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To the two nurses,


Judith and Jane










BOOK I










Murdering Mrs Durance


It was said around the valley that the two Durance girls went off but just the one bothered to come back. People could not have said which one, since both the girls were aloof and looked similar - dark and rather tall. There was confusion even in the local paper. And they weren’t the sort of girls whose names were called across streets - girlfriend hallooing girlfriend in the excitement of Kempsey’s big shopping days. Before the war it was the younger one – wasn’t it? – who stayed at home with her parents. The slightly shorter one, anyhow. And it was she who took her mother, Mrs Durance, to visit the surgeon in Sydney. But what could those Macquarie Street doctors do?


 


After a choppy night’s passage down the coast aboard the Currawong, Mrs Durance finally fell asleep off Broken Bay, only to be woken, as the steamer entered the Sydney Heads, by a steward bearing tea - Sally being on deck at the time for the experience of the approach to Port Jackson.


Mother and daughter had time for another cup of tea at the wharf in Darling Harbour before Sally took the exhausted Mrs Durance to the surgeon’s rooms in Macquarie Street. After an examination by this eminent man, she was sent from his office to Sydney Hospital for X-rays. Then she and Sally met up with Naomi, the other daughter, the one who was considered a bit flash – Macleay District Hospital not good enough for her – who’d been in Sydney a few years. 


They went that afternoon for a bang-up tea at Cahill’s, while they waited for the expert men who read the body’s inner secrets from photographs to discover what was wrong with Mrs Durance. The sisters knew their mother had understated her pain to them. They knew she was secretive about the scale of her bleeding and the urine coming out of the wrong opening. 


That night, Naomi put them up in her little flat in Bondi Junction - Mama sharing Naomi’s bed, Sally on the lounge. They could have all stayed at Mrs Durance’s younger sister Jackie’s place at Randwick, but Mrs Durance didn’t want to share news of her health problems with her sister yet. Both Sally and Naomi woke several times to their mother’s choked-down groans. But unblunted ambition seemed to declare itself the next morning in the briskness with which Naomi put on her uniform and her scarlet cape to go to her duty at Royal Prince Alfred Hospital. 


There had always been something larger than her beginnings written in Naomi Durance’s gestures and her long bones. Her parents knew it. She had left them for the city, but in so far as they were boastful, they boasted of her. Sally worked a mere three miles from home, across the river, at the Macleay District Hospital. Merit in that, no one denied, and loyalty. But it was news of Naomi that made eyes shine on the Durance farm. 


It was cervical cancer, the surgeon told Mrs Durance the next morning. There was no option of an operation, for it would be a very long, painful and dangerous procedure, and could not hope to get all of the proliferating cancer. Surgery was to be recommended chiefly in the early stages, whereas metastasis had already occurred, as the X-rays showed. If she rested well and ate lots of fruit, he said, she could expect to live at least a year. She was a dairy farmer’s wife? Well, no more butter-churning, he said, and no early-morning milking. He would give her a script for pain medicine, he told her. He would also be writing to her doctor in the Macleay so that he could keep her comfortable. 


You are fortunate to have two daughters who are registered nurses, he told her.


I am, she said, glowing with pride but hollowed by pain.


She and Sally caught the regular outward journey of the Currawong home the next night. Naomi saw them off at Darling Harbour, in the shadow of those shameful slums of the Rocks. From them bubonic plague had come boiling forth in the girls’ childhoods and been carried north on the Currawong by a rat nestled in a furniture case. Naomi waited in their small cabin until the last call to go ashore and then stayed on the wharf to wave a futile handkerchief, as if part of one of those heartbreaking paintings of emigrant farewell. 


She’s so beautiful, isn’t she, Sal? asked Mrs Durance, leaning on the railing from pain rather than as a gesture of languid seafaring. She has a lot of grace, doesn’t she?


As they reached on a black tide for Dawes Point, the handkerchief still waved, more luminous than Naomi’s face. Bush people did that handkerchief-waving stuff and it gave them away as hayseeds. But worldly Naomi risked that tonight. She had promised she’d come up as often as she could and help Sally out. But that she would remain a city woman was not questioned. 


It was a brisk night, and Mrs Durance developed a cold on top of all else. She again fell asleep late. Again Sally came on deck at dawn and looked out at the blue surge of the tide breaking on the yellow sand of Trial Bay and making enough water at the river bar to allow the Currawong to enter.


 


For six months Mrs Durance ate her fruit and sat in sumps of sunlight on the veranda. But the cancer owned her by night. Sally still worked the day shift at Macleay District but now slept on call in the same room as her mother, her father having moved to a lean-to at the back of the homestead. Sally was to administer a sixth of a grain of morphine hypodermically when brave and reticent Mrs Durance confessed, one way or another, to agony. Naomi took her holidays and came home on a visit and gave her sister a break from the regimen. In between, Mr Durance paid their neighbour Mrs Sorley’s girl to sit with Mrs Durance by day and was attentive himself. Since Mr Sorley had been killed by a native cedar – which when cut had slipped sidewards rather than forwards – the Sorley kids were ever ready for employment. 


Sally noticed more clearly now that though her father and mother were souls of decency, Eric Durance moved about the bedroom as if he and his wife were acquaintances only. He seemed to fear he might be seen as an intruder. There had always been that distant courtesy between her parents. Sally knew they’d infected Naomi and her with it too. It might be one of the reasons Naomi had cleared out – in the hope that on a different stage she might have a franker soul. 


Mrs Durance suffered so much night pain that she frequently told Sally she was praying to God for death. These were remarkable and dramatic things for her to say and – since she had always had contempt for overstatement – would be forced out of her only by the fiercest anguish. 


In the seventh month of it, Naomi came back from Sydney again to sit with her mother by day and share the night watch. The second night she was home, Sally slept in her own room while Naomi took up post in Mrs Durance’s room on the camp cot, a surface of canvas no blanket could soften. Naomi was meant to wake Sally at four so that she could take over, but did not come rapping on her door till near dawn. Naomi was in a dress and boots and her eyes looked smeared after gales of tears.


Mama’s gone, she said. I’m sorry, Mama’s gone. I ran over to the Sorleys’ and asked their boy to ride into town to get Dr Maddox. 


Sally stammered with a confused and bitter grief and went to go off at once down the hallway. Naomi took her shoulders and gazed at her, straight into her face. Naomi’s eyes seemed full of conspiracy. To Sally she had the eyes of a co-murderer. At that instant their shared mercy and their crime drew them together so utterly that they were no longer city and country nurses but sisters once more of the same womb.


You didn’t wake me for my shift, said Sally. 


It wasn’t necessary, Naomi asserted, frankly, with her gaze on her. She went before it was time to wake you.


Let me see her.


I washed her and laid her out. 


Without me?


I wanted you to sleep. I burned her nightdresses and the rags she used and took all the tonics and pounded the bottles to dust. Especially that rhubarb concoction Mrs Sorley swore by.


There was indeed still a taint of smoke in the air. 


Naomi led her sister by the hand and they walked down the hallway to the plain room they had both been conceived in. Blackbutt made for the dim corridors they loved and hated, which seemed to pull Sally closer to home but which had proved to be escape avenues for Naomi. 


There was her mother - grey-faced, prepared, serene - the girl she had been at some time visible again in these features delivered of pain. 


Sally heard herself howl and went to her mother’s body, kissing the face. The skin of the dead yielded differently. They were beyond pain but past affection too. She kissed the hand. It smelled of the scented soap Naomi had washed the corpse with. This too was proof of death. The living mother smelled of workaday Sunlight soap. 


Sally found herself on her knees, still caressing the hand, Naomi standing behind and above her. Naomi, who always presumed to do things first. Sally did not know whether to hate her, to attack her eyes, or fall flat in gratitude and wonder. Standing with a purpose in mind, she noticed the hypodermic needle, the morphine solution they had made up of pills actually prescribed by Dr Maddox, and the unused bottled tablets in case the old doctor wanted to inspect them or return them to stock.


She went to the dresser, was poleaxed with loss by the mother-of-pearl hairbrush with strands of her mother’s hair in it. She knew the little drawer where her mother kept her subdued pink lipstick and her beige face powder.


Yes, said Naomi, you should put some colour on her poor face.


It was a prayer – not an order – and Sally set to. 


The stolen reserve of morphine she had put together to finish her mother had been in the towel and linen cupboard in the hallway. How had Naomi found it? You could bet the solution Naomi had made up and injected for mercy’s sake had been poured out, and the spare illicit tablets Sally had filched from Macleay District consigned to fire with the rhubarb tonic. To Sally – putting rouge and colour into her mother’s cheeks – it seemed knowledge grew between Naomi and her without them looking at each other. Yesterday they had been near strangers. Now they were altered. A different kind of reserve was imposed on them, and a different intimacy. 


Is Papa up? Sally asked. Does he know? 


Not yet. I was frightened. Will we tell him in a moment? Perhaps let the poor fellow rest a few more minutes. 


For he would need to do the milking even on the morning of his wife’s death. 


But she finds it hard to face him, Sally perceived. Naomi – who had tried to avoid the weight of home and its taint of illness – had certainly assumed the weight now. She’d taken up station on the far side of the bed, across from where Sally, on her knees, put reasonable Methodist coloration on the poor, released features. 


Naomi said, I didn’t have any idea till I came home that it was as bad as that. Her pain was the whole world to her. She could see nothing but it. Well, not any longer. 


Sally was engrossed with her mother. 


It was easy, Mama, to steal what you needed. I cut out two pages from the drugs record book – former nurses who had managed the drugs register had done similar excisions because they did not approve of some missed or untidily written entry. Then for your dear sake I copied the dosages on fresh pages, adding an extra dose of an eighth of a grain of morphine in this case and that, until I’d created a phantom two grains, which I then fetched from the drugs cabinet and brought home to you. It’s unlikely a doctor or matron will remember a specific dose as months go by. But I don’t care if they do. 


