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        Chapter 1
      

         

         HE SAW HER for the first time since returning from the war out on Cartwright’s Track. He’d hitched a lift home with Nat Fish. She was walking. He didn’t get Trout to stop for her because she was almost home but he waved, and she waved back. She was two years older since he’d last seen her, and her fair hair was longer, and in her green summer dress she seemed more a full-grown woman. They were friends, he and Beth, if friendship were applied in a broad way. He had always chatted with her down at the Almond Tree shops, where she’d run a stall each week selling donated odds and ends—jams, teddy bears, potted plants—to help support the strugglers of the town. The commitment to charity must have come down to her from her mum, Lillian, who knitted jumpers for pensioners. It didn’t show up in her other daughters. Gus and Maud, both older than Beth, were more devoted to marathon arguments with their husbands and Franny, the second youngest, to marathon flirtation.

         Wes had admired Beth for her kindness. As one of the small Almond Tree community of Quakers, he saw in her far less self-absorption than among his brethren in the faith. She considered herself a Marxist—she’d told him before he went away to war.

         ‘Are you, then?’

         ‘Well, not officially. You don’t get a placard or anything. But Di Porter’s been coaching me.’

         ‘Di from the high school?’

         ‘She used to be. Now she writes to me from the city.’

         She said this in an embarrassed way, as if it might seem a type of boast for a young woman from a country town to claim membership of a cadre in a massive worldwide movement. All the same, as shy as she was about it, she didn’t make a secret of her Marxism: that would be a betrayal of convictions. She was ridiculed, as she knew she would be. But not by Wes.

         Now, when Beth waved to him she smiled, and the smile roused something in him he’d never experienced before: attraction to a woman. It was as if, by bits and pieces, certain vital components had been patiently accumulating in his heart, waiting their opportunity to be connected.

         The smile; its welcoming quality: a bolt. 

         
             

         

         What next? A shower and shave; clean shirt and trousers; give your boots a bit of a birthday. Go and see the young woman in question, show that you like her. Hope that she also likes you. All going well, maybe the pictures. Or bonfire night, which was tomorrow. Beth might enjoy coming to the bonfire night with him.

         He called in the next day at the Hardy farm off Cartwright Track with a bunch of beach daisies and tinsel lilies. Hardy ran a dairy herd of three hundred with a contract down the rail line that gave him the money he needed to extend his shack north, south, east and west for his four daughters. Gus and Maud, being older, had been given boys’ work and roared about the farm on old Nortons from the age of ten and eleven, doing tasks they kept up after they married, shouting at the Ayrshires and whistling up the dogs. Hardy ran sheep as well, a thousand, and bred angora rabbits galore, the special province of Franny, second youngest to Beth.

         Wes was directed down to the paddock of granite outcrops where Hardy was looking for a headstone. The grave he intended to mark was not for a human but for a horse called Kildare which had given up the ghost after a legendary life that included two Almond Tree Cups and a swim of a mile across Scullin Reservoir. Other horses had died over the years; they were picked up by Denny Christian from the abattoir and on-sold to a pet food factory off the highway at Maccleworth. Only Killy merited a burial.

         Wes found Hardy at work with a set of cold chisels and a mason’s hammer, attempting to knock a chunk off a boulder the size of an elephant. Wes, like most Quaker males, had been trained in masonry and carpentry and, although not yet a master like his father, knew what to do with a cold chisel. He handed Hardy the tinsel lilies and daisies and had a block free of the boulder in ten minutes.

         Hardy gave the bouquet a shake. ‘What am I supposed to do with these?’

         ‘For Beth.’

         ‘What’s Beth supposed to do with them?’

         Wes lifted his shoulders. ‘Stick them in a vase.’

         Hardy nodded. ‘She’ll be reading,’ he said. ‘The collected works of Red Joe Stalin. Can try the flowers if you like. This is courtship, is it? Romance?’

         ‘That sort of thing.’

         Hardy handed Wes the bouquet and picked up his tools. ‘Stay for a cuppa? Then you can try your luck with the professor.’

         Bob Hardy wished Wes all the luck in the world. Of all his daughters, he loved Beth the most, and while he admired her intellect, hated the idea of losing her to the university in the city. He wished she would see in Wes the makings of a decent sort of husband. The army was over for him, nothing to impede him settling down. As Bob knew from chatting with Wes’s father Marcus at the shopping centre, he’d come back from the islands with bullet holes in his shoulder and left thigh, now healed, and a medical discharge issued by a surgeon who’d judged he’d never walk again. Twenty-one, tall and cheerful, he’d started to build a place of his own on a patch he’d purchased from Neddy Gosling above the high-water mark of the river. Strolling back to the house with Wes, Bob imagined Beth giving up university, marrying Wes, raising three or four kids.

         But that was nonsense. She wouldn’t be marrying anyone. Could he blame her? Maud and Gus lived with their husbands under the vastly extended Hardy roof and nothing in their domestic habits acted as an enticement to marriage. All the luck in the world, but he had to concede that he was going to lose his daughter to the university. And to politics, of course.

         Fetched from a region of the indoors, Beth appeared in the kitchen doorway dressed in what would normally adorn a scarecrow of the fields—a faded brown twill shirt left unbuttoned at the cuffs, and a bunchy blue woollen skirt. Wes stood to show courtesy but Bob gestured for him to sit down.

         ‘Wes! How lovely to see you.’ And a smile full of warmth.

         ‘What are the flowers for?’

