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			Julie Brooks was born in Brisbane, Australia, but has lived most of her life in Melbourne. She taught English and Drama in secondary schools before working as an editor of children’s magazines. She has been a full-time author since 1999 and is the author of several young adult novels as well as children’s fiction and non-fiction. The Secrets of Bridgewater Bay is her first novel writing as Julie Brooks.

		

	
		
			Praise for The Secrets of Bridgewater Bay

			‘I thoroughly enjoyed this immersive story which spans both generations and continents. The evocative details and impeccable research make for a delightful reading experience and I can pay it no greater compliment other than to say, I wish I’d written it’

			Kathryn Hughes

			‘A sweeping tale of family secrets, betrayal, jealousy, ambition and forbidden romance . . . Fans of The Thorn Birds and Downton Abbey will love the epic scope of this novel’

			Ali Mercer

			‘This is an epic dual time novel which draws the reader in right from the start and keeps you in thrall until the very last page. The writing is superb, the descriptions detailed, lush and evocative’

			Christina Courtenay

			‘A gripping story full of family secrets: the price of love and loss within two generations . . . convincing and poignant’

			Leah Fleming

			‘Rich in evocative detail – the complex mystery kept me guessing right up to the last page’

			Muna Shehadi

		

	
		
			About the Book
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			England, 1919: Rose and Ivy board a ship bound for Australia.

			One is travelling there to marry a man she has never met.

			One is destined never to arrive.

			Australia, 2016: Amongst her late-grandmother’s possessions, Molly uncovers a photograph of two girls dressed in First World War nurses’ uniforms, labelled ‘Rose and Ivy 1917’, and a letter from her grandmother, asking her to find out what happened to her own mother, Rose, who disappeared in the 1960s.

			Compelled to carry out her grandmother’s last wish, Molly embarks on a journey to England to unravel the mystery of the two girls whose photograph promised they’d be ‘together forever’ . . .

		

	
		
			For my grandmothers, Rose and Ivy

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Rose scrambled down the bank in a storm of sand, arms flailing and legs protesting. Funny how her legs didn’t work as well as they had once. Inside she still felt like the girl who had landed on these shores forty years ago, yet her body resembled an old woman’s more each year. Sometimes, catching a flicker reflected in a window, she didn’t recognise herself.

			Reaching level ground, she shook the sand from her shoes, before settling the canvas hold-all on her shoulder and looking up to see the bay spread before her like a half-moon of glittering blue, Cape Bridgewater jutting into the ocean to the west with rugged Cape Nelson and its lighthouse rising to the east. The bay was fringed with two and a half miles of white beach, the surf rolling in long easy lines to the shore. Yet beneath those lazy breakers strong currents swirled, while sudden waves could trap unwary swimmers.

			Keeping to the firmer sand to conserve energy, she set out for Cape Nelson. The further she trudged the less likely she would be spotted by a farmer herding sheep on the grassy headland or the occasional motorist exploring this wild strip of coast. But the sand was hard going, sucking at her feet so that she felt each of her sixty-four years. After half an hour, she reached a point in the shadow of Cape Nelson where rocks invaded the beach and dense scrub defended the foreshore. Here was as good a place as any. She didn’t need to take a moment to reconsider for she’d had more than forty years to think about this.

			Traipsing to the high-tide line, she placed her bag upon the sand before turning to the sea. Then, without removing her brown loafers, she braced herself for the cold waters of the Southern Ocean in midwinter. The water was icy, filling her shoes and needling her skin through her stockings. As she waded deeper, the wet wool of her pleated skirt belled around her, water creeping up her torso and soaking her twinset. She sucked in her breath, cold piercing her lungs. When the breakers hit she held her ground, letting the first waves wash over her, foaming to her chin. Then, abandoning her shoes, she struck out in a slow crawl, the way Jim had taught her all those years ago, shocked that his new bride couldn’t swim. She wore almost as many clothes then as she did now, the woollen swimming costume they had purchased in Portland weighing her down even as the saltwater bore her aloft.

			Not far enough yet.

			She continued swimming, arms crawling feebly through the water, legs barely kicking. Each breath became more laboured than the last. The cold tightened her chest in its vicelike grip. Soon she could no longer feel her fingers and her clothes were dragging her beneath the waves.

			Never mind. It wouldn’t be long now.
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			Port Fairy, Victoria

			2016

			It’s easy to forget the good things, but the bad have a way of staying with you forever. Molly eyed the roll-top desk waiting patiently in one corner, wondering if she could leave it until tomorrow. As a child she had often sat there, creating crayon masterpieces for her grandmother, yet here she was ruthlessly sorting through Nan’s life. It was only months since she had last seen her and already she barely recalled her laugh. She could picture her soft powdery face, the coral lipstick bleeding into the fine lines frilling her mouth, but she couldn’t hear her. Nan’s voice had faded into eternity.

