
‘But what about the park?’
‘Don’t be silly, Rose,’ Mother said. ‘They are visiting for your birthday. You should be grateful. No doubt they will bring gifts.’
Hot anger rushed through Rose and she clenched her hands. ‘I don’t care! I’ve been looking forward to the park all day!’
‘Fetch Miss Parson,’ Mother snapped to Sally.
Rose waited in silence, face burning, as Miss Parson rushed in. ‘Yes, Madam,’ she said.
‘Please ensure Rose has on her best afternoon dress to receive visitors,’ Mother said frostily. ‘And remind her of the manners required for taking tea and conversing pleasantly.’
‘Yes, Madam.’
Miss Parson scowled at Rose and towed her up the stairs.
‘I don’t have an afternoon dress,’ Rose said, wanting to be as difficult as possible. What was the point of having a birthday when she was not allowed to go to the park and explore the stream and climb hills and play cricket?
Miss Parson opened the wardrobe and selected Rose’s least favourite dress, one made of white lace and frills with a hundred tiny buttons down the back and on the long sleeves. It took forever to put on, and Rose usually spilt something on it within five minutes.
‘This will do fine,’ Miss Parson said.
Rose groaned, but with Miss Parson’s help she put on the white dress and waited as the governess began buttoning the back.
‘Stop pushing your shoulders forward,’ Miss Parson said.
‘I’m not!’
‘Pull in your stomach then.’
Rose tried, but she could tell something was wrong. Miss Parson kept pulling and eventually she finished the buttoning, but Rose could hardly breathe.
‘It’s too short as well as tight. You must have grown more than I realised,’ Miss Parson said.
‘I won’t wear it then,’ Rose said.
‘It’s your best day dress. It will have to do.’
’But I won’t have room to eat any of my birthday tea!’
There was a knock at the door, and Sally popped her head in. ‘Your mother says to come now, Miss. The guests have arrived.’
Rose put on her new locket and went down the wide marble staircase, stopping on the landing. She checked there was no one in the hall below. Should she risk it? She perched on the polished curved rail and pushed off, her dress flying up, her face flushed. That was the fastest she’d ever gone! She jumped off and stumbled, then straightened.
‘Rose!’ Mother stood in the doorway of the drawing room, glaring. ‘Is that any way for a lady to behave? And what on earth is wrong with that dress? Oh, never mind now. Come and greet your guests.’
They’re not my guests, Rose thought crossly, but she followed her mother into the room. Grandmother was already seated in the best armchair, and Aunt Philippa was inspecting Mother’s latest ornaments and figurines.
‘Felicitations,’ boomed Uncle Charles. He bent down to kiss Rose, his whiskers prickling her cheeks, his fob watch falling out of his pocket and dangling on its chain. ‘Got a little present for you, Rosie,’ he whispered.
Rose brightened. Uncle Charles understood how hard it was to be good all the time. His gifts were usually exactly the kind of thing she wanted. Last year he’d given her a world map.
‘Happy birthday, Rose,’ Grandmother said. Her face was almost as stern as Miss Parson’s, and her black muslin dress with its high neck and long puffed sleeves made her seem even more severe. Rose knew better than to kiss Grandmother – a curtsey was required. She made it without wobbling too much and Grandmother tapped her black fan on Rose’s shoulder in approval.
When everyone had chosen their seat, Rose found one for herself in the corner. Immediately, the grownups began talking about Elspeth Brown who’d married beneath her, whatever that meant, and Harry Borland, who had a gambling problem. Rose hid a huge yawn behind her hand. Why on earth did grownups waste so much time gossiping?
She curled her fingers around the wooden end of the chair arm, imagining it was a cricket ball and she was lining up to bowl to Edward. That’s probably what he was doing right at that moment – playing cricket at school.
Sally nudged open the door and, smiling at the birthday girl, carried in a huge cream cake decorated with sugar flowers and eleven candles.
Well, it wasn’t a trip to the park, but Rose did love cake! Maybe Mother would let her have two pieces, just this once.
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LINA woke to the sound of the old rooster crowing in the backyard. It can’t be morning already! she thought, peering out through the curtains at the velvety grey sky. In the distance she could hear the rumble of the delivery trucks on Lygon Street and the clip-clopping of the milkman with his horse and cart.