         ‘You.’

         ‘Me? Why?’

         ‘Friendly gesture.’ 

         Beth chuckled, not quite at Wes’s expense. ‘Wes, were you going to ask me out? You were, weren’t you?’

         ‘Thought you might like to come to the bonfire tonight, Beth.’

         ‘You and me?’

         Beth’s mum had just put down a pot of tea on the table, cups and saucers, sugar and a jug of milk. And some shortbread biscuits. She was humming the wedding march from Parsifal, satirically.

         ‘Mum, could you put these flowers somewhere? In a vase.’

         Beth waited until Wes had taken a few sips of tea before enclosing one of his hands in both of hers. ‘Wes, you’re a lovely man, but I’m going to university in the city. I’d barely see you. And in all honesty, I don’t want a boyfriend. I have politics. The Eureka Youth League takes up all of my spare hours. Do you see? You’d be wasting your time.’

         ‘This is going well,’ said Lillian.

         Bob Hardy, leaning against the wall, was looking at his feet, shaking his head.

         ‘And in any case, Wes, I never go to bonfire night. It’s to celebrate the torture of a human being with fire. It gives me the creeps.’

         Bob Hardy allowed a snort of laughter to escape.

         ‘Hadn’t thought of it that way,’ said Wes, rubbing the back of his head. His dark curls had returned after his army haircut. 

         ‘Well, you might. As a Quaker. Does that sound pompous? Sorry.’

         Wes plunged in again. ‘Your dad here says you’ve been reading.’

         ‘Nothing escapes Dad’s attention.’

         ‘The Life and Times of Red Joe Stalin,’ said Bob Hardy. ‘That’d be right, professor? She says that Red Joe clobbered the Germans on behalf of the working man.’

         ‘Dad, I said nothing of the sort. I simply said that if the Soviet Union hadn’t defeated the Germans, the Allies would have lost the war. Just common knowledge.’

         ‘Want to make your way with the professor, Wesley, better get yourself a big red flag.’

         Beth said: ‘Dad, give me a break. You don’t have to find fault with everything I say.’

         Franny called from outdoors: ‘Casey, you mongrel! Let it go!’ Lillian raced to the back door.

         ‘Just be Casey with a rabbit,’ said Bob Hardy. ‘Get out of their hutch, the buggers. Want to persist with my lovely daughter, Wesley? No shame in backing off.’

         Wes nodded and took a last sip of his tea. ‘No, Bob. Beth has been clear.’

         Beth said: ‘I’m sorry I disappointed you, Wes. I truly am.’

         As Wes stood, he glimpsed through the window above the kitchen sink Franny, long hair flowing, in pursuit of a dog with a huge white bundle of rabbit between its jaws. Behind Franny came Lillian.

      

   


   
      
         

             Chapter 2

         

         THE CUNNINGHAMS were one of three families of Quakers in the Almond Tree shire, all neighbours on the stretch of country that ran down from the hills to the river west of Chinese Town. They were known, the Quakers, more for painstaking carpentry and care of the land than for their peculiar doctrines. Their fences were split rail instead of barbed wire, each joint fitting perfectly, the posts fashioned into hexagons with an adze and sanded as smooth as a table surface. The three homesteads were clad in hand-cut lengths of ash weatherboard. The roofs had higher gables than any other dwellings in the shire, meant to accommodate an attic space, and were shingled in oblongs of red gum cut and sanded as if prizes were being awarded for regularity of shape. The Quakers were orchardists. Bing cherries and apple varieties. The rows of trees ran as straight as if drawn with a T-square from the pasture hills to the highway, screened by big, branchy cypresses. The fruit the Quakers produced was superior to any other harvest in the valley, and its abundance as great as a biblical prophecy. Other orchardists in the valley, some of them, had adopted a theory first proposed by Mick Coverdale who grew cider Gravensteins on the old flood plain past Rubicon.

         ‘Quaker spells,’ said Mick. ‘From the Egyptians.’

         
             

         

         The Quakers called themselves the Society of Friends but were happy to go by the more common label. They had come to Almond Tree in 1880 from Tasmania, where there were plenty of Friends, to establish a presence in central Victoria, where there were few. It was the 1880 contingent that had built the houses with shingled roofs and planted the apples and cherries. It was not the custom of the Almond Tree Quakers to go about converting Catholics and Anglicans and atheists to their austere faith, and the three families—Cunninghams, Trents and Farebrothers—had never become four, or more. They held their meetings in their homes, except for the London Annual Meeting, as it was known, held not in London but in Melbourne. They steered clear of local politics, did not run for shire office, but in 1916 George Fox Farebrother spoke at the Mechanics Hall during a debate on conscription. He said that the Society of Friends opposed violence as a means of settling disputes in all places, at all times. This whole non-violence business came as a surprise to most of those in the hall—a big crowd—and was taken as an insult to the many Australian volunteers who had died at Gallipoli and in France and Belgium. George Farebrother endured the shouts of ‘Shame!’ and ‘Mongrel!’ in stoic silence before finishing with, ‘That’s all I have to say.’

         In the end, the Friends families were not especially doctrinaire. Four Almond Hill Quakers volunteered for non-combatant roles in the Great War without causing much of a fuss, and two of the Trent girls served as nurses in France. And the Cunninghams gave their blessing to Wes when he took on a non-combatant role in the 6th Division, bearing the wounded away from the battle at Wewak in New Guinea. It was a Japanese POW with an uncompromising sense of duty who had shot Wes in the hospital of a holding camp—a Webley pistol, wrested from an officer—as well as a nurse. The Quakers had prayed for the Japanese soldier on the day he was hanged—as they thought. The soldier had been executed by firing squad several weeks before prayers began.

