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      These blue woollen pants are so itchy they may as well be made from steel wool. Every step I take scrapes my skin. Bet I break out in a rash. Stupid skin. Stupid over-sensitive, magnet-for-allergies skin.

      It won’t do any good to scratch. But it will feel so good. Quick check, nobody’s watching. If I can time my step right and rub it just like . . . ah!

      We squeeze past another group of men standing in this clay-walled trench, looking like soldiers. They are soldiers. I mean, soldiers from World War One. Pretending to be, at any rate. We’re here for a re-enactment to celebrate the centenary of something called the Battle of the Sum and all I can think about is how much I want to scratch my thigh.

      This re-enactment is all about being authentic, so my horizon blue wool trousers are made of real wool.

      I know!

      Just thinking about how much I itch is making everything else itch. I can’t scratch my head because I have a helmet on and all my crazy ginger hair is smooshed up inside it. That’s right, I’m ginger. Deal with it.

      If I take the helmet off, I’ll never get my hair back in there. Maybe Marianne can help me scratch this itch? Maybe she’s just as itchy? We could scratch each other’s backs. Oh, that spot just between my shoulder blades that I can never reach and which is burning now.

      Marianne’s walking ahead of me, marching along. The trenches are built like a hedge maze, only made of mud instead of . . . hedges I guess. We’re doing this experience together, along with her brother Luc.

      Wow, a whole couple of minutes without thinking about Luc. I swear I am getting better at trying to ignore him.

      The rifle on my shoulder weighs a tonne. If we could just stop walking for a moment I could lean it down here against the wall and stretch out my shoulder.

      Marianne turns back and gives me a look that could be sympathy and says in her gorgeous French accent, ‘We will be in place soon, Ingrid. A bit of running. A bit of mud. Then tomorrow we spend the day at a spa.’

      I’m looking forward to that massage and facial tomorrow as I shift the heavy rifle on my shoulder. Why is this weapon so heavy? Probably made of lead. Probably giving me lead poisoning just by holding it.

      I can’t help it. I’m going to have to sneak another ogle at Luc, who is a few paces ahead of Marianne. Never thought I’d go for the ‘man in uniform’ look but in this case I’ll make an exception. He turns me into a mental case just thinking about him. And I’m supposed to treat him like a brother? Ha!

      It’s my own stupid fault for reading Anna and the French Kiss before I boarded the plane.

      Have I taken my Ritalin this morning?

      Marianne and Luc are my sister and brother while I’m here on exchange. Would I follow my real brother, if I had one, into battle? Hell to the no! I don’t even follow Dad into the mock battles he signs up for back home, when he and his mates bring the Eureka Stockade back to life. He would love this so hard. Can’t wait to tell him all about it.

      I’m no history nerd. I’m simply embracing a cultural experience walking through these genuine trenches from history. History is culture. The best way to learn about culture is to fully embrace it, right? That’s what Luc had said. Or maybe Marianne had said it. OK someone said it and I agreed to it. Luc and Marianne wanted to be here and who am I to be the handbrake?

      I remember learning something about World War One at school. All about the ANZAC spirit and mateship. But that was all about a place called Gallipoli, and I don’t think that’s anywhere around here. I don’t remember learning about this battle we’re doing. Luc said it was one of the biggest and bloodiest messes of the war. They should have taught us that at school, right? Maybe they did and I was looking out the window.

      Why do schools have windows if they don’t want us to look out?

      What was I? Oh yeah. We’re bringing the war back all of it in sanitised detail. A few hundred cosplay geeks in a field.

      Here’s something you don’t learn in a history book: the smell. The clay here is definitely not the same as the stuff I’m used to handling in the school art room. It’s mouldy. Like wet compost and sewage. The sooner I’m out of this trench the better.

      We’ve reached the end of the standing soldiers, there’s a space here so we stop marching and take our positions. Finally, I can rest the rifle and scratch my thigh.