Time for chores, I guess. Sighing, she quickly slipped a jumper over her nightdress and, standing barefoot on the freezing linoleum floor, teeth chattering, hunted for a pair of warm socks in the chest of drawers she shared with her grandmother.
At the back door, Lina pulled on a pair of her father’s work boots and the padded jacket that had once belonged to her brother. Her older brothers were already outside doing their chores in the long narrow garden of their terrace house in Carlton. In the pale morning light she could just make out the hunched-over shape of her eldest brother, Pierino, turning over the frosted earth around the broad beans and broccoli.
Lina fed the chickens then marched back to the house, stomping her feet against the cold. She prised off her muddy boots and went inside. The stove was on and the kitchen was warm and Lina could smell the oily metallic smell of her father’s work clothes. Dad must be home, she thought. Sure enough, her father stood at the sink, scrub-scrub-scrubbing at the grease compacted under his nails. No amount of soap could ever completely bring back the smell he’d had before he began working at the car plant – of olives and sunshine and coffee.
‘Hey, cara mia,’ Lina’s father said wearily. ‘How you doing this morning?’
‘Good thanks, Papa,’ Lina said, leaning in to receive a kiss.
‘Mama’s already left?’
Lina nodded. ‘And Nonna’s in the garden.’
‘You make me a coffee, love?’
‘Sure,’ said Lina. ‘Aren’t you going to bed?’
Lina’s father gave her a slow cheeky smile. ‘You think I forget? Today is your assembly performance, no?’ His eyes crinkled at the corners.
‘Oh,’ said Lina, her cheeks stinging pink. ‘That. I didn’t mean you had to come and watch, Papa. It’s not important. Kids read stuff out in assembly all the time.’
Her father’s face dropped into a frown. ‘You sounded like it was important the other day.’
Lina’s cheeks burned hotter. She wished she hadn’t mentioned it at dinner last week. ‘I know, but you’re tired, Papa. You’ve worked all night …’ Lina’s voice petered out. How could she tell him she really didn’t want him to come? With his grease-stained hands and his shabby suit jacket and thick Italian accent. What if the girls at school made fun of him?
It’s not that I don’t love him, Lina told herself. Lina loved her father so much that sometimes she felt her heart might burst. I just don’t want to stand out any more than I have to – than I already do, she thought desperately.
Lina hung her head and a lie crept out over her lips. ‘Actually, it’s been cancelled. I just remembered. They only told us yesterday. They said they weren’t doing performances in assembly anymore.’ Her voice came out ashamed and small.
Lina’s father stood quietly for a while, his hands still foamy in the sink. ‘All right, love,’ he said slowly. ‘Another time. Go wake your little brother and I’ll be off to bed, then.’
Lina slunk down the corridor, relieved to escape her father’s eyes, but with a cold dark lump of badness lodged in her gut. She slipped into the stuffy dimness of her brothers’ bedroom and jerked back the curtains.
‘Get up,’ Lina told the pile of blankets.
Lina’s little brother, Enzo, peeked his sleepy face out of the muddle. He stuck out his arms towards Lina. ‘Cuddle?’ he said in a baby voice, but Lina wasn’t in the mood. She pulled his clothes off the chair and tossed them onto the bed.
‘Up, Enzo!’ she repeated.
Enzo sat up obediently, blinking. Lina huffed and yanked his pyjama top over his head.
‘Ouch!’ Enzo squeaked and scrunched up his forehead. He rubbed his eyes with his fists. Despite her grumpy mood, Lina couldn’t hold herself back from giving him a cuddle. He was so warm and soft in the mornings, with his skinny white arms sticking out of his singlet like sticks of spaghetti. Enzo squeezed Lina tight and she buried her face in his downy neck, and as she did, she felt that black lump in her stomach soften and melt away.
‘Thanks, Enzo,’ she whispered in his ear. Then she tickled him until he squealed. ‘Come on! Nonna will spank you if you’re late for breakfast.’
Lina helped Enzo put on his clothes then chased him down the corridor.
When they entered the kitchen, Nonna was already busy, kneading the dough for the evening’s zeppoli, up to her elbows in flour.