         
             

         

         Wes had returned to Almond Tree with a fixed plan to marry, raise children and avoid battlefields. If a man fell out of an apple tree and broke his neck, rotten luck. But a man’s flesh ploughed open by a 58 mm Arisaka cartridge was a disaster. When he’d waved to Beth a few days back, he’d thought: ‘Oh, that’s Beth Hardy, all grown up.’ He should see if he could meet up with her again. He had more to discuss with her after the war. There was Charlotte Brontë, many others. Recovering in hospital at Moresby, he’d been given the job of military censor, something he could handle on his back. A big canvas bag of books had been sent to the troops by a charity in Melbourne. Wes was to assess a share of the books for any possible pro-Japanese sentiment before they were made available to the patients; classic novels, Lone Star westerns. Wes’s home schooling under Mrs Farebrother hadn’t exposed him to the classics, but he read them with enthusiasm. When he took his bouquet to Beth Hardy, he thought that famous books might give the two of them something lively to talk about. Thought, perhaps twice, and fleetingly, of Beth Hardy’s brow deeply engaged by something by a Brontë sister.

         He was influenced by Beth’s criticism of bonfire night and stayed home until seven in the evening. But in the end the habit of years prevailed and he dragged some old timbers and a farm gate that the termites had made a mess of to the site of the bonfire on Paddock Reserve.

         Three weeks from summer and it was barely dusk at seven-fifteen. The bonfire wouldn’t be lit until seven-thirty, but fireworks were already exploding over Paddock Reserve, the red tissue paper the tom thumbs came wrapped in lay scattered everywhere. Half of the families of Almond Tree had been attracted to the bonfire, some thousands, all those with kids, and more families arriving at the same time as Wes. Like Wes, they hauled fuel for the bonfire, items of ruined furniture, garden waste, piles of newspapers, an ancient single-bed horsehair mattress, a tall wooden wardrobe with its two mirrors intact reflecting the Southern Cross. At its base, the bonfire covered the space of a smallish dwelling, tapering as it reached up into the evening sky. Wes had arrived to add his timber to the heap just as Ern Masters from the fire brigade was scaling a ladder to attach the guy to the top. The guy was a stuffed figure representing General Hideki Tojo with a yellow face, a black moustache and round spectacles. The crowd pressed in as Ern tied the general to the tall stake around which the bonfire had been built. ‘That’s for Darwin, you evil bastard!’

         A match was dropped into the kerosene-soaked base of the bonfire while Ern Masters was still at the top of the ladder.

         ‘Better get a wriggle on, Ern!’

         Ern could see the humour. He stayed where he was, waving a handkerchief as the flames scaled the sides of the construction. ‘Mother, Mother, don’t let me cook!’ Then hurtled back down and heaved the ladder away from the flames.

         The fire seemed to change its mood and for a few minutes, dwindled and sulked. Then it found fuel that pleased it and burst skywards striving for the figure of Tojo. The crowd kept as close to the heat as possible before being forced back. As the flames reached Tojo, the crowd in festive mood sang a raucous chorus of ‘Waltzing Matilda’. The cloudless evening sky was illuminated in all the patterns of the Milky Way.

         Wes was the only Quaker at the bonfire. His brothers and sisters in the faith sensed without being told that nothing good could come of watching a figure incinerated on a heap of debris, but they never rebuked Wes for dragging fuel to the bonfire each year. The abiding policy of the Quakers of Almond Tree was to permit Friends and non-Friends alike to come to their own conclusions about the burning of effigies, and everything else in human experience. This was not so much a belief of the broad Quaker movement as an expression of the benign temperament of George Fox Farebrother. Wes, since childhood the most cheerful of humans, enjoyed all spectacles of laughter and hijinks and never had a word to say against rituals of any sort. He was told by his army comrades that the natives of New Guinea ate each other and was fascinated.

         But here at the bonfire, no, he was not his normal self. Beth Hardy had asked him if he thought, as a Quaker, he should attend a celebration of torment. Here in the hooting crowd, with Tojo burning like a torch, he was full of regret.

         
             

         

         He next saw Beth a couple of days later down in the hardware store buying lubricating oil for, as she said, ‘the printer’. She not only smiled at Wes, but gave him a light sisterly hug. ‘I’m so glad I ran into you, Wes, because I think you might be able to help me with some printing.’

         ‘Printing?’

         ‘Posters I want to put up around the shire, the Eureka Youth League. Dad got me an old press that Dizzy Hall scavenged from the tip. You can only print one poster at a time. But I can’t get the ink right. You’re so clever about things like that. Could you come over and help me out?’

         ‘Of course, Beth. When?’

         ‘Do you think this afternoon? Say three?’

         ‘I’ll be there.’

         
             

         

         He made his way to Beth’s place by driving his father’s ute along the firebreak then down to Cartwright’s Track. He could hear from fifty yards off a shouting match underway, women’s voices. Probably Gus and Maud, both famously noisy. On the back veranda the three Hardy dogs, still haunted by the fireworks, emerged from their kennels to implore a pat and a kind word.

         It was Bob Hardy who answered Wes’s second knock.

         ‘Wes, handsome Wes. What, back for more?’

         ‘Beth asked me to help out with her printing press.’