      Bliss!

      ‘Revue!’ a man calls out from further down. He’s a big stretch of a bloke, looks like he’s been ducking under doorways from age twelve. The beacon-red cap on his head makes him the perfect target. Is it authentic? I’ll look it up when we get home. A bright red cap on such a tall man would be suicide in a real war.

      Maybe people weren’t so tall in the olden days?

      He’s talking too fast. Time for my default-confused face and Marianne translates for me. ‘Inspection time, he wants to make sure the guns are not loaded. It’s the only difference between this and the real thing.’

      ‘Keeping it real.’ I can’t help giggling. This is maximum surreal. There was one of those old-time aeroplanes parked in the field when we arrived. It looked like a death trap.

      ‘Shhh.’ Luc looks our way and gives us a frown to share. ‘Be serious.’

      Whenever someone tells me off, I feel a bit sick. I hate being told off. Some days I feel like all I do is get told off. I don’t even need to know the language, the tone is enough.

      Oh man, what is that smell? Are people smoking? Probably authentic nineteen-sixteen cancer sticks judging from the caustic stench. Just one more thing I hadn’t counted on in my exchange visit–so many people in France smoke! LOL! Exploding irony gland, two of the smokers have gas masks hanging around their necks.

      I can’t help shaking my head at a stray thought. Mum gave me ‘the talk’ before I left home for France. Home for me is Melbourne, Australia. I should miss it more. I really should. Top of my parents’ fears for me coming here were horny French boys. That went double for my host family. ‘No matter how good-looking he is, you must treat Luc like a brother,’ Mum had told me. They also made me to promise not to smoke. The first of their fears has taken care of itself; Luc isn’t the slightest bit interested in me. The smokers on the other hand are impossible to avoid. What do they put in those reekful cigarettes? Tarmac?

      The officer in his distinctive red cap inspects Luc’s weapon, then inserts a rubber bayonet on the tip.

      ‘How come you’re allowed to have a fake blade and we’re not allowed to wear jeans?’ Jeans are my new idea of freedom. Has anyone noticed me scratching about? If I move my knee this way just a little . . . ah, so much better.

      Luc rolls his eyes. So help me, I can’t help noticing how they glint gold and green in the sunlight. He and Marianne have the same sort of eyes and dusty brown hair. Not usually the combination I go for. I love the Henry Cavill super dark hair and blue eyes, but there’s something about Luc that makes my brain stammer.

      ‘We are trying to be as authentic as possible,’ Luc says. ‘You cannot wear denim because the soldiers didn’t.’ Then Luc translates the exchange for the ‘red cap’.

      Authentic with a fair whack of fudging. Marianne and I both have long hair, but we’ve twisted it under our helmets to make us look more like boys. Swear to God, I am the least convincing boy in the universe judging by how tightly these pants fit across my very girly round arse. ‘Are we getting fleas next?’

      Luc and the officer glare at me. There’s that twist of guilt in my stomach. Why can’t I keep my mouth shut?

      The officer barks more orders in French and for the life of me I have no idea what he says. Time to hand over the Get Out Of Jail Free card.

      ‘Je suis Australien.’ I never tell anyone I’m British. Not that I’m lying when I say I’m Australian. I was born in Melbourne, so I’m totally Aussie. But Dad’s from Caerphilly and Mum’s from Bristol, so I could go either way. But it’s always better to say you’re Australian when you’re in France. Smoothes things over. Which is totally dumb because the French and the Brits were on the same side in both world wars.

      I know!

      ‘Merveilleux!’ Red-cap-man gives me a smile and launches into a speech I don’t have a hope of understanding. He thumps me on the shoulder and says in English, ‘Enjoy your history,’ before moving on to the next group of soldiers.

      ‘What did he say?’