			Running her hands through a thicket of sticky chestnut hair, she rolled her neck, inhaled deeply, and blinked to clear her eyes. Dust motes stirred up by the unaccustomed activity floated in the last rays of sunlight and the air was thick with memories. The desk was the last remaining item in the room to be cleared, but it had been a long day immersed in a jumble of cartons brimming with newspaper-shrouded knick-knacks, and she was exhausted.

			‘Do you want me to make a start on the desk?’ she said, turning to her mother.

			‘Thanks, sweetie, I’ll finish up with the bookcase and we can call it a day.’

			Picking her way through boxes, she crossed to the desk, her eyes drawn to a hand-tinted photograph stuck to one of the pigeonholes. She had never seen it before. A studio portrait of two boys wearing crisp cotton shirts, hair slicked to their scalps, with a small girl in a smocked dress and patent-leather shoes posed on a chair between them. The boys had laid protective hands upon the girl’s shoulders, making Molly momentarily wish she had brothers.

			‘Is this Nan? With Great-Uncles Ted and Harry?’ she asked, prising the photograph from the desk and waving it in her mother’s direction.

			‘I wondered what happened to that,’ said Wendy. ‘It used to be mounted in a perfectly hideous frame on the mantlepiece at Wuurnong.’

			‘Can I keep it?’ She liked the idea of seeing her grandmother in a new light, a reminder that she had once been young enough to have big brothers.

			‘Sure. I have others. Remember that one of her on a bicycle? She was about sixteen, with a boy and a picnic basket . . . and the boy wasn’t your grandfather. It’s hard to believe.’

			‘What – the bicycle, the boy or the basket?’

			‘I think they came as a package.’

			‘I wonder if Pop was jealous.’ Molly couldn’t imagine her grandmother with anyone other than her grandfather, but if you had asked her twelve-year-old self to imagine her mother with anyone other than her father she would have laughed in your face. Yet Wendy and Leo had been married for ten years now.

			‘It’s all ancient history, isn’t it?’ Wendy mused.

			‘Not so ancient.’

			‘I suppose you just have to get on with it.’

			Placing the photograph in her to-keep box, Molly rifled through sheaves of paper stowed in various pigeonholes, discarding fliers for discount toiletries and window-cleaning services, before spying the yellow-and-white gridded cover of a Spirax sketchbook. She slid the dog-eared book from its shelf, placing it on the desk to flip through the first pages. To her surprise, rather than drawings, she found pages filled with yellowed newspaper clippings, the brown stains of ancient glue seeping through the headlines.

			Missing Presumed Drowned

			Local Woman Feared Drowned

			Surf Takes Another Life

			Search Continues for Missing Woman . . .

			Intrigued, she flicked back to the beginning, scanning the text of the first clipping, where a notation ‘5 August 1963’ had been written alongside in a younger, neater version of her grandmother’s shaky handwriting.

			A woman is missing, feared drowned, after her car was found abandoned at Bridgewater Bay by a local farmer about noon yesterday. The car, a late model green Holden belonged to Bessiebelle local, Rose Turner . . .

			‘Granny Rose,’ she whispered, surprised to see the name of the great-grandmother who had died long before she was born.

			‘What about Granny Rose?’ asked Wendy, looking up from a box of books that were destined for the local charity store.

			‘Nan’s got all these clippings about Granny Rose. Did you know about this?’

			‘What? No.’ Wendy levered herself up from the floor with a groan and came to stand at her daughter’s shoulder.

			‘Look at this.’ Molly flipped through pages, the news articles becoming shorter and shorter until they shrivelled to the size of a postage stamp. ‘Not just news clippings but personal notices from all over Australia.’

			MISSING PERSONS

			TURNER, ROSE – Would any person claiming to be, or knowing the whereabouts of, Rose Turner, wife of Jim Turner of Wuurnong, via Bessiebelle, please contact Brown Day Solicitors of Collins Street, Melbourne. Reward.

			Personal notices, dozens of them, all annotated with the names of regional and major newspapers, with dates ranging from the 1960s to the 1980s. In some cases, names and phone numbers had been written alongside, mostly struck out.

			She heard a soft intake of breath and her mother’s voice at her shoulder saying, ‘I had no idea. All these years . . . I had no idea she was searching. I had no idea she thought Rose might still be alive.’

			Molly took a step back, turning to face Wendy, whose eyes unexpectedly welled with tears. 

			‘I thought she’d accepted Rose’s disappearance like everyone else,’ her mother continued.

			‘You told me Granny Rose drowned.’ After years of practice she could finally utter the word without a wobble.

			‘She did. At least that’s what we thought. Her car was found out near Cape Bridgewater, and some of her clothing washed ashore later. But the body was never recovered.’