         ‘Could say a glutton for punishment, could say as game as Ned Kelly. She’s out in the barn printing a world history of Red Joe and his comrades. Come back for a beer when you’re done Wesley. Or when she’s done. Shouldn’t be long.’ 

         Wes eased the barn door open and called to Beth, who was at the bench, occupied with a roller and a tray of ink. Hardy’s tractor and his red Dodge flatbed took up the space beside the bench. Half a dozen chickens had perched themselves on the tractor to study Beth while she worked. The less curious birds, fifty or more, preferred their coop at the back of the barn, keeping up a muted chorus of chicken contentment. Beth looked up from her task and smiled. The illumination of a bare overhead light bulb brought out all the features of impatience in her expression. She had bunched her long hair on the top of her head with a green ribbon.

         ‘Wes, thanks so much. I know you’re busy with your house. But this damned thing!’

         ‘I wanted to tell you that you were right,’ Wes said, inside the barn now. ‘I went to the bonfire, but I shouldn’t. It was in my head, what you told me.’

         Beth looked baffled. The roller she held in her hand remained poised above the ink tray.

         ‘What I told you? What did I tell you? I didn’t tell you anything.’

         ‘You said I oughtn’t go. Quakers oughtn’t go, you said.’

         ‘Did I? Well, I should mind my own business. Sorry.’

         ‘No, no. You were right. So how can I help?’

         ‘This,’ she said. With ink-stained fingers, she indicated a square of thick brown linoleum into which lettering and a picture had been carved. The lettering read: Sheepskins for Russia and the picture showed a smiling sheep. The smaller lettering under the sheep read: Winter in Leningrad! Brrr! You can help our Comrades in the Soviet Union by sending a shilling postal order to the address below. Each shilling helps!

         ‘I’m printing posters,’ said Beth. ‘I’ll put them up around town. It’s important.’

         Wes peered closer at the linocut. ‘Your sheep’s happy about giving up its skin?’

         Beth, ignoring the comment, held up one of the printed posters on ten-by-twelve-inch cartridge. It was a mess, the lettering barely legible.

         ‘The ink’s too thick,’ Wes said. ‘Thin it with some turps.’

         By trial and error the right consistency for the ink was found and a perfect poster printed. And another. Finally twenty, all the sheets of cartridge Beth had on hand. ‘Wes, I’m so grateful.’ Over the hour of cooperative engagement with the task, Wes asked about the Eureka Youth League, whether he should join up. Also, what was a ‘communist’ anyway? Beth stated by rote the aims of the Communist Party of Australia, but then added immediately that communism wouldn’t suit him.

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘We’re not Christians, Wes, not anything.’

         ‘I can keep quiet about God.’

         Beth said that wouldn’t be fair to him, or to his family. ‘Being a Quaker’s in your blood, Wes. You can’t just forget it and replace it with communism. It has to be your life.’

         
             

         

         Wes was fascinated by her commitment. Christianity notwithstanding, he had never had a solid commitment to any emphatic belief. In New Guinea, he had found it impossible to identify anything that gave the soldiers on his own side, the Australian side, a moral advantage over the Japanese. The Australians, with their mocking way of dealing with war and bloodletting, their satirical smiles, their shrugs, never seemed wholly serious about anything, while the Japanese appeared driven by stoicism and insanity. The Japanese prisoner who had shot him and the nurse had gravely surrendered the pistol, holding it flat in his two palms like an offering.

         Better, of course, if the Australians won the war, but winning a war, should that make you proud? A stitcher attached to the 2/11th Battalion, a West Australian called Bluey Cook, superficial sutures, took pleasure in setting him moral dilemmas: ‘What would you do if a Jap was about to bayonet your dad and you were sitting behind a Vickers? You’d give the Jap a burst, right?’ Bluey Cook had only a muddled idea of what Quakers were on about, but he made up for ignorance with persistence. ‘You don’t want nothing to do with transfusions, but you give ’em to our blokes, you give ’em to the Japs. How does that go down with your archbishop?’

         All that Wes could say he believed was that it was wrong to murder, and war was murder. It had been instilled in him by his mother, Daisy, although it seemed so obvious to him that it may simply have been his temperament, regardless of instruction. At the same time, that Jap with the bayonet—yes, he would have pulled the trigger on the Vickers. And he had actually fired a Vickers. Thrilling.

         
             

         

         He left Beth to her project, declined the beer with Bob Hardy. He was glad Beth had been so candid with him about the boyfriend stuff, which was nonsense. And relieved that he felt no impulse to pester her about it. She was going to university, a much more worthwhile ambition than hooking up with him. He would finish the house. One fine day, he’d find someone he could share it with.

         But on the drive home, no more than ten minutes on the dirt track, he decided to give up on girlfriends altogether. He’d been to war, had shovelled the limbs and guts of hundreds of men, Australian and Japanese, into canvas bags and he’d given a fair try to observing Quaker love. Neither had taught him anything about life. He’d build the house, live there alone, grow cherries, honour God in whatever fashion, teach himself to cook. And that would do. Also read. Maybe Karl Marx. He recalled volunteering to go out in New Guinea and fetch back stray Japanese bodies. His real object was to detour past a particular green pool on the cove and gaze at it. Beth’s eyes were the same green; you could lose yourself in their shimmer. The green was of a quality he’d seen only in that cove near Wewak, a small cove, clear to the white sand on the bottom. The creatures of the sea, bright fish, small squid, entered the cove through a narrow opening and dawdled in the warm waters. An enchantment to watch the sea creatures loitering in the green waters of the cove.