      Luc gives me his fresh-out-of-braces grin, which gives me more of those not-very-sisterly thoughts. ‘He said his grandfather met many Australian soldiers. They were the bravest men on earth, next to us, of course. Now get ready, we go over the top in a few minutes. Don’t be scared, I’ll take care of you.’

      I must remember Luc is my brother. I must remember Luc is my brother.

      Oh wow, look at those birds. They're flying in ‘V’ formation, mimicking the bombers that will fill the skies in the war after this one.

      I don’t think I did take my Ritalin.

      So many Australians died in that war too, the one they made all the movies about.

      Every time the sun comes out behind the clouds, it burns my head. The helmet conducts so much heat. Might not do much running after all. Might have a sip of water and take it easy. Ugh! The water is tainted. As much as I want the complete nineteen-sixteen soldier experience, a case of gastro is not on my list.

      ‘So, how do I fire this thing?’ I turn to Luc for instruction. He might show me how to hold it, maybe wrap his arms around my shoulders to demonstrate. Maybe a reprise of that moment a few days after I arrived when he suggested we use ‘tu’ instead of ‘vous’ and he looked at me so sweetly I could hardly breathe.

      LOL, siblings. Luke and Leia much?

      No such luck. Luc smiles but stands his ground. ‘It does not matter. You will not be firing it. Go one hundred meters and fall down. Play dead. The field ambulance will come and get you.’ Just as a brother might explain to his sister.

      Mum has nothing to worry about on the randy French boys front.

      ‘Isn’t this exciting?’ Marianne says, ‘Much better than learning from a book.’

      ‘Yes and no. It’s mad exciting. But my feet are killing me. These pants are so itchy. Goddammit it’s driving me nuts.’

      Luc gives me an unreadable look.

      Something lurches in my belly.

      A booming voice yells out something in French. Everyone around me stands to attention. Troops stomp down the trenches carrying wooden ladders that reach all the way to the top of the mud and timber walls. So that’s how we’re getting out!

      Shrill whistles fill the air and bounce inside my head. Luc grabs the ladder and scrambles to the top, roaring a war cry.

      Everyone is yelling and hollering. It’s contagious. Marianne gives me a salute and follows her brother. Her high-pitched girlie squeal is so out of place with all the deep male voices.

      My turn now. I grab the ladder and immediately get a splinter. Pulling my hand back and sucking on it, a sweet, rusty taste fills my mouth.

      A taste for blood.

      I’m a soldier!

      With a primal scream coming all the way from my boots, I scale the ladder and leap out onto the field. The sun is shining something glorious.

      The ground is lumpy, my knees and ankles beg for mercy already. Oh great, my hair has come loose and the plait is thumping against my shoulders. No time to fix it, I’ll keep running.

      Jogging, really.

      In fact I might walk now because I’m puffed already and my tired legs have turned to wood.

      The sound of men baying for blood fills my ears. Over to one side, a whole group of them have fallen down dead in unison. They make it look so believable.

      ‘Death to the enemy!’ Reckless enthusiasm fills me and I break into a jog again. Not enough to catch up with Luc and Marianne who are out in front. Nope, I have to walk again because I’m getting a cramp. Might play dead in a minute just so I can get my breath back. I am so not fit.

      Shlock! My foot lands on soft ground and I overbalance. Don’t you hate that feeling like you’re falling over? You’ve got a pico-second to get your balance back or you’re in for a world of pain.

      Why is it raining now? The sun was out a moment ago. Huh, I guess Melbourne isn’t the only place with four seasons in one day.

      Luc and Marianne turn around, confusion all over their faces. They jog back to me but they’re moving in slow-time.

      ‘Did you feel that?’ Luc asks.

      I have no idea what he means. Chunks of mud and clay are flying everywhere.

      What is that reverberating noise? It’s a what? Someone is flying that plane? How did they even get it off the ground?

      Soldiers’ screams are louder. Coldness seeps through me. Rain hammers wet bullets onto my head. Dank mud and decay burns my nostrils.