She had kept the tablets hidden behind the bed linen in the hallway dresser. These two grains when mixed in solution and injected would bear away disease and the fuss of enduring all useless treatment. They would reach deep into the body and halt the mechanism of agony. And had now. 


She kissed her mother’s brow before gracing it with the powder. Eric Durance would be astonished by his wife’s beauty in death. 


Naomi declared, I gave her half a grain and we kissed and held hands, though I had to be careful - a touch would break her bones. Then she went.


You were standing over her? said Sally. 


They both knew how rare it was that a patient expired while the nurse was standing there to observe and hold a hand. The dead went almost secretively.


By good fortune, said Naomi without flinching but without bothering to look at her sister. By good fortune I was there. 


Again, Sally’s astonishment that Naomi had done the right, fierce, loving and hard thing Sally had meant to do! Even in this she was not to be outshone, the half-mad Sally thought. But Naomi was there because she had found the secret cache and took the burden of soothing her mother’s breath down to nothing. A solemn loss and rejoicing were the day’s order – Mama’s freedom now from a world she had never since their babyhoods seemed accustomed to. As for her children, they must now get accustomed to something new. To new love and new hate and mutual shame. 


The roads being firm just then, Dr Maddox arrived by motor at mid-morning. The town – ignorant of medicine – loved him for his kindliness and punctuality and a lack of airs in a place where a doctor could easily play the grand wizard. But the hospital staff knew he was one of those tosspots who could carry it off well; that some unforgettable and disabling past event drove him to it. Though he performed surgery only when the other town doctors were not available, he was still a better surgeon when sober than most country doctors. It was peripheral things he was negligent at – paperwork, including death certificates. His method with the town at large was to hide it all behind an air of universal brotherhood and to breathe an impeccably mentholated breath over the sickbeds of the shire. 


That Saturday morning Dr Maddox came to lower his face over Mrs Durance and to ask Naomi about the last injection and how many grains, and to accept what she said and then breathe, Good woman – good, poor woman. Then he prepared a medical certificate, which he showed Naomi and Sally and which said Mrs Durance had died of cancer, nephritis and exinanition. There were in the valley many people Dr Maddox had certified as dying of nephritis and exinanition. Nephritis and exinanition was the cited verdict all along both banks of the river and inland to the blue, wooded hills where the timber workers camped and always died of nephritis and exinanition, unless a tree fell on them. Farmers who had taken poison to escape the bank had their death certificates compassionately marked by Maddox with that saving formula. 


This morning of the death, over tea Sally made while keeping her eyes from straying to Naomi, Dr Maddox sat at the kitchen table and spoke for a while to the girls’ father – these were very much men’s mutterings, half-embarrassed and platitudinous. Their father wore large, mute features, the same he brought to his labours. They had not yet crumbled in grief but somehow promised soon to do so.


 


Sally had less reason to stay in the Macleay Valley now. She was maybe a year beyond the age girls left home for marriage. Her sister had returned to her Sydney duties. Mr Durance took sturdily to his work and employed the Sorley boys when needed. But Sally did not yet feel entitled to go. To flee would be obscene. It would be too easy a denial of her part in the crime and so be an insult to her mother’s spirit. Her sister could escape because escape was her forte. She’d managed the trick before. But while it was easy for strangers to declare Eric Durance independent – a freestanding fellow – he did not seem so rugged to Sally. 


The country hospital had its own retaining power too. On the Wednesday following her mother’s funeral she found that a fourteen-year-old boy with peritonitis she was nursing had died in the night, and she believed her stinging tears were a debt paid to her mother and a sort of tax paid to the valley. So by horseback, or more often by sulky, she continued travelling in her uniform – along the broad yellow-earth road and unreliable bridge over the river – to and from the home at Sherwood. She was a figure located essentially amidst the green paddocks, one who could not glibly get away. 


It was in the corridors during her night shifts that the mercy they’d given her mother took on the demeanour of a crime never to be argued away. Did I do it because I was tired? Fed up with all-day working and all-night watching? In the nurses’ cubicle at the end of a public ward which contained – with all injuries and diseases there present combined and counted - no pain such as that of her mother’s, Sally wept without consolation, since no night pleadings from an entire hospital of patients seemed to come close to the daytime pleadings she’d heard from her dead but eternal mother.


This young woman of twenty-two – near twenty-three – years was considered by those who bothered to see her to be possessed by a wistfulness which some people thought represented that greatest crime of bush towns: aloofness, flashness. Either that, or she was a cause for sympathy. A spinster-in-training.










Voluntary


Then – after eight months – the thunderclap. It would alter earthly geography. It altered the geography of duty and it enhanced all escape routes. It was not the thunderclap of war – at least in the clear and direct sense. It was not the declarations of the prime minister or the news that the enemy was in Samoa and New Guinea, and his flotilla of cruisers and raiders was already at sea, or about to take to it and make the Pacific and Indian oceans perilous. It was not the rush to make a full-blown army out of a mere framework of weekend militias. It was not a renewed awareness that the valley was numerous in Bavarian Catholic cow-cockies, now likely to be less loyal even than the Irish. It was a letter addressed to her father and her by Naomi in Sydney. 


 


There is a call for military nurses. Unless you have sharp objections, I’ll apply. But any acceptance is unlikely. If Sally feels that she would be left without proper help, I will of course . . .


 


Recently Sally had begun to favour the day shift for its busyness, leaving the house with stew and potatoes bubbling on the great iron range fuelled with the fallen branches of ring-barked trees. In her noon absence her father would eat some of this and when she returned at dusk always declared it had been top-class. It was good that he was not a complainer, that his hard-mouthed taste was not broad, and any food involving meat, potatoes and green peas fulfilled his idea of nourishment, as long as it was served scalding. But even before the great change in the world, she had known in some secret chamber of the mind that she was readying herself for an escape, one all the more – not less – daring and reckless because it did not involve tunnelling or scaling walls. 


On the excuse she would be home too late from the hospital, she had started to get the Sorley girl to cook her father the evening meal. Many would see what was coming their way – the womanless homestead which would be his lot – and they would rant and plead. But Mr Durance did not show any sign he intended that. He stated a thoughtful and unblaming awareness that in the end both the girls would go, for Naomi had already proved it to him. Neither love nor blood nor begging, he wisely and grievingly knew, could hold a man and his children under one roof and unto death. At some time the roof would change itself into a wheel which span off the children. This month – if the occasional Herald which reached the farm could be believed – the roofs of the world had become a wheel for crushing the breasts of mothers and fathers. If Naomi could be shrugged off by this roof in the Macleay, then she, Sally, was fit also to be thrown out on a tangent over earth, and perhaps over oceans – whose scope might even reduce her crimes as a daughter to the size of an atom. 


There was as well a problem she had with a farmer’s son named Ernie Macallister - about whose suitability for her and her suitability for him it seemed a number of people had already decided. She’d let herself be taken to Crescent Head to swim and once to the flickers at the Victoria. The college of women – her late mother too – had just about chosen to allot her in their minds to young Macallister like real estate. The tedium of all this frightened her. 


The federal letter calling for nurses arrived at the Macleay District the same day as Naomi’s and was left in the nurses’ room by the matron in case any of her four charges felt the drag of history. Sally approached her matron and told her that she would like to apply. It would probably be for nothing. The matron was, however, English-born and ardent on the Empire and the war, and she gave Sally leave. 


Sally intended to try to fit the business of potential enlistment in Sydney into two days and two nights. She sent a telegram asking to stay not at Naomi’s flat but at the more spacious Randwick house of her Aunt Jackie. She knew this would be considered by Naomi as a stringent step. That it would be correctly interpreted as resentment of the urban sister and an avoidance of the unease rising from the murderous succour they had extended to their mother. But something was rampant in Sally, something that said crazily that Naomi should not feel entitled to keep the whole of the war and leave Sally with the crumbs of a languishing peace. 


In Sydney by morning and rushing by tram to Victoria Barracks, Sally entered a drill hall where other women stood half-bewildered, and filled out a form about her nursing career and her own medical condition. She queued for the interview at which she was to present two papers – her nurse’s registration and a health certificate from Dr Maddox – to an elderly militia colonel, whose manner was paternal, and a senior matron who sat with him at a table, whose manner was dry. The pressure of unconfessed murder nudged up around the edges of the two printed forms, and she was pleased to pass them over. 


Even so, Sally suspected she would not be chosen. She might make this slight and feeble move and then go back tamed for years more to the duty of daughterhood. She suspected she might in fact go back with as much secret relief as disappointment. She was willing to go back. That forenoon as she left the hall, she resigned herself to return on the following night’s coaster. The tin roof would not spin her far off and had already begun its pull inwards. 


She spent the rest of the day with Jackie. The aunt was the better part of ten years younger than her mother and – married to an accountant – did not seem to possess that worn quality which ultimately marked anyone who associated themselves with dairy cattle. She was jolly too, and had a genuine gift for levity, whereas Sally’s mother had maintained her silence and air of endurance rather than give way to irony. This afternoon was not marked by any particular urban excitement designed to comfort Sally for her imminent return to the bush. A journey to the Italian greengrocers; some wurst for her children’s and husband’s lunches. Though the powers of the earth had decided that wurst would be called devon now, the meat was still in the process of taking on that new, solid British identity. Then to the grocer’s – Moran and Cato’s. Dazzling metropolitan experiences!


It was four o’clock then. The children whom the aunt intended for university were studying in their rooms – they possessed their own desks, no homework on kitchen tables in this house – and Naomi Durance arrived. Her knock was answered by her aunt while Sally was reading a magazine at the kitchen table. Sally heard her arrival and settled herself for facing her sister. Entering the living room she saw Naomi wearing a white jacket over a light blue dress, and carrying a straw hat with a blue band. She managed with an easy, urbane air her clothing and her striking green eyes and long features and her mother’s sweetness about the long lips. She was also fit to be feared and worshipped in the best of make-up. Even their aunt greeted her as if she were an exciting visitation. The kids came out of their rooms wearing smiles of anticipation. She had brought with her a box of chocolates. 