			‘Didn’t the police investigate?’ Molly pictured sombre police, armed with notepads, and armies of volunteers combing the deserted sands of distant beaches.

			‘I remember a lot of hushed voices. And once, a police car appeared at Wuurnong while Mum and I were there. She tended to shoo your uncle and me out when the talk got maudlin.’ Wendy studied the newspaper clipping as if it might reveal something unexpected.

			‘There would have been a coroner’s report surely?’

			‘Apparently, she often took herself off to the beach so it wasn’t out of character. I suppose if the police weren’t suspicious, the coroner simply declared her missing, presumed drowned.’

			‘Poor Nan, she must have felt bereft. She obviously felt she couldn’t talk about it,’ said Molly.

			‘Dad would have known. She wouldn’t have kept a secret like that from him.’

			‘But then Pop always went along with her. About everything,’ said Molly. She bit her lip, hesitating a moment before adding, ‘Do you think it might have been suicide?’

			‘I don’t know. The story they gave your uncle and me was that she went swimming alone in the sea and . . .’ Wendy shrugged. ‘Anyway, after a while I didn’t give it much thought. Everyone seemed to accept that she was gone, so your Uncle Craig and I followed suit.’

			But it seemed that one person at least had never stopped looking. One person believed that, for whatever reason, Granny Rose might be leading another life altogether, somewhere far from home.

			‘Oh, Mum, all that grief and you never said a word.’ Wendy shook her head, frowning at the tiny notice clipped from a newspaper fifty years before, somewhere on the other side of the country.

			That was the thing, though; words didn’t help so much with pain, as Molly knew from experience. Maybe the only way Nan could deal with her mother’s suicide was by pretending that it hadn’t happened. If Rose was merely missing, there was always a chance she might return.

			‘Here, you take a look,’ she said, suddenly worn out by the sad, flimsy book and everything it didn’t say. She picked up the tattered Spirax from the desk, but as she passed it to her mother, an envelope fluttered to the floor. They both stood looking down, surprised to see Molly’s name scrawled on the envelope in Nan’s shaky block letters.

			‘It’s not going to levitate.’

			‘I know that, Mum.’

			‘Don’t you want to know what’s inside?’

			‘Not really.’ Molly wasn’t fond of surprises. But she retrieved the envelope, sliding from it a sheet of lavender notepaper folded around what appeared to be another old photograph. ‘Is this Granny Rose?’ she asked, handing the picture to her mother.

			Wendy squinted, holding it as far from her face as her arm allowed. ‘I’m not sure. It’s a bit blurred.’

			‘It’s your vision that’s blurred. I don’t know why you don’t wear your glasses. You can’t see your dinner properly without them.’

			‘I know what’s on my plate because I usually cooked it.’

			‘You’re just vain, Mum, admit it.’

			She peered over her mother’s shoulder at the photograph. 

			Two young women stood shoulder-to-shoulder, arms linked at the elbow. One girl had stowed her hand in the pocket of her long white apron and the other girl’s hand had snuck into the pocket alongside it. Both wore old-fashioned nursing uniforms: long sleeves with elbow-length protective covers, high-necked dresses with stiff white collars, full-length aprons with large crosses appliquéd on to the chest. White cloths tied at the nape covered their hair, a few curls escaping at the foreheads. Molly recognised the First World War uniforms, probably British VAD nurses.

			Her mother was right. One girl’s face was slightly blurred, as if she had lifted her chin at the last moment, her eyes shifting slightly to the right of the camera. Her eyes were light coloured, blue or perhaps green. Her complexion was fair, her lips small and neat, parted as if in surprise. The other girl stared straight out, her face arranged primly except for her mouth, which was curved in a half-smile. She shared her friend’s fair complexion but her face was less open, her mouth tilted. As if she had a secret. Her apron was also crumpled and Molly detected the smudges of stains, as if she hadn’t been able to wash out the sad reminders of her work even when making a special trip to the photographer’s studio with its painted backdrop and potted palm.

			Wendy turned the photograph over to read aloud the words penned in faded blue on the rear, ‘Rose and Ivy 1917’, and beneath them a photographer’s stamp, ‘Catford Brothers, Ilfracombe. Copies may be had any time.’ Below that, scrawled in a more haphazard hand, were the words ‘Together forever’.

			What could the words signify? Those captured hands, entwined forever? And what had caught the first girl’s attention so unexpectedly that she had turned her head away from the camera.

			‘We didn’t talk about her much after she disappeared,’ Wendy mused. ‘But your nan told me once that she’d sailed from England to be married not long after the end of the First World War.’

			‘She was a war bride?’ Molly wondered what else no one had mentioned about her great-grandmother. And she thought she knew all the family stories, had researched the hell out of them in high school.