At the other end of the wooden table, there were three neat bundles tied up in Papa’s big cotton handkerchiefs. Lina took a peek at her lunch for the day. Inside was a hunk of crusty white bread, a wedge of Parmesan cheese and a hard-boiled egg. ‘Nonna! I told you I can’t take Parmesan to school anymore,’ Lina complained. ‘The girls don’t like it. They say it smells like vomit.’
‘Rubbish,’ said Nonna, kneading furiously. ‘They don’t even know what is cheese. They eat that yellow plastic stuff they call cheese. That’s not cheese. You eat what I give you, all right? Here,’ she said, wiping her floury hands on her apron. ‘Take your zio his coffee and tell him to get up. He’s not going to find a job in bed!’ Nonna handed Lina a tiny white cup of steaming black liquid.
Never mind, thought Lina. I’ll just throw out the cheese on my way to school and tell Miss Spring I forgot my lunch again. Getting in trouble is still better than that horrible Sarah Buttersworth telling everyone I vomited in my school bag. Lina breathed in the coffee fumes and wrapped her cold hands around the cup. How can coffee smell so good when it tastes so awful? she wondered. And Parmesan smell so awful when it tastes so good?
Lina walked down the hallway and knocked on the door of the room where her uncle slept. Before he had arrived from Italy, three months ago, this had been the sitting room. Now the only place to sit was in the kitchen or at the long wooden table outside, under the grapevines. In winter it was too cold to sit out there and the vines were spindly and bare, but in summer they became a dappled green shelter, dripping with plump ruby and emerald fruit, like clumps of sweet jewels.
Lina knocked again and when there was no reply, she pushed the door open a crack. ‘Zio!’ she called quietly into the dark. ‘Your coffee.’
Lina could just make out the shadowy bulk of her uncle asleep on the couch under a mound of flowery bedclothes. ‘Zio,’ she called again, a little louder, but not so loud that she might wake her father, who had just got into bed. Her uncle’s only response was a snuffle and a snort, then one arm snaked out from under the blankets and waved towards the dresser. Lina frowned and plonked the little cup onto the furniture by the door. ‘Drink it cold then,’ she hissed under her breath.
Lina closed the door and hurried back into the warm kitchen, where Enzo was dipping bread into a bowl of hot milk. Lina helped herself to a chunk of old bread and dropped it into a bowl. Then she took the saucepan of milk from the stove and poured it over the bread to soften it.
Pierino stomped into the kitchen, school bag slung over his shoulder, shirt ironed into sharp creases. ‘Aren’t you even dressed yet?’ he growled at Lina. ‘It’s nearly seven o’clock. You’ll miss your bus!’ He picked up the lunch Nonna had prepared for him and allowed her to kiss him on both cheeks.
Lina frowned and shoved the last bit of wet bread into her mouth. ‘I’m nearly ready,’ she grumbled. ‘You don’t have to nag me. You’re not the boss, you know!’ She wiped her hands on her nightdress and carried her bowl to the sink.
‘Well, if you were ready quicker I wouldn’t have to keep nagging you,’ Pierino insisted.
‘I’ve been catching the bus to school all year and haven’t been late once. Or missed a single day,’ said Lina.
‘It’s true,’ Nonna piped up, taking Lina’s side. ‘Not like this one.’ She gestured towards Bruno who had just sauntered through the doorway. ‘Look at you!’ she moaned. ‘I iron your shirt yesterday and already it’s full of creases. Why can’t you stay clean like your brother, huh?’ She shook her head despairingly.
Bruno grinned and pinched Lina’s arm as she pushed past.
‘Ow!’ she yelled, but more to get him into trouble than out of pain.
‘Bruno!’ Nonna scolded, right on cue.
Lina giggled as she dashed down the hallway and pulled her school uniform out of Nonna’s wardrobe. Unlike Bruno, who hated the stiff shirt and heavy shoes of his uniform, Lina loved her navy pleated skirt and crisp white shirt, and wore them with pride. She dressed quickly and pulled her dark hair back into a high ponytail, tied with a navy ribbon. I hope I won’t be too nervous in assembly this morning, she thought as she took a quick peek in the brown-speckled mirror on Nonna’s dresser. She grabbed her hat and gloves from the hook on the back of the door, slung her leather satchel over her shoulder and ran to kiss Enzo and Nonna goodbye.