      ‘We’re going back,’ Marianne says. ‘We can start again when the weather clears.’

      Luc and Marianne step closer to me. That plane comes in low overhead and we throw ourselves to the ground in panic.

      A blink later they’re gone.

      The world falls away.

      Sharp burning pain rips through my leg. A guttural scream leaps out my throat. I’m too scared to look at my leg in case I’ve done something stupid. It feels broken but I haven’t even moved.

      Why am I falling?

      Face-first into mud. The uniform is probably ruined but I don’t care. The smell is so gag-worthy, I have to breathe through my mouth.

      Don’t look at your leg. Don’t look at your leg.

      Stupid twit, I look at my leg and can’t breathe for the shock of it. Cherry red blood oozes over my calf. The wool pants unravel at the wound site, revealing an ugly, ripped gash across my skin. It’s so painful I wish I could pass out, but I’m so cold and shivery I’m wide-awake. And the smell. Did I mention the smell?

      The dumbest thing I could do right now? Get a closer look at it. Oh man, my leg is a mess!

      There’s barbed wire all over the ground around me. I didn’t notice it before. Normally I can’t help seeing everything all the time. Stupid wire. I must have gotten tangled in it or something. But the wound doesn’t match the kind of jagged injury wire would cause. The mess on my leg is broad and flat and hurts like hell.

      Is it a bullet wound? We’re not supposed to be armed!

      It’s all feeling far too real. Cold muddy water soaks the uniform and seeps into my skin. My next stupid move is to splash the water over the wound. I just want to get a better look at it, OK?

      Seriously bad idea. It stings like a bitch.

      Ratatatatatatatatat! Headsplitting gunfire peppers the air. It sounds so real. Is it from the plane overhead?

      Someone is screaming.

      Like a mole, I bury myself into the mud. I’m flicking mud over my hair to hide it. I’ll put up with the stink if it means I survive. Shivers stab my skin. A chill in my back, a frozen ache in my jaw. Cold head, cold arms, cold tummy. Except for the white-hot pain in my leg, I’m chilled all over. My only hope is to embrace the mud. If some nutjob out there has real ammo, I’m staying buried forever. Rain keeps falling, plastering the pants onto my skin. Sick misery spreads out from my belly. Mud leeches into my pores.

      How the hell am I going to explain this to Mum and Dad?
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      Bullets whiz and crack like fireworks. I’m staying lower than a worm. All around is the sound of people running then falling down hard. Moans carry on the wind. Someone collapses beside me and coats me with a new spray of mud.

      Mud gushes out from this man’s back. Oh God, It’s not mud, it’s blood. When he tries to breathe he makes gargled, bubbly noises. He’s drowning on land.

      It could so easily be me.

      Or Luc.

      Or Marianne. Yes, I should think of her too.

      Nobody is stopping the idiot with the gun. It’s not my heartbeat making all that noise. It’s machine guns. Loads of them.

      ‘Get down! The guns are loaded!’ I scream out to anyone who will listen, hoping Luc and Marianne made it back to the trench before the world turned mad.

      Why are there so many soldiers still marching around? They keep moving forward in formation. And they keep falling. Not like the way I thought they would. In the movies, they’re all limbs arching in a graceful dance before falling in dramatic shapes. No. These men march forward then simply crumple mid-stride with a sickening sound of smashing bones and ripping flesh. Some of them try to get up, full of twitching and uncontrolled movements, only to fall again. And to think my parents thought France would be safer than America because of the campus killing sprees.

      Another soldier falls into my crater splashing us both with mud.

      How the hell do I get out of here?

      He’s whimpering. So I guess that means he’s not dead, right?

      ‘Are you OK?’ I whisper to him.

      He only sniffles; says something I can’t understand. More crying-sniffles follow. He looks hungry-skinny, and his hair is greasy and stuck together. That could be from the rain pelting us, rather than not washing, I guess.