When the kids had taken chocolates back to their desks to help them with Euclid, Naomi began. What a surprise I got, Sally, when the colonel and matron told me another Durance - yes, Sally Durance - was down here. 


She spoke softly like a magistrate pretending it was pleasant information but really taking it as another instance of human folly for which Sally would need to pay. This brought out something unwished-for and sullen in Sally. 


Naomi said, Why didn’t you ask me, instead of bothering Aunt Jackie? I could have put you up. 


Yes, Sally wanted to say. The two killing daughters together. What a happy arrangement!


I just wanted to make my own plans, Sally mumbled. No offence intended.


And who’s looking after Papa? I was just wondering.


Sally looked up into Naomi’s potent eyes. You aren’t. I’m not. But I’ve made sure he’s taken care of. 


But how does he feel at the moment? 


He doesn’t say. I’ve set up the Sorley girl to cook his meals. But at least twice a week Mrs Sorley herself comes over with the daughter and brings scones and fruitcake. He may be lonely but he doesn’t say. Anyhow, all those who have grown children will feel lonely sooner or later, won’t they? 


Naomi looked at the aunt as if all this were a slight against her too. Then she asked, But don’t you think one daughter away is enough? 


I don’t know why it’s a law of the universe that it’s you who’s away, said Sally. 


She knew this was another mistake. She was having too much of the fight before the fight had been declared. Naomi doesn’t want me to go home for Papa’s sake but because I am a walking reproach to her. As I am to myself, but I need the great distraction of distance and wounds to forget it. 


I am older, Naomi said, soft but taut. That’s an accident of birth. I came here when Mama was healthy and you were training by your own choice at the Macleay. There was not so much need for one of us to be home as there is now. If you had been the older sister, you would be in my position and I would be in yours and without resenting it. But I got set up here and found new obligations before Mama got ill. It’s an accident of the situation prevailing when I came here. 


Well, the prevailing situation now is this war.


Yes, and that is dangerous, you know. Father could lose us both. There are deadly ships out there, between here and France. Read the Herald. Admiral von Spee’s ships from China are already snooping about somewhere in the Pacific. 


Sally felt heat enter her face. You look after your own safety, she told her sister, and I will mine. 


The pretty aunt was gazing at her hands. The conversation was wearing through its fake-pleasant fabric. Rawness was eating its way out. 


I am just saying, Naomi continued, that your turn will come and will probably prove a better tilt at life than I’ve had. 


When will that be though? When I’m forty-five? Of course I feel uneasy about it all, and Papa doesn’t publish his feelings every morning so I don’t know for a dead certainty how he stands and what he needs. But if needs exist, it’s his right and duty to say what they are, not yours. 


She had never debated Naomi in such hard terms before. Aunt Jackie was becoming anxious. It was wrong to wrestle like this in their aunt’s home.


Let’s not quarrel, Naomi, said Sally then, fearing the chasm all at once and unwilling to be sucked back into girlishness and surly debate. Let’s have some tea, eh? Because they won’t accept me in any case, so there’s no argument. 


Maybe they won’t take me either. But if they do take us both . . . ? 


Well, it’s expected to finish by next summer. Your Herald said that. If it’s right about German admirals then it’s right about that as well. 


Their aunt was now occasionally opening her mouth and framing her lips. 


Aunt Jackie, Sally said, I didn’t mean anything by calling for tea in what is your house. 


No, said Aunt Jackie, firm at last. But I will make it now. No help required! You two sit and speak calmly, please. Because it is – as you said – my house. 


Sally became aware that the young cousins had come from their rooms to linger at the end of the hallway and listen to their older cousins’ startling exchange. They turned back to their study as their mother moved to the kitchen. Sally sat in an easy chair, Naomi in the centre of the lounge. Naomi said softly, I suppose you can still withdraw. It’s not like the army. You’re not a soldier. 


Neither are you, whispered Sally across the room. We’re equal in that. 


You’re starting again, Naomi decided. And you barely have a smile for either your auntie or me. 


I am still in mourning, said Sally. So are you. That changes what we say and do.


This was so close to admitting their conspiracy that she looked away and felt an instant’s breathlessness. She closed her eyes though. Moisture appeared on each lid. She wiped it briskly away. 


Naomi rose and came to Sally and leaned down to put her arms around her shoulders. It was a clumsy caress. Durances weren’t good at broad gestures.


I always thought of you as safe back there at home. I don’t think of you as safe when you’re down here, planning on being reckless. 


Sally was certain that her sister was nine-tenths genuine in what she said, and knew nine-tenths was a great deal. She rose, kissed Naomi on the spot where her black hair arched over the left ear. Sally thought as they embraced how their mother’s rivers of blood ran in them but could not concur. 


The next morning at the door of the hall at Victoria Barracks sat a list of nurses acceptable to tend to soldiers in far places. Both the Durance girls’ names were on it, the name of the one who had expected to be and of the one who hadn’t. 


 


Inside the stone drill hall was a great echo of women, a shrilling with an only partly successful contralto attempt by some matron to settle things down. Young women crowded up to take out of the hands of two confused young men – the colonel’s orderlies – a sheet of paper on which their required clothing was listed. Having received the form, some found its prescribed garments comic and read them aloud mockingly, hooting at items even as the orderlies suggested they cross the hall to a glum sergeant at a table who was issuing money orders to cover the cost of the uniforms.


At a further table, cloth bags containing buttons and insignia were handed out. These were inspected with more reverence than the list. A silver Rising Sun collar badge lay in there, to be worn at the throat, and silver jacket buttons on which Australia was depicted geographically, and two boomerang-shaped metal insignia which spelled out ‘Australia’ on the tunic shoulders. 


Sally had not laid eyes on Naomi until she saw her ahead in the money queue. This was made up of recognisable hospital types – the pretty young ones always in trouble with matrons because their beauty might render them flighty and attractive to registrars and interns. Then plump, wide-hipped little women, aged beyond thirty, medical nuns, in effect, supposed by stereotype to be sour-mouthed but in Sally’s experience often triumphant in their unfettered singleness, and smiling now at the new prospect this milling hall promised. Some severer-looking older women of the rank of sisters, who hid often genial souls but had learned that a neutral face endeared them to doctors and matrons. And, suddenly, sui generis, as they say, Naomi in her good green suit. 


It is no humiliation for me, thought Sally, to take the sergeant’s money. But it was strange to see Naomi there – in line with the less august for a small sum of cash. On an impulse Sally asked the girls in front of her whether they minded if she joined her sister.


They flung their arms around each other with a force left unspent from yesterday’s quarrel. And in its compass not all grievance was tamed but at least the residue was put to momentary rest. Naomi stepped back and shook her head. 


From now on, Sally promised herself, I reserve the right to be a head-shaker too. I have as much right to be amazed by her.


Then Naomi got to the sergeant and signed for the money he doled out with creaky care from a cash box. He made her sign the accounts book. Next, Sally. Naomi now went to say hello to a friend from her hospital. Sally had walked back about ten paces across the hall, a little confused about what to do next – shop for war at once or go home to her aunt’s for some tea – when she saw an oval-faced, pretty young blue-grey-eyed woman wearing an orange summer dress and a cardigan over it, with a yellow jaunty hat on her head, and her light brown hair piled up. The girl said, Miss . . . Nurse, I can do it for you for a guinea plus a quid for fabric. Both the jacket and skirt with the cape and the grey working dress and a pinafore thrown in. Got my own sewing machine. Good as shop-bought, I guarantee. No delays. Only got one other order. You’ve got your belt already, no doubt. Hat, veil and shoes you’ll have to get yourself.


I’ve got the veil already, said Sally, as if this would put an end to the commercial impulse of the woman in the orange dress. 


The oval-faced young woman shook her head in apparently genuine bewilderment. These girls’d rather waste their money. I don’t know what sort of homes they come from. Fathers must own a bank or all be country doctors, I wouldn’t be surprised.


The broad, easy humour of the girl’s face made Sally shy. Thanks, but my sister and I are actually on our way to Hordern’s now. 


Come on, said the girl, lowering her head, looking up under auburn eyebrows. Some would consider this undue push on her part. Others, businesslike determination. Come on, dear, she whispered. If you don’t like what I do, I won’t charge you for it. I need the quid for fabric, so you’ll have to take the risk and give me that to begin with. I’ll give you that back too if you aren’t thoroughly delighted. I mean grey serge? I run it up all the time. I’ve done grey serge for nuns and they never complained. 


Sally hesitated. But the absolute promise of refund fascinated her, and a suspicion of an energetic rectitude in the girl made the issue one of gambling on character as against the bewilderment and boredom of shopping. They both stood there, thinking each other over.


Look, the girl resumed at the end of a few seconds’ silence. I’m the sort of person the shops’d use anyhow, if I wanted to slave on it full-time. 


A pound as a deposit then?


No, scratch that, said the girl. I can tell you’re a solid type. I don’t need anything.


But then, as if she were checking up on Sally’s bona fides: Where do you nurse?


Sally told her – a bit like a soldier from a poor regiment forced to admit its name. The other woman nodded though, finding no grounds for embarrassment in the words ‘Macleay District’. 


I’m St Vincent’s, she said. Nuns took me in on a scholarship. I’m Honora Slattery. Hate being called Nora though. I draw the line at that. Honora. Please observe. 


Sally surrendered her name too. This was one of those Irish, Sally knew, who generally didn’t understand the line between good manners and stubbornness. They would take Australia over and downwards, her father always said, with their horse-racing and their drinking and their hidden contempt for the king. 


I absolutely promise, said Honora Slattery, as if to allay Sally’s sectarian suspicion, I won’t be doing more than three girls plus mine. You see, I want to lay a bit of money up for Mama and himself. The old fella’s a waterside worker. Sometimes we’re flush, sometimes we’re eating cumquats and lard.


She winked.


And just in case the hospital ship sinks, Honora Slattery ended. 