			‘Not exactly. According to your nan, she didn’t meet Granddad Jim until she arrived here. It was a love affair by correspondence.’ 

			Why would Rose have left everything she knew for a life so far from home, with a man she could only imagine from words inscribed on paper? What if everything had gone horribly wrong and she was stranded alone, six weeks away by sea? Molly was still reeling since her own relationship had ended, struggling to sleep without Matt hogging the quilt beside her, neglecting to forward his mail just so she could see his name on the envelope leaning against the fruit bowl. What if she had sailed to the other side of the world and been abandoned?

			‘Perhaps they were sisters,’ she mused, thinking for a moment of her sister Daisy, half a world away yet barely a day going by without some form of communication pinging between them.

			‘I don’t think she had any sisters,’ said Wendy. ‘I’ve never actually seen a picture of her before.’

			‘Not even a wedding photo?’

			‘Nothing. Mum didn’t know much about her childhood either. It seems odd now, doesn’t it? I mean, we take photographs of our brunch.’

			It was almost as if Rose hadn’t existed before she came to Wuurnong, or hadn’t wanted to be reminded of her former existence. She had survived a world war and a pandemic. Maybe she was burdened with too much sadness to lug it all the way from England. Molly held on to her own memories with a death grip, but some people would do anything to forget. And yet . . . Rose couldn’t quite let go of her memories. She had kept this one photograph.

			‘Any time someone took a family photo, Granny Rose would wriggle out of it. She was a tough old bird, your great-grandmother.’

			‘I wish I’d known her. Maybe she could have taught me a thing or two.’

			‘Oh, I think you inherited that gene already,’ said Wendy. ‘Even as a two year old you had a will of steel. You used to stand on your chair when we tried to get you to eat your vegetables. Your little legs were so stiff there was no way we could get you to sit down without hurting you.’

			Molly might not remember standing on chairs but she remembered how strong willed she had been. ‘I remember.’

			Wendy reached out a hand towards her daughter that Molly avoided by deciding to read her grandmother’s note. ‘Let’s see what Nan has to say,’ she said, scanning her grandmother’s handwriting silently.

			My dearest Molly,

			I’ve debated asking this of you because I know you’ve never recovered from your father’s death and I don’t want to burden you with my ancient losses. But I would like to know before I go, what happened to my mother Rose. The trail is long cold but you’re the historian of the family and you might have more success now with the Internet and everything. I’ve never been able to accept that she drowned herself. She was too strong, too stubborn. And she wasn’t a woman to take chances with the ocean either. If she left us deliberately, she would have had her reasons.

			I enclose a photograph I found recently, hidden behind a portrait of my brothers and me. Perhaps it will offer a clue. I know it’s a great deal to ask. An impossible task, but if you could only find out what happened to her, where she went, well . . . it would set my mind at rest.

			The letter ended there. Perhaps Nan had second thoughts about her request. Or perhaps she simply ran out of time. Anyway, it made no difference now. Looking for a woman who disappeared more than fifty years ago was a pointless exercise – and Molly wasn’t a professional historian, she was a teacher. She had made that choice years ago, opting for a career of fifteen-year-old boys fizzing with testosterone and bored thirteen-year-olds glued to their mobile phones instead of the more uncertain path into research and academia.

			Refolding the letter, she stuffed it into her jeans pocket before glancing across at her mother who was still staring at the photograph. She seemed as if she were searching for something she had lost.

			‘What are you looking for?’

			‘I was just wondering how she got there.’

			‘Australia?’

			‘No, there . . . at the end of her life in that lonely car park by the beach. Here she is with her face unlined, her life untravelled. Yet when I knew her she was a cranky old woman before her time. How did she get there? How do any of us get there?’

			‘Stop being so maudlin,’ Molly said, giving her mother a hug. She had never thought of her as old, but clearly Nan’s death had jolted her.

			‘She was the same age as I am now, when she disappeared.’

			‘You’ve got a lot of life left in you. Besides, you know what they say: “Fifty is the new forty, and sixty is the new fifty”.’

			‘Tell that to the doctor next time she nags me about my cholesterol.’

			‘Well, you should listen to her.’

			‘Never mind. What did Nan’s note say?’

			Molly glanced at the photograph in her mother’s hand. There was so much strength in those linked arms. The girls didn’t know it then but there was a century of massive change coming. Yet together they looked like they could face whatever the world had in store. What could have driven a young woman like Rose to erase her entire past? Except for this one photograph.

			She recognised her grandmother’s urge to cling to her clippings and her keepsakes. 

			To save a voice message long after the person who left it has gone. To continue searching when everyone else has given up. So you don’t have to relinquish that last fragile connection, no matter how much it hurts. For pain has to be better than nothing.

			‘She wants me to find out what happened to Rose.’
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Two women set sail.

But only one will
make it off
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