      ‘Stay down low with me, we’ll be OK.’ If he doesn’t get my words, I’m hoping he at least gets the ‘I’m shitscared too’ tone of my voice.

      He mutters something like, ‘lash’ and says it over and over. With the crying. Poor bastard.

      After what feels like an eternity, whistles blow in the air. The gunfire stops.

      How long will it last?

      Somebody grabs me by the foot. I’m screaming and kicking at their hands. ‘No, you can’t take me!’

      It’s two men, one has me by the legs, another has me under the armpits and they’re carrying me. They are saying something in French and taking me away from the battlefield.

      Oh thank God. They’re rescuing me! That must mean someone has stopped the gunman for good. Relief has me sagging. Wait, the other guy in the mud pit. I fight the rescuers off and stagger-crawl back to the crying man in the crater and drag him out too. Then the four of us make a zig-zaggy run through the mud and barbed wire to safety.

      We’re back in a trench, I look about but can’t recognise any faces. It’s full of hipsters; we have reached maximum moustache. Was there another group of cosplayers next to ours maybe? These guys look even more authentic, what with the shaggy hair and mud all over them.

      And the overripe smell of deodorant dodgers.

      Since when were the walls around here so flimsy? They’re ready to fall down with the next puff of wind. Chunks of broken timber stick out of the walls like shrapnel.

      ‘Did you get him, the gunman?’

      A sea of furrows, creased in confusion, look at me.

      ‘Je suis Australien.’ It’s worth a shot.

      ‘Merde!’

      I know that one.

      ‘Where is Luc?’ Nobody wants to understand me. ‘Luc Durand? Marianne Durand?’

      ‘Elle est une fille!’

      I know that one too. ‘Of course I’m a girl! Where are my friends?’

      A whistling sound fills the air. In the time it takes me to think how much it sounds like a bomb, there’s a sickening bang somewhere up in the mud. The ground shakes. The air fills with clods of earth and bits of . . . Oh God, is that someone’s hand?

      A soldier runs screaming towards us. ‘Grenade! Allons-y!’

      Lots of things happen at once. Someone grabs blankets and runs back down the trench. Two others grab me under the armpits and run off with me in the other direction.

      A deafening boom takes out my ears and my stomach falls through the floor.
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      I wake with a headache the size of Uluru and a blisteringly sore leg. This is an eerily quiet, cold room with creamy coloured walls made from stone. One high window lets a shaft of light in. A man on a crucifix is on the wall. He’s staring at me.

      Thorns in his forehead, blood on his hands and feet.

      Bed is a hessian sack stretched across pieces of wood. The kind of thing Scouts make on camping weekends. Blinding pain smacks me inside the head when I try and sit up. Best to I lie down again. Muddy knots of hair stick into the back of my scalp. My stomach blurgles in hunger, the noise bouncing off the walls.

      ‘Water.’ My voice is husky.

      Nuns. Three real, honest-to-God nuns wearing serious looking habits come in to the room and lean over me. I’m so not used to seeing Nuns. And they came in so quickly, like they must have been just outside, waiting for me to wake up. One of them pours me a drink into a really small glass and I wobble up onto one elbow to take it. Most of the water gets in my mouth. That’s good, right?

      Shifting positions in bed, fresh pain bursts through my leg. I remember the battlefield. The people falling down dead around me. The noise. The panic. The smell.

      The nuns look so young and serene with thin, pale faces. They have no smell, which makes for a nice change. I haven’t seen nuns since the time my art class back home visited that big church with the stained glass windows. There were nuns there that day, but they were little old prunes, not vibrant young women like the ones standing over me.

      The shocks keep coming when one of them speaks and I understand every word. That blow to my head must have shaken something loose.

      ‘Holy sh–I mean, awesome, I can understand you!’ In my condition, I’m not making sense.

      As one, the three sisters make a cross-motion over their chests. I cringe. Not a great start.

      ‘You speak The Regent’s English?’ One of them says.