Sally laughed and shook her head at the foreshadowing of this unlikely tragedy. They exchanged addresses. You can call my aunt, anyhow, when you’re finished, said Sally. She’s got a telephone.


Mother of God! said Honora. I’ve blundered in amongst the aristocracy.


No, Sally said. I’m a cow-cocky’s daughter. But, I tell you, you’d better be good. 


For what mocking, corrective disbelief from Naomi would accompany Slattery’s failure and her own gullibility? 


Honora Slattery said, You can put the house on it.


Now a woman with a foghorn – who described herself as Chief Matron Appleton – called them to order. She had open features and that easiness of command of such women. 


She told them they must meet again in a week at eight o’clock in the morning to be instructed on the army, on issues of soldiers and military units. They would be introduced to the whole gamut of duties affecting orderlies and nurses – from the front line to the general hospitals behind it. For now, they would fill in one more form to entitle them to military pay, and then could return either to their homes or to their civil nursing duties until required. Those who had more than twenty miles to travel could apply for a warrant. 


They all took final turns at desks with pens and ink to fill the pay forms, women of forty elbowing their way with twenty-year-olds barely past their exams. Each form was dropped at a desk at the front of the hall where, after an orderly scanned them, they were placed in a cardboard box. The women left uncertainly. The plain dismissal – and the cardboard box where they’d left the record of their years – seemed too flimsy and insignificant to contain the shift they had managed. 


At the top of the steps outside, Naomi was waiting, pulling on velvet gloves. Sally thought the question of shopping for kit would come up. Well, Naomi said instead, we must send poor Papa a telegram. He ought to know tout de suite. 


Who is going to send it?


I will. That’s only fair.


So Sally pressed telegram money on her and then surrendered herself to the strangeness of looking out over the parade ground to the Georgian gatehouse, where two soldiers in their big hats guarded Victoria Barracks from the malice of the emperor of Germany. There, as well, young talkative men chiacked and waited in line for their chance to invade the military premises and offer themselves. 


I’ll go home for a few days, Sally said. Since the sergeant’s paying. I have to square things with the matron and with Papa. 


First, for the measuring-up, Sally arrived at Honora’s place in Enmore. It proved a dim but loud home, many brothers and sisters, a thin but young-looking mother, a hulking, sullen father reading the Australian Worker in the kitchen, and beyond all a veranda set up as a seamstress’s workshop.


And that night, it was back to the Currawong. Sally loved the great coastal reach and the strenuous swell now that her mother was safe from suffering it. And the angles headlands adopted to inland mountains - which told her just about where she was on the map. She got one of Kempsey’s two charabancs which waited up the slope from the wharf and took passengers to addresses in town and round the river. At last it rattled over the Sherwood bridge. The house was empty so she rode over to Macleay District on its hill above the convenient cemetery and told the matron and was treated as a woman who had somehow managed an astounding stunt. She was back at lunchtime. When she faced her widowed father he answered her with a terrible uncomplaining. After all, he’d already had the telegram. 


It’s a good and valorous thing to do, he asserted, nodding and weighing. And the one stipulation is you take care of each other. 


When she over-explained the permanent arrangements she would make to get Mrs Sorley’s daughter in to cook, he waved aside the idea. Then, in her fever of guilt, she rode over to the genial widow Sorley’s house to tell her what had happened. Even the red-yellow dust of the road in between had a different nature, as if it was preparing itself to be sighted by her no longer, her departure written into its atoms, making it someone else’s road. She was greeted with the widow’s full-blooded praise, a jar of blackberry jam as a gift and an invitation to drink tea. Mrs Sorley had never seemed reduced to an air of frailty by that freak slippage of the cedar that crushed her marriage. An axe-blow left or right might have utterly altered the fall of that great hammer – the one that unluckily toppled on her husband. But these speculations didn’t fill the house. 


Mrs Sorley’s daughter had already brought the news of the original telegram the Durance girls had sent home from Sydney, so Mrs Sorley was apprised – she said – of the gallantry of the Durance girls, and her fifteen-year-old son made muttering noises about wishing it was him. Sally assured the widow she did not expect her to take any special trouble – Papa had declared himself quite up to the business of sustaining himself. In many ways, Sally knew, he was as strong as when he was a boy. His grief as a bereaved soul was more sombre than Mrs Sorley’s, but he had hammered out a deal with it.


Not only did her father see her off again at the wharf in East Kempsey but so did Mrs Sorley, her daughter and two sons. Mrs Sorley presented Sally this time with two little sacks of lavender to keep the sisters’ clothes fresh. There were a number of young men rowdy on the deck of the steamer, waving goodbye to friends and families from throughout the town and the valley. Their whistling and shouting almost swamped the hushed goodbyes of her father. With this mob of overexcited recruits, escaping jobs in Central Kempsey or on some dismal farm, Mr Durance’s own loss of two daughters did not seem as singular. Shouting went up a pitch and women’s voices from the wharf became shriller when the Currawong eased away from the pier and from the shore on which she had assembled the materials for her mother’s killing. There were men still drinking in the pub above the dock – their shadows could be seen through windows – and from the balcony of the Irish-owned general store which served the east of the town, a girl of perhaps fifteen years gazed out with the half-interest worthy of the regular steamer’s going. 


Already, separated from the riverbank and turned towards the greater darkness of the less settled downriver reaches and swamps, Sally felt she was no longer held by the duty of memory and might now be free to forget who she was for long hours at a time. Concern for her father dwindled at once. She was confident again in his ruggedness. She had been taken off that subtle and self-manufactured hook. 










Archimedes i


The corps was of some thirty nurses who were put to work in civil hospitals, the military as yet having neglected to create even one of their own. Sally stayed in Naomi’s flat and worked at the Coast Hospital, which she reached by tram, a conveyance that gave her thought time. She read war news from the opened Heralds and Telegraphs of other riders. She went to Honora Slattery’s again, and the uniform and the on-duty clothes were splendid and neat-stitched as promised. And no alteration was necessary, at which Honora herself seemed unsurprised and smug.


It was not a great wait, however - perhaps a week - until they were given railway tickets to the golden city, to Melbourne – the other pole to Sydney’s civic pretensions, the two cities holding each other in orbits of mutual contempt. On the railway south – especially when they changed from train to train at Albury on the great dividing river, given neither state consented to recognise the value of the other’s rail gauge – committees of women fussed over them, ordered lumpish boys to carry their bags from the New South Wales carriages to the Victorian ones, and gave them tea and pounds of cake. Each cup of tea and morsel of cake Sally absorbed removed her further from the networks of duty and blame. Each cup was the cup of forgetfulness. For stretches of hours, she did not think of her crime or her abandonment. 


The ship that would take them lay at Port Melbourne. Its name was Archimedes. They were driven to it direct by motor car from Swanston Street, without being able to test Melbourne’s claim of being supreme in the Antipodes for public gardens and architectural splendour. Archimedes shone at its dingy pier. Here was a passenger steamer painted white and banded in green with, amidships, a vast red cross. The cross bespoke their right to transit oceans and to turn up in Europe or elsewhere – they were not told – unmolested. It was therefore unlike the convoys already departed which were vulnerable and for whose sake many – including the prime minister, it was said – held their breath. Nonetheless it was soon clear that even their ship would be darkened by night, and sailors and medical orderlies forbidden to smoke on deck after dusk. Archimedes was estimated by Naomi – on whatever basis – to be sixteen thousand tons. 


The women from New South Wales were first on board and thus created the very first echoing steely cries of their own and Archimedes’ new careers. Their four-women cabins were forward on the same deck – one deck beneath the promenade – as a cavernous hospital space was created by the removal of partitions amidships. Here medical orderlies would sleep in hammocks as they all steamed to the conflict. 


From the railing they watched women from other places come aboard after assembling on the dock. They saw the stylish Victorians in lower-calf-length skirts, and wondered in what other ways these women might assert superiority. They nudged each other at the sight of a dozen Tasmanians in long, hooped skirts which looked to belong to the old century. Yet when these girls came aboard there were hellos and swapped greetings and all the rest of the manic conviviality that suited the situation. 


The vivid afternoon on which Archimedes pulled away from the wharf, the patriots and families left behind waved with a startling energy, putting all their sinews into it as if there were a law that said the stronger the farewell the more certain the return. The band played ‘Annie Laurie’ and those unavoidable and glib songs of departure – ‘Auld Lang’ and so on. They could still hear the plaintive brass on the wharf as the swell of Port Phillip hit them, and as Archimedes saddled itself for its real business with real waters.


The most casually worldly nurse – Sally had heard by dinnertime in the main dining room – was a girl from Melbourne named Karla Freud. She was dark-haired and had sung for that famous theatrical company in Melbourne, the Tait brothers. But her parents had somehow dragged her off the stage and set her to nursing. Glossy-haired, lovely Freud did not stick with the Melbourne girls but seemed to seek novelty with the New South Wales women and Tasmanians. She brought to conversations with them what people called ‘presence’. Somehow it became known she was a soprano. Part by her own desire but part due to constant urgings that arise when an obvious ‘theatrical’ appears in a group, she was soon singing in the officers’ mess – ‘Sally, Sally, Pride of Our Alley’ and ‘Believe Me if All . . .’ And humorous songs with a flirtatious edge, such as ‘Gee! But I Like Music with My Meals’ – songs utterly suitable for her energy, her taste for droll fun and her sculpted, thespian face. 


Just the same, nursing’s won the fight with the Theatre Royal, she declared to her fellow nurses after returning to their table. Because I don’t have the courage to be Sarah Bernhardt. 


Well, now you’re really stuck, said Honora, who suspected Freud of being a bit pretentious. Even the papers can’t pretend that the right side’s winning hands down. We might be busy for a few years.


Right, said Freud without rancour. If I take nursing as my rehearsal period, I’ll just about be back on stage at the Royal by the time I’m fifty. 