         Later in his Almond Tree life, casting about for reading material that might mean something to him, he had taken up reading poetry and had come across one by D. H. Lawrence about a hot day in Sicily and a snake. A current developed between Wes and the poet. The man in the poem had thrown a piece of wood at a snake, forcing the creature to wriggle quickly and disappear down a hole in the ground. The man was disappointed in himself; he should have gazed at the beauty of the golden snake without interfering. ‘I had missed my chance with one of the lords of Life,’ he said. Wes had seen hundreds of snakes around Almond Tree, especially out by the billabongs on the flood plain, red-bellied black snakes a yard long and more, also tigers, browns, copperheads. He had stepped on them in unaware moments, bare feet, the fat girth of the creature moving against his sole. He had never thought of a snake as a lord of life. Then he did. That was poetry. Beth’s eyes, their colour, the life that swam into them like bright creatures into the Wewak cove—that was poetry.

         He barely glimpsed her again before she left for the city in February.

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Chapter 3
      

         

         BETH’S CURIOSITY about politics had been roused by Di Porter’s classes on the industrial revolution, dwelling on the conditions of factory work in the English mills. Also, an incidental reference to remedies, such as the October Revolution in Russia. It all went over the heads of the second form pupils, except for Beth. At the age of fourteen, she had developed a sense of justice that coiled itself in her breast like a spring. She had concluded all by herself that the world could not go on in the way it had, the small number of haves and the masses of have-nots. But where her convictions came from was a mystery. Her family environment was more characterised by anarchy than anything else, four bickering girls with only eight years between them. Nevertheless, Beth came to Di Porter at the end of the second class on the mills with an enquiry: ‘Mrs Porter, what is Red October?’

         Di had a portrait of Vladimir Lenin displayed on the wall of her kitchen next to the Kelvinator, and a second portrait of Joseph Stalin beside the door that led into the living room. A guest of sometime past had written in a speech balloon that grew from Lenin’s lips: ‘Kiss me, I’m hard.’ Stalin’s speech balloon read: ‘I’m yours for a rouble.’ Di Porter hadn’t thought it necessary to erase the irreverent messages, even when urged to do so by Beth, whose piety was more pronounced than Di’s. ‘Not so solemn, Beth. A little levity can’t hurt.’

         Di had come to Australia from Cambridge in 1931 to marry Beau Porter, a Melbourne boy, reading Economics at King’s. The two had met in Cambridge while Di was at Girton reading History, both socialists who considered a long lecture at the Fabian Society followed by a meeting of the Constituency Working Group a grand night out. When they first set eyes on each other at a Labour Club picnic, she thought Beau the most handsome man on earth. More than that, his smile and gestures expressed a freedom that did not exist among Englishmen, even socialists, who were more class conscious in their way than the nobility.

         On a plaid blanket on the banks of the Cam she plied him with questions about his homeland, surprised at her lack of interest in Australia up to this point considering she now found everything he said beguiling. Beau loved Australia; that was what so engaged her. She did not know anyone who could speak of his love for his homeland, her homeland without a great deal of passionate ranting. Nobody loved England, particularly, except John of Gaunt. When she spoke about her own life, her political coming-of-age at eighteen during the General Strike of 1926, buttering bread for unionists on the picket lines, he listened as enthralled as if she were reciting battle scenes from the Iliad. Her father, a librarian at the London School of Economics, and her mother, a paediatrician, were both socialists, but not so you’d notice. They held their daughter, their only child, somewhat in awe. Their usual response to any decision of their daughter’s was immediate acquiescence, and so it was when Di told her parents about Beau and said she would probably marry him after graduation. But Beau’s father, who ran a printing works back in Australia, in Collingwood, was forced to call Beau home in the aftermath of the stockmarket crash. Beau’s older brother, Horry, a barrister, took no interest in the business. While Beau left within a week, it was agreed that Di would stay on at Girton until the completion of her degree and join him in six months.

         She married Beau six months later at Melbourne Town Hall on her twenty-third birthday and spent what would normally have been her honeymoon toiling in the printing works. She did everything from setting type to knocking on the doors of businesses up and down Smith Street spruiking for contracts in her musical Wycombe Abbey accent. The stale winds of the Depression blighted all her efforts, and those of Beau. Her father-in-law, Lou, a union supporter all his life, was a dithering wreck after letting thirty workers go, and Beau, too, was ailing, a mystery complaint that caused dizziness, aching joints and sudden collapse. The medical consensus, not offered with much conviction, was that Beau would benefit from rest and clean country air. Di took him to Almond Tree, where his family kept a cottage on two acres, usually only visited at Christmas, and devotedly nursed him back to health. It was during the two years of her husband’s convalescence that Di took on teaching at Almond Tree High and came to meet all the Hardy girls, Beth most memorably, intense but cheerful, too, enquiring, a curiosity.

         
             

         

         Di raised twin girls in a terrace in Fitzroy, a short walk from the printing works. The business recovered, the printers who’d been let go returned over the space of six years, Beau’s degree remained uncompleted. The works were left in Beau’s hands in 1939 when his father succumbed to a heart condition that had niggled away for years. Embarrassingly for a socialist, Beau revealed a gift for profit based on economy of production and the Porter-Nolan Printing Works was written up as a model of efficiency. Lou’s wife Joy retired to the Almond Tree cottage with a set of Everyman classics and a scheme to write letters to world leaders warning of the rise of fascism in Germany. Horry said she’d lost her marbles. Di spent a day each weekend at Almond Tree with the twins, correcting the diction of her mother-in-law’s letters to Stalin, Roosevelt, King George VI, and tutoring Beth Hardy, at her insistence, in the political philosophy of Karl Marx.