      I don’t know who the regent is, but it’s English so I’m happy. And their English sounds better than mine, so we won’t have to resort to sign language and Speaking. Really. Slowly. ‘Yeah, I’m Australian. Sorry about swearing. Um, can I speak to Marianne and Luc?’ See, I put Marianne first. For once. Luc’s smiling face appears in my mind with a stab of regret. For no good reason either. He’s barely paid me any attention since I arrived in France but I can’t help liking him. I’m not even sure why. Is it because we’re living together, or am I the kind of girl who velcro-bonds with the first boy who looks her way?

      ‘They are not here,’ one of the nuns says.

      Not here because they are safe, or not here because . . . ? Dread clamps my heart. I can’t stop thinking Luc and Marianne might be dead.

      ‘I am Sister Augustine, this is Sister Paul and Sister Benedict.’ The main nun says. ‘Why were you disguised as a soldier?’

      Aside from the fact they’re speaking English and we’re in France (where I always thought they hated the English), why do these women have boys’ names?

      I want to ask about Marianne and Luc, but the look on the nuns’ faces compels me to answer their question. ‘The clothes? Long story. They wanted it all to look real y’know? It was part of the anniversary or something, so . . . Look, can you tell me if Luc and Marianne are OK? Someone started firing real bullets out on the battlefield and . . . hang on a minute, this is a hospital isn’t it?’ It doesn’t look like any hospital I’ve ever seen. For a start, where are all the drips and beeping machines and gadgets? Everyone in hospital on TV has an oxygen tube under their nose. Speaking of TV, shouldn’t there be one on the wall?

      Do they know what medicine I should be on?

      The nuns exchange glances before Sister Augustine speaks again. ‘Every ward is full of men. It would not be decent for a maiden like yourself to be in there with them.’

      A maiden? Who talks like that? My brain snags on an earlier phrase. ‘Every ward? Jesus how many did the shooter get?’

      Judging by the fresh exchange of confused looks and crossing motions, I’m not making myself very well understood. And yet we’re both speaking the same language.

      Go figure!

      A bell tinkles in the distance. Sister Paul and Sister Benedict leave while Sister Augustine puts her palm to my forehead. A stern expression comes over her. ‘What is your name, child, and how old are you?’

      'Ingrid Calloway. I’m almost sixteen and I’m from Melbourne, Australia.’

      Not a flicker of interest shows. ‘Indeed? You have come a long way. Why do you dress as a man? A battlefield is no place for a maiden such as yourself.’

      Finger-combing my hair, I catch a knuckle on a tangle. I pull my hand away and it’s covered in nasty white powder.

      The nun is displeased. ‘All patients are treated for lice on admission. We run a clean hospital here.’

      That’s taking authenticity to a whole new level! ‘It was just a re-enactment and stuff. It was supposed to be good fun. Learning about history.’

      The nun turns on the disappointment and slam! I’m feeling the guilt even though I’m not Catholic.

      ‘Stop pretending. I believe you are a spy. Has the Boche run out of men that they must use girls for such hideous work?’

      ‘A spy? What? I’m from Australia, not Austria!’ So many people get them confused. Americans mostly. High time I got out of here. ‘My leg feels so much better.’ It’s a lie, but worth a shot, ‘If you could just bring me my bag, it’s got my phone in it. I’ll call my parents and let them know I’m OK. It must be all over the news by now. They’ll be freaking out.’ My fingers are twitching from my need to tweet.

      Sister Augustine draws a long breath and looks as if she might be saying a silent prayer or ten. ‘You were brought in as you are. You have no belongings. Despite your circumstances, we will not hand you over to the authorities for they would surely send you to the firing squad. We are children of God. We do not kill our fellow man or woman. You will stay here and work in the kitchen gardens until this horrible war is ended.’ A smirk comes over Sister Augustine’s face, ‘One more thing. You are not a very good spy. With your fiery hair, you stand out too much.’