A fair-haired girl named Leonora Casement – a Melbourne nurse – was a year younger than Sally. She must have begun her training as little more than a child. Yet she had confidence and wasn’t callow and was taken round the promenade deck by a tall surgeon named Fellowes. If you looked at them walk past, you thought, there goes an unblighted pair – no dishonesties, no oddities and no out-of-control signs of attachment. Melbourne girls said these two had known each other before the war, at the Austin Hospital. 


Then the great sea troughs took over - the mad pitching, yawing, rolling and the spasms and exhausted torpors of mal de mer. The Bight that bit everyone, as someone said. By the time the ship skirted Western Australia without actually sighting it and reached north over the sweltering equator, injuries amongst medical orderlies were routine in the ship’s hospital. There was one man badly beaten. A tuberculosis case as well: a nineteen-year-old of good frame, yet who should not have been recruited. But the nurses were under-employed and many were inveigled by officers, as Leonora had been, into turns on the deck. 


Sally met a confident nurse named Carradine – yes, she admitted, the federal politician Mr Joe Carradine who was attorney-general was also her father-in-law. She was quite open to letting you know she was married. It had been a secret before but on Archimedes she needed to make it known to others lest she be pressured into man-to-woman promenades. Carradine’s reddish hair framed a bony but lively face, and her body was lean but full-hipped. Her husband was a lieutenant of infantry – in the very first regiment of the First Brigade – who had gone off on the convoy weeks before. 


As Leonora Casement was an exemplar for girls’ courting, Elsie Carradine was a model for the ordained fidelities. Elsie walked by day only and with groups, to ensure nothing in her might be let loose which – through no intent of her own – would call to men in a way from which the dignity of their polished belts and insignia could not protect them or her. 


Naomi amazed her sister by walking the deck at any agreed-upon time with a bulky, broad-shouldered captain named Ellis Hoyle, an infantry soldier left behind by the first convoy, who was – contrary to the letter of international law – fetching a ride aboard Archimedes. It seemed to Sally that Naomi was thereby showing something her sister had not known was there – a lightness, a social grace. Naomi would never have done this sort of thing in the Macleay, since people there observed any sauntering pair with knowing headwags and smirks, wanting to herd them towards inept marriages. Sally walked the main deck with Honora, Freud and Carradine, still awkward at the sight of her sister. She was fascinated that Naomi could balance the murder of their mother with a stroll alongside an officer above the ocean. 


Sometimes Sally’s group were squired by parties of medical officers. All parties were free here from the false distance which operated in civil hospitals. Sally gauged that for different reasons – larrikin raucousness in one, aloof whimsy in the other – the officers liked Honora and Freud.


Three matrons sat at the captain’s table, and the third of them – the most junior – drove the pace of talk and caused men to laugh robustly. She had done a lot of travelling while bush nursing in the Western District, Gippsland and the northeast of Victoria. Her name was Matron Mitchie. The other two matrons – more entitled to capture the conversation – smiled thin-lipped and shook their heads in a tiny, only half-approving way at Matron Mitchie’s daredevil strut across the narrow wire strung between humour and vulgarity. They seemed to think Mitchie less than an appropriate matron and a poor exemplar for the girls. And yet where were they from? Sally wondered. Probably escaping some enslaving and skimping farm that yielded plenty after flood but was barren in drought. Their fathers, too, had in their day crept to the bank manager and feared that the big stock and station agents would take them over and send them as poor-paid managers back to their land or as less than full beings off to the city. 


The reason she thought of farms was that Sally knew from her own example that country girls were fools for nursing. They believed it was the greatest thing open to them. They perhaps hoped to marry doctors. These three hadn’t married doctors, but Matron Mitchie was having so much fun on her own terms that in her case it was just as well. When she made men laugh, the laugh was not a concession to quaintness but came gushing up from the area between the sternum and abdomen. 


This Mitchie woman had waddled aboard, thick-hipped, in Melbourne. From the start her eyes darted as if the more faces she conned the happier she’d be. Yet this was the sort of matron whose frown could break a girl’s heart purely because young women would want to please her so much. Whereas the other two were in some ways what Sally wanted to become – unhumbled, immune from the normal shocks to womanhood inherent in household squalor and husbands and children, yet relentlessly careful and outside and above life. They were practised in unmanning younger doctors and making nurses quake. Patients called them dragons, and she could understand how they applied and invested themselves into becoming dragons. 


Across the table at which Sally sat, Honora was having on a small scale the same effect on Dr Fellowes and other young medical officers that Matron Mitchie was having on the ship’s captain and the colonels. Her liveliness was not muted at all by the fact that the dining rooms of steamers, and officers in Sam Brownes and leather leggings, were not at all familiar to her. She was a fast learner. At St Vincent’s, she told the young medical officers, they had the meths addicts in. These fellows fought each other in the park at Darlinghurst in the shade of the gaol and came into emergency wards in the early mornings displaying gashes they couldn’t remember how they’d received. She had been dressing the leg wound of a dero, she said, when he began fitting. She ran for help but when she returned with an intern she found the man recovered, sitting on a chair and drinking from her bottle of medicinal alcohol. 


It was how she told it that worked, and their willingness to be amused. 


Affection for Honora had more than crept upon Sally and she knew her to be a woman of honour by such a simple test as her dealings over the uniforms. So well finished were they that other nurses asked Sally if she had been to a tailor instead of to Hordern’s. A woman of her word, Honora! Of many skittering but honest words. She was one of those girls who said fairly frequently too, When I’m married . . . They didn’t contemplate any other future state and did not even take into their calculations the idea they might live on, solitary but free. Yet Honora was not anxious for doctors, or so she told Sally. Too conceited, she said. Too used to obedience from patients. Likely to bring the habit home! 


That’s the sort of thing Honora might say at table now. Promising MOs – as everyone called the doctors – that none of them was human enough nor the right kind for her. 


 


To mark their transit over the equator, the captain and ship’s officers ordered the creation of a big swimming pool of canvas on the open lower deck aft and filled it with seawater. It was to be the centre of the initiation into equator-hopping. Some of the others had already been across the line going to or coming from the northern world: a number of the doctors had come to Australia in the first place from Edinburgh or Dublin or the great hospitals of London and were returning to the hemisphere of their birth. But most medical officers and orderlies and nurses had been born in Australia and had thought – as Sally had – that the train between Melbourne and Sydney or the coastal steamer from Brisbane might be the greatest journey the world would ever offer them. Yet now here was the equator – the burning and unconsumed filament that divided the world of southern innocence from the world of northern gravity of intent, and the hemisphere of colonists from the hemisphere of the owners. 


Around the pool men and nurses dressed as gypsies and pirates had water thrown on them and were ducked under and made to suffer other rituals. The nurses had actually sat in their cabins making costumes for this. When Sally – knowing that she was disqualified from flippancy because of her serious part in the finishing of her mother – failed to apply herself to that business, Honora presented her with a passable Queen of Hearts costume in any case, the red hearts applied to the puff-sleeved blouse with small, expert stitching. The casual, rapid-working love that had gone into this fancy dress frightened Sally. 


On the ceremonial day she dressed with the others and moved aft. But a companionway presented itself and she took the risk of swinging herself down it to the hospital level, the level on which – much further astern – the jollity would be staged. If she was seen, the others knew she had been seasick before, so she was entitled to a little flash of nausea. She excused her way past a number of wide-eyed orderlies, opened the double doors into the hospital and rushed through the empty spaces to the nurses’ pan room a little way forward. Facing it was a further cabin which was unlocked. She entered it. This was meant to be a pharmacist’s office. But wherever the ship’s stocks of medicines were, they were not here. The empty shelves made it even more a hiding space. The Queen of Hearts closed the door. She could hear running on the deck above her. From aft arose mocking, wilfully farting bugle sounds and shouts and the profound echo of men’s laughter. There was no chair to sit on in here. But she stood willingly in her vivid dress amongst the blank shelves.


Someone was passing. She heard the door open. Mrs Carradine was there. Her reddish hair tumbled out of an eighteenth-century sea captain’s tricorn. 


I thought I saw you creep down here, she whispered. Are you all right, dearie? Can I fetch your sister? 


Sally’s face blazed. No, thanks, she said, surly. Look, it’s just I’m not good at all this geographical hijinks.


Carradine raised her bony nose and hooted and Sally began gratefully to laugh with her. 


I’ll get up there and endure it for Eric’s sake, Carradine admitted. He’s three weeks ahead of me in his convoy. He’s gone through something like it. Or maybe they won’t even let them in the convoy. But I’ll go through it anyway. 


Could I ask you a favour? said Sally. Let me stay in here. I’ll be brave next time. I’m sure Naomi will be up there anyhow. 


Of course, said Mrs Carradine. Naomi seems confident in all things.


Including the use of a hypodermic, Sally could have told her. Carradine stepped up, smoothed Sally’s locks and suddenly kissed her forehead through them. 


You have lovely black hair, you know, she said. I wish I did, instead of this carrot mop. Just as well I’m married. I never thought I’d get away with it, given this head of hair. 


She stepped back. Okay, Queenie, she said and then winked. She closed the door like a friend and was gone. Sally would say to Honora, I felt sick. There’ll be other fancy-dress balls, Honora, where I can wear the dress. 


Naomi indeed seemed confident in all things. Taller than Sally. Tallness often imbued confidence. Even before high school Sally felt subject to bemused comparisons with Naomi by teachers and other girls. Some of it was her own sense of being less. Some of it was real. Naomi was good at the outside world. It was only with the inner world of the family that she took on an air of distance and exile. She would have no trouble with a ‘crossing the line’ party. Things would falter only the next time she and Sally met up. 


Across glittering, tepid seas they put into Colombo. With sailors and non-officers confined to the ship, unruly orderlies climbed down the anchor chain at night to steal launches and go ashore. The nurses and medical officers were permitted to land. Met at the wharf by various British middle-aged gentlemen, who assured them that they were in the most beautiful segment of the world and that the Singalese people were the most handsome on earth, they were taken through a city of stalls and temples and giant Buddhas rising above shops at the end of thoroughfares, and then out along a lovely coast, where women in vivid fabric and brown-faced compact men – machetes in hand – watched them pass. They walked on the ramparts of Galle as the middle-aged men expanded on the subject of the Portuguese, the Dutch, and now the British ownership of the bright though hazed reaches of the harbour, and drove away some poverty-grimed members of the most beautiful race on earth, who were trying to sell the nurses fake coins from Dutch wrecks. Lemonade on a hotel veranda of the Amangalla Hotel beside a Dutch church was different from Macleay lemonade – redolent of an extra layer of spice and strangeness.