         Now Beth was off to university herself, and as Bob Hardy watched Beth packing in her room he was sobbing all down his stubbled cheeks. Beth heard the moist, gurgling sounds and looked up in alarm.

         ‘What’s the matter?’

         ‘I’ll miss you, honey.’

         ‘Oh, that. Don’t worry.’

         ‘Yeah, well. You know.’

         Beth reminded herself that tears like this were, after all, sincere, and set aside the packing to console her father. She put her arms around him and patted his back.

         ‘I’ll be all right, Dad.’

         ‘Remember,’ said Bob Hardy, ‘you’ve got as much right to be there as anyone else. Being at the university.’

         Beth had no need for reassurance.

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Chapter 4
      

         

         PATTY CUNNINGHAM was writing to Beth Hardy on a green pad of the sort nurses carried to record a doctor’s directions. She used a fountain pen which may have been the fanciest in Japan—a gold-plated Mont Blanc won in a game of fifty-two-card draw from a surgeon in Bougainville. The ink she was forced to use was an inferior brand that clogged the nib and had to be watered down, so that the script on the paper varied in its register from stark black to the grey of a pigeon’s plumage. She wrote with the pad on her knees and with the intense concentration of one who had to battle every second to remain awake.

         Patty, at twenty-four the second oldest of the Cunningham girls, had gone straight from her non-combatant role as a nurse in Bougainville to volunteer nursing with the British Commonwealth Occupation Force in Hiroshima. On her third day in her Hiroshima quarters, she gave herself time to write to Beth, whom she loved, before falling asleep. Strictly speaking, she was still on duty but after forty hours on her feet in the wards, she’d been allowed a six-hour break. No such thing as a nurses’ dormitory in Hiroshima. On her arrival two days earlier, Patty had been assigned a tent that housed four, not the worst accommodation she’d known, brand new canvas fitted with Perspex windows and small holland blinds that rolled down. Compared to Bougainville, it was Paris.

         The three other nurses were all away at the hospital—they’d arrived a week earlier. Their humble personal odds and ends were left on upturned dried-apricot crates beside their camp beds: framed photographs, notebooks, a small cactus-like plant in a squat little vase. The Australian nurses in the Japanese hospital did not wear the traditional uniform of belted dress but rather army-issue khaki trousers and blouse and peaked cap. Preferred by every nurse.

         ‘Off to the big smoke, baby girl!’ she began, and then included a story of Beth as a five-year-old sitting on her haunches to study a tiger snake, and how this convinced Patty that the Hardy girl’s curiosity was fearless.

         
            And look you are fearless! All these big babies scared of the commies, but not you! Good on you, Bethy! And now after Queens you’re staying with Di Porter, Red Di. Isn’t that good? She can keep building you up to become the first Aussie Stalin. Only darling, try not to murder a couple of million peasants, if you can possibly avoid it. I hear from Mum that my little brother Wes is gaga about you. You could do worse, once you graduate. Believe me, you could. I have the rank of lieutenant and for some reason this attracts every randy surgeon in the place, except for the Japs, who are extremely respectful. I get slobbered on every working day. The nursing here is bloody awful, Bethy, dear God, an atomic bomb doesn’t leave much behind, including the Japanese people. Frightful injuries, but your big grown-up friend does her best.

         

         Like the Japanese woman who had been harboured by her daughter for months and who was finally carried to the hospital with such awful burns that her entire chest was lifted off in one piece from her neck to her navel, her organs on display like an anatomy lesson. Others whose eyes had been melted in their face when they turned their gaze to the blast. Burns all over bodies like the bubbles in boiling porridge. Patty didn’t mention these horrors. ‘My stint ends in three months. I wasn’t discharged at Bougainville, so I’m officially still in the corps as a volunteer. You know what a volunteer is, don’t you? A dogsbody, and a mongrel one at that.’

         Patty didn’t explain why she’d volunteered for Hiroshima. It wasn’t clear even to her. Other than the faces of the Japanese POWs, which troubled her. It wasn’t the shame of being a captive she saw there. Most had not the least vestige of shame. More a mask-like blankness, which may have been what was left of shame once it was exhausted. Those who were full of shame had died months ago by swallowing stones and metal fragments they picked up in the compound, stuffing them down their throats with a stick. The ones who were left couldn’t be bothered. They wanted to go home to Japan. Defeat, wounds, the English voices all around them that made the sounds of crows cawing, all that they wanted was to see their homeland, as if it were the only conceivable destination for their trammelled souls, the only possible solace. When Patty treated the POWs in the Bougainville compound, they reached for her hand and implored in English: ‘Japan. To go. Japan.’ They did not know that the cities they longed for were rubble. One POW said: ‘To go. Hiroshima. I please.’ An orderly overheard and laughed. ‘All gone, my yellow friend.’