      ‘Thanks . . .’ I think. The pounding in my head begins again. Are the nuns part of the re-enactment, perhaps? In which case she’s taking her role far too seriously. ‘If you could tell me where the phone is that would be awesome. I feel fine now. I can get up and everything.’

      To prove my point, I sit up and dangle my feet over the side of the bed. The pain is still there. My hair falls about my face and smells like dirt. Probably because it is full of dirt. And that white powder. I breathe hard and stand on my leg. It burns with pain but . . . I think this is doable.

      ‘Whoa, where are my clothes?’ They’ve got me in some kind of nightgowny sack.

      ‘It is not decent for a maiden to wear men’s clothes. We have supplied you with garments donated from the parish.’

      ‘Ri-i-ght.’

      Sister Augustine walks out and I use the private time to try walking on my bad leg. They’ve bandaged it so I can’t see how it looks. When Sister comes back in, I’m walking up and down and each step feels worse yet better. It must have been a graze. Those ones that don’t go deep but really, really hurt. Like that time I fell off my bike and skinned my hands. Took hours to pick the dirt and stones out of it.

      The stack of folded clothes Sister gives me includes a long skirt and a stuffy button-up shirt. The bra looks like a strange tank-top with straps. Hilariously, the full-coverage underpants tie up at the sides with string. Sexy times!

      Goosebumps spread over my skin so I dress quickly to combat the seeping chill. ‘All done. Can you show me where the phone is?’

      ‘Do you mean the telephone?’

      My head thinks, ‘well, duh!’ but I hold it back and try a polite, ‘Yes, thank you’.

      Your parents are connected to the telephone?’ Sister looks confused.

      ‘Of course.’

      Another strange look; another swirl of guilt in my belly. Why am I always getting into trouble for stuff I don’t even do?

      The guilt-sick gets worse when the nun leads me to a draughty room. On the wall is one of those classical paintings of a young girl with dark hair, combed flat against her head with lots of curls around her ears. She’s wearing a white dress that looks like a shiny meringue. Underneath it, the words, ‘The Regent Victoria’ are etched onto a gold plaque. She reminds me of the actress in that young Queen Victoria movie I saw. Was she ruler of France as well? Maybe they’ve just shoved the picture on the wall because it looks old?

      On a side table is a thin metal object with cone-shaped bits attached to it. It’s all joined together with a thick cable. ‘That’s the phone?’ My leg is aching from the short walk so the words come out ruder than they should.

      ‘Of course. We are becoming a modern convent. We had the telephone machine installed at the outbreak of the war. The doctor lets us know when we have more wounded soldiers coming.’

      Outbreak of the war? Which one, the Napoleonic? ‘It belongs in a museum!’ It doesn’t even have any numbers on it for dialling out. ‘How does it work?’

      ‘You lift the receiver and wait for the operator to answer. Then you tell her the name of the person you’re calling.’

      ‘Ri-i-ght.’ For a second I wonder if the nun is playing a practical joke on me. I pick up the part of the phone that looks like a salt-shaker and hold it to my ear. There’s no dial tone. Sister flicks the lever a few times. An operator’s scratchy voice comes down the line. I give her my number in Melbourne and emphasize it’s in Australia, not Austria.

      The operator shouts at me. ‘This is an important line. It is for emergencies only! Do not make stupid jokes when men are dying!’

      Luc and Marianne. Are they dying?

      ‘I’m not joking. I’m trying to let my parents know I’m OK because they’ll be watching the news and freaking out about the shooting today.’

      Click. The operator hangs up.

      I can’t even. Tears blob through my vision and I drop the phone. ‘What the hell is going on?’ Behind my ribs, my heart is hammering. It hurts to breathe. A strange fuzzy feeling spreads over my skin. I’m going to pass out. Only then do I remember I’ve sworn at a nun and it all becomes too much. ‘I want my Mum!’