Oasis


Sally wrote to her father every four days or so, letters replete with a relentless newsiness designed to mask any shame at marooning him on his farm. Now he could be charmed awhile – her theory went – by stories of alien marvels and puzzles.


 


I never thought I would see the strange things I’ve seen and it goes to show how many ways there are of being a human. 


 


She used all powers of language and scene-making she could – casting Port Suez as a town of many-storeyed buildings and pink hills in the background. 


 


The great Canal shone so sharp and blue in the midst of sand and all along encampments of Tommies and Indians – wandering amongst tents – who looked pretty bored and cheered us. In the Bitter Lakes in the middle of the Canal there was a crowd of ships moored there. Then we were back into the arrow-straight canal and came to the shady town of Ismaelia – shaded by palm trees, of course I mean. There we moored and came ashore for the first time. A lot of good-looking Arab houses of stone, and mansions people in the know tell me look French. Older Egyptian women dressed in black but urchin girls running around barefoot in orange and yellow and blue tatters. Some women carry big bundles on their heads. You can’t help thinking, what’s your life like, Mrs Egypt? How does it match up to a farmer’s life in the Macleay? 


The train carriages look cranky old affairs with not enough windows, but once you’re inside they’re comfortable. The village houses on the way to Cairo are all mud-walled. They look flat and unfinished as if they’re waiting for another floor to go on top. People labouring on green patches of earth – they have irrigation from the Sweetwater Canal that winds for miles and into Cairo. The camels mince along with lowered heads and when they rest in shade you see their owners asleep on top of them.


You ought to see Cairo station! It has a great glass roof and is very grand in an Arabic sort of way – though British built. Orderlies carry everything for us except our valises. This is pretty flash. They’re like porters but you don’t have to slip them a shilling a bag!


Many beggars and it is a shock to the system. Blind children – some tell me that their own parents get them blinded in one eye by a hot needle when they are just babies – all so they can beg. And this in what they call the British Empire. 


More soon, dear Papa. I hope the Sorley girl is looking after you.


 


That last sentence written with edginess and with eyes half-closed. 


 


She could barely make a stab at writing letters about Cairo. It overflowed the borders of any possible letter. Here at the railway station they were loaded by a transport officer – four at a time – into open gharries, each one driven by a soft-speaking brown man in a tarboosh and wearing a crisp white jacket over a jalabiya. They were carried out in late afternoon into a frenzy of people and traffic. A city that was everything, too many people moving with too many ambitions, too many hopes and destinations. Its all-at-onceness couldn’t be conveyed item by item. It was at the same time a glimpse of moored riverboats on – could it be? – the Nile. (These were officers’ clubs where Nubian waiters in red tarbooshes and long white robes glided along with drinks trays held high.) It was people carrying all possible items on their heads – a child’s coffin new-bought, a lounge chair, a haunch of camel meat, a bed. It was camels and donkeys on pavements and the smell of their urine, and men seated by them on mats working with sewing machines or turning furniture legs on little lathes. It was car horns of the army and of the rich blaring at one time with the clang of trams and the trumpet blasts of tram conductors. It was street sellers leaning into your gharry trying to sell flyswatters and whisks, scarabs and lottery tickets, and passing British soldiers telling them darkly to clear out – imshi! - and leave the ladies alone. It was raucous native bands in unexplained processions booming and howling – brass and trumpet – and shoe shiners crying ‘’Allo, George’ to the soldiers, and the soldiers with cockney accents calling ‘’Ello, sweetie’ at the nurses’ gharries. Whistles from Australian soldiers – wandering the streets like men used to the place – frosted the hubbub with levity. And then the strange sight of the dragoman – who could translate a letter into English or Arabic or Greek or French – trudging along with his portable desk, pens and ink and looking for business without business looking for him. Effendis - Egyptian gentlemen in well-cut suits and tarbooshes - sat at café tables talking at an impossible pace yet like centres of calm in all the fury. In the broad avenues animal trainers made apes and goats. There were acrobats, fire-eaters, snake charmers – all yelling out at passing Australian and British soldiers for baksheesh. Watchmen sat on low benches in front of buildings, occasionally being served little brass cups of Turkish coffee. Shocking beggars – young girls with infants, crippled crones, their hands stained pink and yellow, and every kind of blindness and crookedness of body and amputation – as if these people themselves were the ones who’d taken part in a recent and very savage war. And if you looked at the sky you saw kites circling above the putrid streets, waiting to descend to their abominable yet cleansing meals of flesh. Even amongst the more talkative women in the gharries making for their hospital across the city at Mena the chatter stilled a little.


All this just the surface anyhow, the visible part of the crammed ocean of life here that you were not equipped to deal with in any way other than by looking at it – if at all – at a tangent.


 


Dear Papa,


How can I tell you of what Naomi and I have seen . . . ?


 


As the city was crossed, the peaks of the pyramids showed up ahead in a dust-tainted twilight. They had been heavenly creatures from picture books, gigantic entities in everyone’s imagination, and it was hard now to believe they were tethered to a specific patch of earth – that they could be casually seen and perhaps approached and then passed by as you’d pass a town. Sweat ran down the sides of Sally’s face – since her hat was heavy like a schoolgirl’s hat – and she could hear girls even from other gharries swearing they would wear their straw hats full-time. Bare, hard ground led to groves where their hospital lay with the pyramids blue now and pressing closer, pushing their reality on the women. The palmed oasis ahead seemed flat as a stage painting and defied belief too. The road took them into the trees to a flat-roofed mansion with a red cross on its veranda-ed wall. Once a hunting lodge - they’d been told – where the kings of Egypt invited their friends to shoot gazelles. More recently a hotel. Conversation burst forth as they dismounted and rose up the stairs to the colonnaded, vast veranda where unoccupied hospital beds waited. 


The women were quartered in small rooms with spacious windows on the upper floors. All ornamentation had vanished from walls and all curtains from windows. Three beds waited in the room Sally shared with Carradine and Slattery – with Naomi next door, since they still kept their distance. One large lowboy and one deal table and a chair completed the amenities of the room. For bareness, said Carradine, it put a boarding-school room to shame. Yet from these windows could be seen across treetops – in the phenomenal blueness of dusk – the pyramid of Cheops. 


Eric Carradine was in the Mena camp out there in the desert and that evening turned up sun-tanned and handsome to visit his wife. His brow was a bit foreshortened, women said, but he was A1 apart from that. It was apparent that Elsie and Eric Carradine were the least striving, most relaxed of people, with the long frenzy of searching for each other behind them.


One of the senior matrons spoke to the nurses in their mess on the first night and convinced them that in these premises their conversation must not be above a murmur, their laughter suppressed, their talk with patients reduced to the minimum of politeness and information. The chief medical officer – whom they had never seen before but who had come in now – was very elderly, well over sixty. Well, welcome then, ladies, was all he said. Matron will tell you the rest.


He seemed to suggest: since you’ve insisted on presenting yourselves here, we’ll need to have you amongst us. 


The matron and colonel seemed at first to be brother and sister in their contempt for nurses. For the girls were set to work scrubbing with carbolic the big rooms which had once been perhaps hotel libraries or ballrooms, while orderlies smoked and chiacked around in the shade of trees. Then – more normally – nurses were set to air mattresses and wash down rubber mattress covers and make beds, ready for the brave, shaking out the linen with a thud in the hot, dry air, with a whiplash beneath which their restrained conversation and their muted laughter were permitted. Next they moved out of the house to do similar work in marquees – which the colonel called ‘brigaded tents’ – set in the gardens. A sign, said Honora, that some lunatic thought the huge hotel might not be enough for the wounded. 


On a dim path Sally’s shoe slipped off the duckboard laid out to the marquee and her ankle was sprained. In her family little pains like this fell instantly under the dictum: if that’s the worst thing that happens to you . . . But with her mother – she remembered acutely as she limped – the adage had run out of its capacity to help. With their mother the worst thing had happened and set up its nest in her eye sockets.


To attempt forgetting that, she had only to step out of the grove and she was in infinity. She was sure all at once that this was why the pyramids were built. To deal with the infinity the Egyptians saw in all directions. Desert and those towering objects were so simple and triangular and undeniable that they called up memory of other things that were elemental and undeniable – the sisters’ murder – but also put them in place. To be an accomplice is sometimes to forget for hours that you were one. Utter guilt couldn’t be maintained nonstop in a distracting place like this. 


Within a day or two they had taken to drinking tea on the roof. There you could sit in clear, cool air since this was winter, and take the improbable but giant paper-cutout-looking pyramids for granted. But if it felt at all chilly up there they convened in the officers’ lounge downstairs. Lieutenant Carradine would come visiting with a group of young officers. 


The battle was in Europe. There was only a rumour of it in Palestine, where people said the Turks might be on their way to the Canal. But even now the hospital grew fuller than Sally would have expected until – though there were no aged, no children, no women – it took on some of the atmosphere of quiet bustle which was meant to be the mark of a civil hospital. In the absence of conflict men still incurred damage and illness. Because the nights were cold in their desert camps, some had even managed to catch pneumonia. A few were wounded in bayonet drill through clumsiness or the over-enthusiasm of a friend they should have parried. There was a young curly-haired man who had broken his leg when a truck full of English soldiers struck him. He was in plaster – the base of his bed raised, the limb hoisted jauntily to match his jaunty demeanour. My own stupid fault, sister. You ought to see the dent in that truck. Sorry, can’t take you to the dance this Sat’day.


Two wounded Turks – an utter novelty in their strange uniforms – were brought in from Sinai and treated while armed guards stood by their beds. 