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RUBY felt trapped. The pale green walls of the classroom seemed to be closing in on her, and the warm, stuffy air was making her feel quite sleepy. If only she could run away! She glanced sideways at Brenda Walker, in the desk across the aisle. Brenda was sitting up very straight and looking interested. How could she? There wasn’t a single thing about maths that was interesting. And the very worst thing about it was Miss Fraser’s droning voice.
Ruby tried to imagine what it would be like to be Miss Fraser. Everything about her was grey. Her grey hair was pulled back in a tight little bun, and she wore a grey skirt and a long grey cardigan and horrid thick grey stockings.
Marjorie Mack said that Miss Fraser had once had a sweetheart: he was a soldier, and he’d died in the last year of the Great War. But Ruby didn’t believe that any body could ever have loved Miss Fraser.
‘Open your books, girls. We have time for some quick mental arithmetic before the bell goes. Page twenty, problem one.’
Ruby groaned and turned to page twenty. Sixteen currant buns at a penny-ha’ penny each … Picking up her pencil, she began to draw a plate of buns in the margin of the page.
‘Perhaps you can give us the answer, Ruby Quinlan? Yes, Ruby, I’m speaking to you. Stand up, please. What is the answer to problem one?’
Ruby stood up. Oh my hat, she thought. I should’ve known she’d ask me.
‘I don’t know, Miss Fraser,’ she said at last.
‘Well, work it out. Sixteen times one-and-a-half pennies.’
Ruby stared at the ceiling. The answer didn’t appear there. She stared at the floor. Not there either. She stared at Brenda Walker. Brenda was scribbling something on a piece of paper, partly covering it with her hand.
Ruby tried to read what Brenda had written. ‘Um, one pound and four shillings?’
Miss Fraser’s lips set in a thin line.‘Good heavens, child, use your head. Would you pay one pound and four shillings for sixteen currant buns? I hope you don’t do the shopping for your family.’
‘Of course I don’t, Miss Fraser. Our cook does it.’
Miss Fraser sighed. ‘Sit down,Ruby.Brenda,perhaps you can help us.’
Brenda stood up, smoothing down her school uniform. ‘Two shillings, Miss Fraser.’
‘Thank you, Brenda,’ Miss Fraser said, with an approving smile. ‘Now for something a little more difficult. Hilary Mitchell? Your answer to the next question, please. If it takes three men five days to dig a ditch …’
Ruby saw the startled look on Hilary’s face. As usual, Hilary had been gazing dreamily out of the window. I’ll bet she was thinking about her new little sister, Ruby thought. Baby Cecily was just three weeks old, and Hilary had promised that Ruby could meet her soon.
Sometimes Ruby wondered what it would be like to have a sister or a brother, but most of the time she enjoyed being an only child. It meant she had Dad and Mother all to herself. Tomorrow was her birthday, and she knew they would have chosen something special for her present. Last year they’d given her a shiny blue bicycle with a wicker basket.
At last the bell in the quadrangle rang for the end of the day’s lessons. Ruby jumped up and grabbed for her homework books, knocking her wooden pencil-case to the floor with a crash. As she bent forward to pick it up, the end of her plait dipped into her inkwell.
‘Gently, Ruby, gently!’ called Miss Fraser. ‘There is no fire, and our building is not about to collapse. This is a college for ladies. Let us have a little decorum, please.’
‘Sorry, Miss Fraser.’ Ruby stood still for the tiniest moment, tiptoed to the door, and ran.
[image: ]
Ruby both loved and hated school. She couldn’t see the sense of school work. When she was about twenty she’d probably get married and go shopping and wear nice clothes, like her mother did. Why did she need to know about isosceles triangles, or the primary products of Brazil? Things like that bored her silly. But as for the school itself – the old stone buildings, the cosy library tucked away at the back of the boarding house, the Moreton Bay fig trees lining the long driveway – she loved it all, and she loved the fun she had with her friends.
Now, as she set off down the shady drive, past the smooth green expanse of the school oval, she felt free and happy. It was Friday afternoon, and her birthday party was tomorrow! Then she heard running feet behind her, and turned to see Brenda Walker.
Brenda caught up with her, panting. Her owlish spectacles glinted. ‘Can I walk with you?’
‘If you want to.’
‘You’ve got ink on your shirt.’
‘I know.’