         
             

         

         Within weeks of the atomic blasts, the Yanks and Australians in Bougainville had surprisingly accurate details of the devastation, the casualties, and even the mechanics of a nuclear explosion. Two bombs, and the Pacific War was over. An Australian major, one of the more courteous, told Patty over a beer: ‘Now we go and patch things up. A Commonwealth force is off to the land of the Chrysanthemum Throne. And the Aussies are slated for Hiroshima. Are you coming, Patty, my love? Want to see what a mess an atom bomb can make? All you have to do is volunteer. More than a hundred thousand dead in one big heap. Some still struggling on.’

         She went, not for the sake of the major, who had become her lover in a way so casual and comical as to be slapstick, but to see for herself the worst thing in the world. She was a woman who averted her gaze from nothing. But more than that, to experience this strange country that could produce expressions of both hopelessness and yearning on her patients’ faces, a country of a thousand years of sublime culture and sublime madness.

         
             

         

         In Kure harbour the wreckage of a hundred ships of the Japanese navy with blackened bows rose out of the sea, and the sea here was ugly enough as it was, chopped into an ill-tempered contest of small waves by the wind. But the sky was a motionless, cloudless blue. Further south, overland, the sky was the grey of gunmetal above what was left of Hiroshima, a no-man’s land of rubble stretching for miles. Any possible rebuilding seemed a fantasy. But Japanese in shreds and tatters, mostly children, searched in the debris for God knew what, stooped over, eyes scanning. Patty saw a girl gnawing voraciously on a block of charred wood. Australian troops shouted at the scavengers, aimed their rifles. ‘Fuck off, you little bastards!’ They were ignored. 

         
            Just a God-awful mess, Bethy. The Japanese, so far as I can see, are completely baffled by defeat and don’t know how to grasp it. The Aussie troops are arrogant and mocking. The hospital is a mess. What equipment and drugs we have is all from the Yanks. The Japanese doctors are demoralised, but competent, at least. Anyway, I’ll be back at Almond Tree in about four months, maybe, and although you won’t be there, let’s arrange to meet at Di’s place for a natter. I’ll likely avoid the propaganda, if that’s okay. I know you love the commies to bits, but to me they’re nutcases.

            Your loving and adoring friend, Patty

         

         Not that she would be permitted to, but she wouldn’t be sending any pics of Hiroshima. She had seen the site of the blast twice and it still defied any belief she could muster that a single bomb had caused such complete devastation. One odd thing: grass was growing among the rubble, weeds, some flowering. But not a tree anywhere, not a shrub. Standing back from the rubble, she thought if we can do this to people, we can do anything. If we can burn a hundred thousand to cinders, we can burn a billion. She knew that bigger bombs than the Hiroshima blast were ready to be dropped from bombers, she had been told by the major. ‘This one was kid stuff. In a bit of time, they could wipe out Melbourne in a second.’ And Almond Tree, every stand of Bing cherries, every house, the racecourse with the new stadium, the old shops with their timber verandas along Columbine Street, the old hospital by the river and the new one on Cardigan Square. Patty had said she would be home in four months, but she knew she wouldn’t be home in less than a year. Maybe longer. Walking away from Hiroshima would be like pouring a canteen of water into the dust in front of a parched child. She knew that the major would endorse her request to stay. She had a life. Better expend what energy she had here. Almond Tree would live on without her.

      

   


   
      
         

            
        
        Chapter 5
      

         

         HORSE RACING and Quakerism were not natural cousins; nevertheless, Wes Cunningham had taken on the job of building the new stable area for the sixty-year-old course, regarded as the most beautiful racing track in the country. As a carpenter respected for his skill, he was given licence to incorporate features into the twenty-two stalls that would normally be found only at such sites as the stables of princes and millionaires. His designs called for the stalls to be built a third larger than normal to allow the horses the freedom to roll on the straw and sand floors without injury. The stalls were to be gated instead of left open at the front, to prevent punters offering a horse a lucky whack on the rear, an incitement to stumble forward for the confused beasts. The gables of the roofs were high, so that no matter how wildly a horse reared it could not strike its head. The walls were dovetailed cedar planks, simply because it pleased Wes to treat cedar in this way. Gutters would edge the floors, to facilitate the cleaning out with a hose. The number of each stall would be inscribed in white on a black background. In copperplate. Really? Derek Morack the sign-writer could do it.

         At Beth’s initiative, he wrote to her once a month. at Di Porter’s in Fitzroy where she was now living. He described the progress on the stables. He received letters in reply, lively and full of university and Communist Party gossip. Wes wrote: ‘I’ve been dovetailing cedar. It looks beautiful, Beth. These stables, you could live in them if you had to. Can’t tell you the happiness it gives me to make something proper. If you ever see the house I’m building above the river, you’ll love every bit of it.’

         Wes allowed his mother, Daisy, to read Beth’s gossipy letters. She came to a point at which she felt she must say something. ‘Wesley, you’re not still holding a torch for Beth, are you?’

         They were on the back veranda drinking tea, Daisy with the bible and Beth’s latest letter on her lap. She never drank tea or ate anything without first reading verses from the New Testament.

         Wes smiled. ‘No, mother. The letters are Beth’s idea. I asked her out once, five months ago and she said no. Very polite about it. We’re friends, that’s all.’ 

         Daisy nodded. ‘Because she doesn’t want you, Wesley. She doesn’t love you. Beth is a zealot. For her, romance is a folly. A waste of time when she’s trying to convert the world to a utopia. And I know, Wesley, I know that we have something of the same mission. But not with guns.’

         Wes’s reply was a little less patient than was usual for him: ‘She’s not a zealot, Mother. You know as well as I do that she sold stuff down at the shopping centre to help out the poor in the shire before she took up politics. She probably gets it from her mother, who crochets those rugs for the poor. She has a good heart.’