 


Beneath a canvas marquee in the garden of Mena House, the phenyl smell of drying duckboards – that cleansing, heavy reek – subdued their conversation. But they were busy too, Carradine and Slattery working elbow to elbow in the canvassed-off pan room advising orderlies on what shelf to put the basins, bed blocks, pans, while they themselves unloaded – from large, immaculate canvas bags – softer things: towels, sheets, pillowcases, rubber undersheets never used before and lacking the normal cloying smells which came to attach themselves to the best-cleaned sheets in normal wards. 


Slattery could be heard giving orders. Hold hard, sonny Jim. That corner there. See!


In the similarly draped-off surgical dressing room near the other end of the tent there was no traffic of orderlies and less air. Along with the young Leonora Casement, a sharp-nosed, sallow young woman named Rosanna Nettice from Melbourne, whose body was – despite her sickly look – full of the promise of energy, was unpacking drugs into the drug cupboard and recording quantities on an appropriate sheet. ‘Leo’ they called Casement. She possessed a breezy, unhaunted soul that would never suit a Durance. A woman already at ease – with her own uncomplicated charm and with a zeal for work. 


By shelves of stacked and unopened surgical dressings in the nurses’ office, Sally, wearing gloves, laid out and covered the day’s surgical trays for treating minor wounds. They as yet had no autoclave. Sterilisation depended on a brass spirit heater and a rustic-looking pan for the instruments. But out here the trays and the clamps and retractors, the lancets and forceps would often go unused and unbloodied, the beds as yet empty. 


The matron opened the canvas flap of the marquee. Years of gladly accepted authority hid the woman she truly was as it did other issues such as her origins and age. She said, with a pause between the words to combat curtness, You three nurses. Leave that now. Please join me outside. 


Outside, the heat fell filtered through palms and weighed on Sally’s shoulders. This was the cool season and yet there was no coolness in the glare beyond the oasis. The matron told them they were to follow her down the duckboards and gathered other nurses from other tents into their company as they went. Naomi was one of them and sent the whisper of a questioning smile Sally’s way. Carradine was with them too, the patches beneath her eyes looking vacant white as if her faint freckles had been stewed away. Ten nurses in all were led a few hundred yards out into the full light to a fence of barbed wire which surely had not been there yesterday and to a gate where four Australian military policemen kept guard. 


Freud murmured briskly, The wounds of Venus. 


The gate was unlocked and they entered the space beyond. A tent large enough for a circus lay ahead and the matron led them past other armed military policemen and through a flap left open for ventilation. The place seemed crowded by contrast with the other tents erected around Mena. There were perhaps seventy men sitting on their beds – some bored, some raising younger, softer faces of the kind a person could guess had come from the city, from work indoors. These were suburban cherubs still, untempered by military exercises and desert manoeuvres. About ten orderlies moved around the tent on sundry duties. Each of the patients here wore a white armband to declare some purity they had violated. Many held their roll-your-own cigarettes as the nurses passed across their gaze. But they did not cheer as soldiers did if you met them in the bazaars – no normal hellos or queries were called out. In any case, between the nurses and them was located a barrier of five tables, as if the men were to be interviewed. 


The matron led the nurses now into a spacious, screened-off area where two large pans boiled above primus stoves. Orderlies plied their lifters to extract syringes and needles and laid them on trays beside bottles of solution and cotton wool and medicinal alcohol. The matron made the smallest deniable nod to the bottles of clear solution and the rest of the equipment marshalled on the counter. She said, I know you will show no levity in dealing with this grievous business. The colonel’s orderlies should ideally do this work but despite his high opinion of them neither will they do it well nor will they be as safe from the mockery of the men – or the men from theirs. It is bad enough that orderlies should be the ones who treat the lesions and chancres! 


The two orderlies in the canvassed-off space worked on, extracting syringes and wide-bore, punishing needles from the makeshift autoclaves. They did not seem to notice the slur uttered against them. 


You are not deaconesses but military nurses. What you see here, you must see as a military crime. It is not your business to display distaste on the one hand or familiarity on the other. 


She weighed them with her eyes to make sure they bore the right degree of sombreness. It could not be ignored that each man had been a brute with a diseased woman – these men who had been through the gate of lust into the country where there was no black skin or white, no Arab and no British. Into the land where race was cancelled out by a furious conjunction. But the matron spoke as if she had bought up all the real estate of comment on the issue. She continued. 


Either way it is a dosage of 8 drachms solution per patient. Those men wearing a tag marked G – and I am sure I do not have to explain what that stands for – will attend the furthest table to the right. The patients will approach in columns of two and receive injections of novarsonobillon. As for the others, have you heard of solution 606? 


Salvarsan? asked dutiful Leo. 


All the nurses knew of 606. If they had not administered it, its myth had fallen over them. Syphilis was the wages of sin and 606 and a course of mercury pills might relieve the sinner of paying those wages fully. Thus some moralists said it was an immoral juice. But then they had never nursed congenitally poxed children.


Will you kindly and without hesitation divide into teams of two? Do put on those rubber gloves. 


Sally paired with Freud. As they collected their trays with the syringes and needles and – in their case – the 606 solution, they could hear the matron addressing the men in the main part of the tent and telling them which tables to present themselves to. Sally and Freud and the others passed through the canvas into the main tented ward and took a place at one of the tables for the syphilitics. 


It happened that Sally was the one to swab the arms and change needles, Freud to give the injections. It fell out that way barely without their discussing it – perhaps because of Freud’s worldliness. By her presence you could sense that she really knew things that were still confusing to Sally – the difference between lust and, as they said in novels, desire. Desire was a cleaner thing by all accounts. But not clean enough to save you entirely – it seemed – unless desire was concentrated and fixed in place by a flurry of marriage vows. Sally barely had time to think how interesting the question was and how instructive was this line of men whose plentiful sweat smelled little worse than that of healthy men from the camp. Sally swabbed the arm of one who looked ahead, and another who viewed the ceiling and a third whose eyes were lowered and a fourth who wept and who shuddered so that Freud was left to say, Please keep it still, will you? 


Don’t cry, Sally told him. This will fix it. 


For this boy wanted the vows and not the blight. All the while Freud’s hand reached with a natural composure. Her movements were those of a person unafraid of contagion. But even she, Sally noticed, did not look much at the fallen soldiers who presented themselves, the casualties of the Wazzir, the suburb of hell within Cairo where the berserk arak liquor and the women selling their diseases for baksheesh were domiciled. 


But now they were all lambs before the punishing but necessary wide-bore needle which must be driven in with force, the flesh making its resistance. No one said, Don’t hurt a man, sister. No one said, Oh cripes, a hornet’s got me. Nothing was said because they had a lie to keep and any utterance might let it out. If – cured one day - they courted some oblivious girl in Australia, they could not utter the news that lay contained in this tent. But solution 606 could give you back your body for the battle or for the distant Australian bedroom where you might sleep a cured man and die as an honoured husband and cherished father. 


Freud handed the syringe to her after brisk use and Sally replaced it from beneath the cloth on the bowl with a fresh one. In that tent they were party to a military secret. People in Australia did not know of these first casualties – that there was a desire greater than the desire for battle, that there was a bacterium as yet more grievous than machine guns. 


 


Ellis Hoyle – with whom Naomi had sometimes promenaded on Archimedes – was a man not much older than her who had been training in the vast camp out in the desert beyond Mena House and the pyramids. Naomi had asked Captain Hoyle why such displays were engaged in at two o’clock in the afternoon when the sun was – at least for that reputedly more lenient season – most blatant and when light bounced off the gravel and sands to strike the men in the face under the brims of their bushmen’s hats. He said that the generals thought this weather steeled men for unspecified worse things.


In the evening – along with a number of other officers, including Carradine’s husband – Hoyle was regularly down at Mena House having tea with the nurses on the hotel roof or on the veranda. He and his friends - young officers barely converted from their normal callings as farmers, bank clerks, sheep breeders, schoolteachers – arrived by commandeered khaki cars. There was even a journalist or two and a very determinedly jolly young Anglican minister from Melbourne who did not serve as a chaplain but as an infantryman. 


Since the nurses were not overworked, they slept adequately and their faces gleamed with the strangeness and ease of things as they prepared themselves for these evening visits from officers. They had time to change into their uniform jackets and skirts and good shoes in case the evening developed and they all had dinner together or went on a jaunt after dining in the mess. 


Captain Ellis Hoyle was a tailored young man, an inch too square in the jaw so that you could bet he’d turn jowly when he was older. His mouth was long enough for his fellow officers to nickname him Duck. He was a solicitor from the Western District of Victoria and he spoke as if he loved the area in a way that Sally and Naomi had never managed to like the place they came from.


All the young men – like Ellis – had been to Cairo tailors and had light, well-cut uniforms of fawn which had saved them from the heavy serge the government of their Commonwealth had first handed them. Their conversation was by now that of men who knew much about Egyptian gharry drivers, peddlers and tailors, of men in dirty jalabiyas selling red roses for ‘the lady’. No mention of the dens of the Wazzir. These young men might recount amusing tales of this or that soldier, the hard cases, the rough men from the bush. And all the chatter called forth out of Sally unexpected laughter, as if they’d been sent to teach her that old skill. By their energy as much as the force of parody or satire they diverted both the Durance sisters – the conversation so much livelier than anything Sally had ever known. 


There was always though in the end the matter of where she came from. Soldiers felt the presence of women couldn’t console them unless geography was cleared up first. These young men were all from more favoured homes and places than the Durance sisters. However, Naomi had the presence for their sort of company – the capacity to carry it off and seem worldly and not to be overwhelmed by social castes. By escaping the Macleay early she had rendered such matters as of no importance. Sally had not learned the same skill yet. Naomi looked like she could be some pastoral magnate’s daughter. On the strength of that she might one day grow into being a squatter’s wife or some such thing and no one would be able to sniff out that she was born of a mere 150-acre dairy farmer and had trodden in manure on the way to school. 