      ‘Hush child, you have been foolish, but you have learned your lesson. Espionage is no game for children.’

      ‘But I haven’t done anything wrong!’ Why is the nun being so stupid? ‘Can you please try the phone again and tell the operator to put me through to my parents in Melbourne?’

      The nun puts her hand on my forehead and makes a tisking sound. ‘I will see what can be done about sending a telegram. Give me your parents’ name and address.’

      Fog swallows me. ‘What’s a telegram?’

      One of the nuns I met earlier walks into the telephone room. ‘Sister Augustine, we have a visitor at the main gate, a young man looking for his cousin. I believe he means this girl.’

      ‘He’s alive?’

      Heat races up my neck. I hope he has Marianne with him. See, I can think of her. Sometimes.
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      Orange and red clouds streak the sky. So disorienting, it should be mid-afternoon but it’s way later. The nuns walk beside me to the main gate. There’s Luc, standing in his mud-spattered army uniform. When he smiles at me, I’m lighter on my feet. Even my leg doesn’t ache as much.

      Shock the first: He grabs me by the shoulders. He’s so close his irises dilate. Shock the second: He kisses me on both cheeks and squishes me in a bear hug. He says something like, ‘You are safe!’ but my brain’s already shut down.

      So much has happened so fast I can’t even process it. I don’t get how Luc can be so nice to me right now when the rest of the time he ignores me.

      We’re still in the hug when I remember the third member of the family. ‘Where’s Mari? Is she . . ?’ I don’t want to finish the sentence. And another thing. How long do I keep this hug going for? It’s the most lovely, warm hug, but if I hang on while he lets go, that’s going to be all kinds of awkward. He also smells of sweat and dirt. It’s not offensive or anything, but if he smells, I must be on the nose too. Especially with that nit powder in my hair.

      ‘Mari is waiting for us,’ he whispers, his grip loosening.

      That’s my cue to let go. What do I do with my hands now? Oh look, the skirt the nuns gave me has pockets. Embarrassment makes me talk too much. ‘I haven’t been able to call my Mum yet. Do your parents know we’re OK? It must be all over the news. As soon as we can get to an internet cafe I can let them know I’m all in one piece.’ My friends back home will be having meltdowns for sure.

      Luc leans in close, puts his mouth to my ear and for a second I’m hoping he’s going to kiss me again. His voice is low. ‘We have to get out of here. Right now.’

      The distant rumble of something rolls through the air. Sick dread spreads out from my belly like ripples in a pond.

      Luc pulls away from me and turns to the nuns. ‘Thank you for looking after my cousin, holy sisters.’ He presses his hands together in prayer and thanks. ‘She has not been at all well. Our home suffered a direct hit from the Boche and she hasn’t been the same since. Three times now she has dressed as a soldier and followed me to the trenches. I have been granted leave to take her to an institution.’

      An institution? The insulting little . . . So much for thinking he might like me.

      ‘My family thanks you for taking such good care of her.’ Luc’s hand grabs my wrist. With a swift tug, he marches me towards the street. The touch of his skin should be sending warm flurries through me, if it wasn’t so harsh and grabby.

      ‘Close the gate!’ Sister Benedict orders.

      ‘Run!’ Luc yells. With a sudden jerk, he yanks me with him. Each step burns my bad leg but I keep pace, desperate to stay with him. Pain stabs my chest. The gates are half closed. Luc grabs the iron railing and hauls it back, sending a nun sprawling.

      Whacking a nun is seriously bad karma but there’s no time to stop and think. Just run. Run down the cobblestone streets, around the corner, down a laneway. Ignore the burning in my leg. The pain in my chest. Just run.

      Oh, look! A butterfly!

      ‘Come on!’ Luc growls.

      And another thing. Cobblestones are mental! I’m going to break my ankle running on these stupid things. When I think I can’t take one more step, Luc pulls up. I’m so thirsty it hurts to swallow.
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