         ‘She doesn’t love God.’ The real issue.

         ‘Mother, we’re friends. Have been for years. You’ve read her letters, you can see there’s no romance. We don’t love each other and I have enough to keep me busy with the stables.’

         Daisy nodded. ‘I wish I believed you, Wesley.’

         
             

         

         The construction of the stables would cost a fortune, considering the care Wes was taking. The track held only six meetings a year, and the Almond Hill Turf Club was unlikely to cover the expense through bookies’ fees. No, the financing came entirely from one man, Sir Jim Morecombe, an enthusiast of the gallops whose fortune had been made miles away from Almond Tree in the city, where he ran a half dozen department stores. But before he left the town to become a millionaire, he’d developed a vision of the racecourse as a thing of beauty. Year after year, he poured thousands of pounds into its upkeep. The most stunning feature of the course was the giant oak in the middle of the mounting yard, ninety years old, with boughs that reached all the way to the fence of the yard. Roses of four shades were planted along the rear fence, just in the sunlight. The white grandstands, freshly painted each year, were thought to be masterpieces of late-colonial architecture.

         It was Jim Morecombe’s habit—he never insisted on the ‘sir’, discouraged it more than otherwise, but his wife was always ‘Lady Mary’—to motor up to the turf club in his Bentley a couple of days a week if work was going on, and there was always work going on. He wore tweed on these visits, a green homburg and two-toned shoes of cream and brown. This outfit was his idea of ‘looking the part’ of a man of the turf. He always carried a hip flask of cognac which he would offer about to anyone craving a pick-me-up, even to the strappers. His generosity in every other way was equally legendary—lunch for the trainers with an appetite at the Chinese Town pub, the ‘pigtail’, which did not serve Chinese food but a wonderful roast lunch six days a week day-baked by Mandy Patterson and her two married daughters.

         A hearty patron was a godsend, but Jim Morecombe had the annoying custom of hanging over Wes’s shoulder while he was working. Wes at work exercised the concentration of a dog with a lamb shank to whatever task he’d set himself and had to exercise extraordinary patience when Jim wished to know exactly what his stable builder was doing at any given time. Bevelling the top of walls between the stalls. ‘Don’t want the neddies rubbing their heads against any surface that hasn’t been smoothed.’

         ‘You think of these things don’t you, Wes?’

         ‘I do, yes.’

         ‘You Quakers make bloody good carpenters. Must go all the way back to Jesus. Ha!’

         ‘Might do. Jim, don’t put your clodhoppers on the cedar planks. You’ll leave muddy marks and I’ll have to sand ’em back.’

         ‘Clodhoppers? Ha! These are from Italy, Wes, Italy, bloke in Milan makes then specially for me. No others made for anyone else, not the same. But yeah, I’ll move my trotters if it pleases you.’

         Wes wasn’t simply bevelling the top beams of the fence stalls. He was fitting the beams into the corner posts without glue, since it had come to his notice that horses were oddly attracted to the taste of pearl glue and would gnaw at the timber to get at it.

         Wes’s true motive in building the stables was the welfare of the horses. From the age of fourteen, horses had been put into his care for their education on the back block of the Cunningham spread below the foothills with Chinese Town on the other side. He spoke to the colts and fillies in a conversational way, sure that they understood. ‘It’s a saddle. So that you can carry a rider. Like a seat on your back. You do the leg work, the rider sits there smoking his pipe. That’s the way it is. You get along on your four legs, the rider smokes his pipe. Never going to change. A couple of weeks, you’ll like it.’

         Treats did no harm. He brought the horse he was educating mashed apple and carrot in a big terracotta bowl from his mum’s kitchen, let the animal drool for a few minutes while he stroked its face, then allowed it to drop its head and make itself ecstatic on the contents of the bowl. He saddled it while it was eating, and when it had finished the fodder, bridled it, then cantered it along the perimeter of the paddock.

         
             

         

         Wes since a young age had been one of the best riders in the district, amateur or professional. He never rode against the jockeys who came to Almond Tree for the six meetings a year; he was too big and he had no registration. But he rode in the amateur race at each meeting, the Mad Mile, free to choose any horse he fancied, and often won. He would set aside a neddy with heart, one he’d given some stiffening. Horses have moods. Days come along when they have no interest other than going through the motions, as if the point of racing seemed fruitless. But any horse that Wes had lunged and taught to accept the bridle, the saddle, had developed an intimacy with, that horse would race for him, give it everything. And Wes loved winning the Mad Mile. It was the only time that victory became vivid to him. 

         He’d been asked to teach Beth to ride when she was thirteen. Bob Hardy had opened up his leg with a chainsaw and couldn’t take on the job. Not that Beth was interested in riding a horse. Any creatures not equipped to make political distinctions seemed a waste of time to her. But Bob Hardy insisted that a farm girl should know how to get about on horseback, and asked Wes to take it on. It was futile. Beth rode like a robot, no feeling in her legs and the reins held so tight that the poor beast was left baffled as to her intention. Instruction irritated her. ‘It knows what to do. Why does it need me to poke and prod it?’ Yet even at fifteen, Wes two years older, there was an intensity in her that fascinated him. She said that preparing horses for racing was ‘immoral’ and after the second lesson, said that she didn’t want any part of it. Too bad, for Wes delighted in watching her hair bouncing on her shoulders with the horse’s motion.
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