One of the men would suddenly mention dinner in Cairo – at the Shepheard Hotel or the Windsor or at the Parisiana. The idea was sure to capture other officers and the nurses with the novelty of an invention. Nurses took the arm of a particular officer. Naomi willingly took the arm of Ellis Hoyle. But some were left unattached, of whom – by firm choice – Sally Durance was one and Nettice another. Freud too was sometimes an unaccompanied woman since she possessed a dark grandeur that scared men. 


Then - at the end of dinner when the last of the wine was served - a proposal would arise that everyone go out and see the pyramids and the Sphinx by starlight, but by gharry. Drivers would bring up the cars later to take the party back to the hospital and the camp. All of them had of course been to the pyramids many times – all the nurses had hired horses at Mena and ridden out by late afternoon. But night-time was different and emphasised the stone eternity of the things. Naomi and Ellis Hoyle rode in the one gharry, engrossed. How strange to see Naomi prefer someone openly. For there was a bit of surrender in that – and Sally hadn’t thought her sister was a girl for surrender. 


Sally’s own companion – though the gharries could carry more than two, the unuttered rule was that people should travel in couples – turned out to be a tall, rather florid officer named Lieutenant Maclean. He was well-built but not exactly muscular. His heavy body was a bit too present, though not objectionable. Sally wondered whether that meant he would make an easier target than the others. He draped a horse blanket over his knees because it was now cold. But Sally was too squeamish to share it and waved it aside when by gesture he offered it. 


You see that, he said, pointing across her body – but his arm not too close – to the gutter full of cabbage leaves. See the leaves stirring there? 


The leaves were stirring. Now she could see there were at least two children sleeping amongst the husks. 


Poor little beggars! he said. It doesn’t matter who wins, they’ll still sleep out in cabbage leaves. 


Though if the Turks came, Sally argued, things might be worse still. 


Well, we like to think so, don’t we? I wonder what they’d say if we asked them. In any case, the Turks aren’t coming yet, it seems. Our masters marched us out there and told us to make the chaps dig trenches in the desolation of gravel. But the Turks didn’t come. 


He laughed but didn’t seem angry enough to wish any great harm on Turks or the Ottoman Empire. Even here it was the Germans – advancing on Paris – who held the imagination. 


They were on the edges of the city now and Maclean looked up at the dazzle of stars. You’ve seen more of the enemy than we have, he remarked dreamily. I’ve got to say, you’re all real bricks, you girls. A credit to Australia. Whereas we don’t know yet whether we’re a credit or not. 


Since his doubt seemed sincere, she assured him, I can see you striding on – no matter what. 


Perhaps she had volunteered too much admiration of his coming warriorhood. For there he was turning to her and leaning forwards so that he could see her eyes, though they were not quite able to be studied under starlight. 


Thank you very much, he said. That’s a reassuring thought.


They heard laughter from the gharry ahead. Captain Hoyle, said Maclean. He’s keen on your sister. You might find a brother-in-law there. Barring accidents. 


This astonishing news did not raise or answer the question of whether Naomi was as eager for Ellis Hoyle. 


A further tumbling laughter from ahead – but it flirted a little more with the limits of what was considered proper control. Honora. She was with a man named Lionel something-or-other. She was popular with men. Perhaps they misread her by thinking her Celtic loudness meant something else than it did. Sally could tell meanwhile that Maclean didn’t laugh unless a walk into a closed door or the collapse of a chair justified it. He was what they called sober. This suited Sally. In the sport of jollity and chat she was by temperament and by her crimes a nonstarter.


Maclean said suddenly and with apparent embarrassment, That Freud girl? Did you know her before? 


No. She’s from Melbourne. 


Jewish, isn’t she?


Yes, said Sally and was surprised to find she was envious, in a remote way. 


The chaps who were on Archimedes say she has a top-rate voice. But what sort of girl is she? In temperament, I mean.


She is very much a city woman and very amusing. We’re all pleasant people as yet, of course. We’re on a wonderful journey and we see marvellous things. We haven’t been stung so far by anything inconvenient. But I don’t think Freud will get stung badly by anything.


Well, he said and chuckled as if he were happy with that degree of information. 


She thought all at once it was a bad thing for a man to quiz one woman about another. He should not be allowed too easily to get away with it.


You didn’t want me to be your stalking horse for Nurse Freud, did you? 


Oh my God, no! Oh no, that would be a terrible thing for a fellow to suggest. Besides, my questions about Miss Freud were simply idle chat. 


She didn’t quite believe him. The triangles of blackness that glowed were the pyramids as sharp as a knife in a brilliant night sky. To underline the central role of the Sphinx, someone – one of the drivers or a guide who slept out here all night – had climbed the paws of the great stone beast and was holding a sodium flare in his hand, so that the wonderful and frightening face of the thing glowed from beneath, more terrifying and more godly than by day. 


This is definitely the way, said Lieutenant Maclean, to see the Sphinx.


She hoped he would not take those great, glowing features dominating the dark as a lofty mandate to reach out and attempt something. They were shoulder to shoulder and that was enough for her. Any closer and her warmth would turn to revulsion. 


Do you know, he said, pointing towards the diminishing radiance of the Sphinx’s features, that there are chaps in our battalion who came here just to see this and not to fight? They’re quite frank about that. Chaps who wanted a trip. I bet they turn up at your hospital pretending to hernias and bad hearts.


Sometimes, she admitted, there’ve been pretend patients. Men pretending tachycardia. You know, irregular heartbeat. Men can mimic tachycardia by sniffing cordite.


A young red-headed medical officer on the wards, Dr Hookes – a general practitioner from the Western District of Victoria, of which he was willing to speak of as the region of the earth which gave all other terrestrial regions any radiance they had – would say, Nurse, go and get the Faraday machine. And to the patient, Your heart needs an electric shock. And Sally would turn away to fetch this dreaded machine. There was such a device, but malingerers did not need to see it wheeled in. They would reassure Dr Hookes that they thought their heart had settled. But one young man – very fresh-faced, perhaps a year from school – came in with a fibrillating heart and died on the bed in mid-sentence. 


I do enjoy your company, Miss Durance, said the lieutenant all at once but not without consideration on his side. 


The statement did not seem to plead for some short-term gain. But why and how could he know enough to like her? They were not much more than walking distance from Mena House, and she felt an urge to excuse herself, dismount the gharry and start off overland. It took her seconds to understand that this would be correctly judged as madness. 


I like spending a bit of time with you, he went on, because you’re not a light-headed girl. 


There was a gush of laughter from the gharry shared by Honora and Lionel. Maclean gestured in that direction. You see what I mean? he asked. 


She was beginning to feel sorry for Maclean’s men. They would have no trouble seeming to agree with him and then probably mocking him rotten in the bars available for non-officers in Cairo. He wasn’t a bad fellow but had not yet recovered from his school-prefect self. He might now have been able to sense that his strict principles were not charming her as he thought they might have been.


I mean, these girls, he said, they’re fine girls. And earnest when it comes down to nursing. They just don’t seem as reliable. 


I’d say my sister was most reliable, she said, boasting despite herself. 


But she has a decent reserve, he said. It seems to me a decent reserve is a family trait of yours.


I hate that word ‘reserve’, she told him, just to rout him further. 


So that was the end of the debate about shyness or reticence or whatever. 


I don’t think I should be hard on our chaps, he said - an attempt to win her back. But what should alarm us a bit and be a salutary lesson is that the men pretty much beaten at Mons are British regulars. Is an Australian militiaman-cum-citizen soldier worth three of such men – as our boast goes? The fellows in the camp think so, but I believe a man is a man, Australian or not. And no question but that our chaps are better types. But not trained, you see, and hating to train. They hate it.


From the hospital roof they look as if they’re training pretty hard, she argued.


Yes. But half of them don’t even think it’s necessary. Just give them a gun and let them loose, they think, and off they’ll go like so many dingo-shooters. 


She could feel his hand reach out for her wrist with particular intensity now. But no vein of fear seemed to throb in it – nor was there any sweat. It was a dry, calm hand. She felt it would be churlish to object. She let it lie there, passive, as long as it did not become part of an argument or consider advancing itself further. 


You see, he said, returning to his theme, I wouldn’t talk that way to one of these other girls. I simply wouldn’t. I certainly wouldn’t voice them to the adjutant or the lieutenant-colonel. So that leaves you, poor girl.


She found herself laughing low. 


Shall we get out and go for a stroll? he asked. The cars are over there.


He helped her down on to the rubbly floor the pyramids grew from. There would have been other couples out there in the half-dark staring at the great shapes as the flare beneath the Sphinx’s chin burned out and left them half-blinded. They all hoped that this place would elevate their evening jaunt in one way or another. But the conversation between her and Lieutenant Maclean dwindled out here – there was too much space for words to make a dent. Soon the nurses and officers transferred to the cars which had followed them, and in a final burst of squeezed-in merriment, they reached the hospital. 


 


All the rumours were of something named the Dardanelles. Staff Nurse Carradine said, It’ll be better than France.


Because in France, everyone knew by Christmas and New Year, there had been that great sacrifice of young men and the near capture of Paris. It developed that the Dardanelles were Turkish and closer to the seat of the Ottoman Empire than Sinai. And although all this evoked ideas of the scimitar and the harem and the torture chamber, these old-fashioned implements and places seemed to make the Turks less accurate and less well-trained shots than the Germans – the malign Huns who had molested Belgian nuns but clearly knew how to string out a battle.


In the mauve dusk Sally and the others sometimes stood on top of the flat roof of Mena House and looked at the battalions marching back out of the desert to their tents, all in good order – ambulances trailing behind as if purely for the experience of it. She watched the light horsemen wheel in fairly modest plumes of dust, and the infantry battalions surge – without effort, as it seemed – over empty spaces. Gradually, distant band music entered the equation. Perhaps only a hundred boys suffering from heat exhaustion had been carried to the hospital for treatment lest their dehydration and core temperature be allowed to affect their brain. 
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