Ruby didn’t exactly dislike Brenda, but she didn’t like her very much either. She’d known her for most of her life because their fathers were in business together. Ruby’s father built houses, and Brenda’s father was his accountant.‘Donald Walker is a genius with money,’Dadhad once told Ruby. ‘I couldn’t possibly run the business without him.’
Ruby knew that her father was hopeless with numbers, just as she was, and he was happy to leave the money side of things to Uncle Donald. Dad was only interested in houses. Ten years ago he’d built their house – a big California bungalow not far from Ruby’s school. It had a fishpond with a fountain in the front garden, and coloured leadlight in the windows, and an indoor lavatory. It was Ruby’s most favourite place in all the world.
Brenda walked faster to keep up with Ruby. ‘You’re not wearing your hat,’ she said. ‘Or your gloves. You’ll get into trouble if anyone sees.’
‘Who cares?’ said Ruby. ‘My hat makes my head feel hot. And I’ve lost one of my gloves. I think Baxter might’ve eaten it.’
‘Baxter is so naughty.’ Brenda ran a few steps. ‘I wish I had a fox terrier too, or maybe a cocker spaniel. But Mama thinks dogs are too expensive to keep, with all the meat they eat.’
‘Baxter doesn’t eat meat. He just eats my clothes. And my books. And my shoes.’
‘Really?’ Brenda pushed back her spectacles, which were beginning to slide down her nose.
‘I’m only joking.’
‘Oh.’ Brenda looked relieved. ‘What are you wearing to your fancy-dress party tomorrow?’ she asked, after a pause.
‘It’s a secret,’ Ruby said. ‘You’ll have to wait and see.’
‘I’m going as a rose. I really wanted to be a mermaid, though. I saw some green spangly material at Myer’s that would’ve made a good tail, but Mama thought it was too expensive.’
I’d never choose to be a mermaid, thought Ruby. If you had a fish tail you couldn’t use your legs, could you? You’d just have to sit around. Even now she felt impatient to move faster. She wanted to skip and jump and run.
‘Brenda, I have to go,’ she said. ‘I’ve got heaps to do. See you at my place at two o’clock tomorrow!’ She made a dash for the gate, only to be stopped by a school prefect.
‘Where is your hat, Ruby Quinlan? And why aren’t you wearing gloves? You know you are not to leave the school grounds improperly clothed.’
Ruby pulled her battered straw hat from her satchel. ‘Here’s my hat. I don’t know where my gloves are.’
‘Final warning, Ruby Q. If I catch you without gloves again, you’ll be explaining yourself to Miss Macdonald.’
The thought of explaining herself to her tall, elegant headmistress didn’t appeal to Ruby one bit. ‘Sorry. I’ll look for them, I promise.’ She scowled as Brenda, neatly hatted and gloved, walked past her with a smirk.
‘Told you,’ Brenda said.
‘Oh, Brenda,’ Ruby burst out. ‘Don’t you ever get sick of being right all the time?’


5 QUESTIONS FOR DAVINA BELL, AUTHOR OF THE ALICE BOOKS
How are you and Alice similar, and how are you different?
Alice thinks she always has to be perfect – that it’s her job to make sure everyone and everything is okay – and that’s just what I was like when I was a little girl.
But Alice has much more discipline that I do. If I could work as hard at my writing as she works at her dancing, I think I’d feel a lot better! Also, we both like chubby babies, homemade cakes and Dalmatians.
If Alice were around today, what would she do on Saturday mornings?
Ballet, of course! I think she’d have an extra-long class with Miss Lillibet (first barre work and then on pointe), and when they’d finished, Little would bring them a scrumptious morning tea.
When you sat down to start the OAG books, what was the first sentence you wrote?
‘Papa Sir, why did the war make everyone so horrible? You weren’t there, you didn’t see, but it was awful.’
I started right at the end of Book 4, so I knew where I had to end up.
Davina, what’s one thing you wish you could do really well but have always been too timid to try?
Stand-up comedy! And that’s not a joke!
Do you have one piece of advice for OAGs everywhere?
I’d give the same advice that Papa Sir gives Alice, which is this: Make beautiful art with everything that you do – how you live each day.
It’s wonderful to have big dreams and goals and ambitions, but it’s how you do the small things in life – how you talk to people, the effort you put into the things you do – that will shape how your life turns out.
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