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Chapter 1



Arrival


It’s worse than I expected. All I can see from the station is miles and miles of emptiness. A shiver starts down my spine. The worst of it is, knowing that if only I, Juliet, had minded my own business, I’d still be at home in Newcastle.


There’s not a single soul in sight, other than my father, Tony. Calling him ‘Father’ sounds so square, but after being with Fred, ‘Dad’ has become a dirty word.


Tony’s tall and lean, but in the harsh morning light, his face is lined and yellowish and his shoulders sag as though they’ve lost their stuffing. His grey eyes are bloodshot. I guess that with the creak and clatter of the carriage, he didn’t sleep much last night.


‘You said the Mansfields would meet us,’ I remind him, hoping my apprehension doesn’t show.


He points to a pennant of dust heading our way and announces, ‘This’ll be them now.’


Soon a dark-blue station wagon pulls up. To my surprise, a well-built fellow climbs out. His face is tanned, but a band of pale skin stands out like a white ribbon at his hairline and there’s a crease between his eyes as though he squints a lot. He’s in his twenties, I guess. I hadn’t expected to see anyone less than middle-aged. Maybe the weekend won’t be as boring as I imagined.


We watch him amble around to the passenger side, moving in a loose-jointed lazy way as though he has all the time in the world. He helps his passenger out. She is plumpish, with a streak of white in brown hair pulled back into a bun, and her skin is pale as though she’s rarely outdoors. She looks so old-fashioned in her brown calf-length skirt with a cardigan over her creamy-beige blouse. Straightening up, she smooths her frumpy skirt and pats the collar of her blouse into place, then seeing us watching, she hurries to the platform steps followed by the driver.


As she comes closer, she stares until I begin to wonder if I’ve left a button undone or have lipstick on my teeth. I rub a finger over them just in case. The driver is staring at me, too.


What are they gawping at? I wonder, feeling my face flush. Is it my boyish haircut and my new doe-eyed make-up? Or are they so remote here, they’ve never seen a girl in a mini-dress before?


My father comes to the rescue. ‘Mrs Mansfield?’ he asks.


Instantly she forgets about me and smiles up at him. ‘Call me Emily,’ she says, sugar sweet. ‘And you must be Tony. Tony Belford.’ She tugs the driver forward. ‘Meet my son, Christian.’


Her jaw drops when I’m introduced. ‘Your daughter! We thought you were bringing your wife.’


‘I don’t have a wife,’ Tony tells her gruffly.


There’s an awkward silence. Then Christian grabs our bags. ‘Sorry we’re late,’ he says. ‘We had a broken plough disc.’


‘And we’re sorry Grand can’t be here,’ his mother adds and smiles up at my father. ‘He’s so busy getting everything ready for the memorial. But your coming means so much to us. It would have been letting Martin down if none of his crew mates were at the ceremony.’


‘Isn’t anyone else coming?’ I ask.


‘Your father’s the only crew we’ve been able to contact.’ She looks up at him and adds, ‘And we’re so anxious to hear everything about what happened.’


‘Mum,’ Christian sounds a warning.


‘I know,’ she tells him shortly, then turns to my father. ‘Grand made us promise to wait until he could hear it all too.’ Suddenly she looks anxious. ‘Tony, I hope you’ll make allowances for Grand. He’s not himself since we lost Mary.’


‘Mary?’ My father’s face crinkles in concern. ‘You mean Martin’s mother?’


‘Yes.’


‘She’s dead?’


Mrs Mansfield bites her lip and nods.


‘Come on, Mum. Let’s go.’ Christian moves off swinging the two cases as though they’re lightweights.


As we hurry after him, I hear my father cough.


‘Did you bring your medication?’ I ask.


He glares.


Mentioning anything to do with his asthma in front of others irritates him, but I have to be sure. I don’t want an attack this weekend. That would be hell.


He’d hardly had an attack for years. Not until that invitation arrived.
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The card in a thick cream envelope, covered with crossed out addresses and scribbled additions, came right out of the blue. Something about my father’s expression as he read it, made me curious. He held it warily, as though it could be a booby-trap.


All it said was, ‘Mr and Mrs Belford are invited to attend the unveiling of a memorial in memory of the late Flight Sergeant Martin Mansfield, at Diggers Siding, on Anzac Day, Monday 25th April 1966.’ And on the adjoining page, ‘A Memorial Ball will be held at 8 pm on Saturday 23rd April 1966.’


I’d never heard of any Belfords. ‘Why’d they invite you?’ I asked.


He fiddled with the envelope. Avoiding my gaze, he told me that Martin Mansfield had been one of his bomber crew who’d died during the war.


‘How did he die?’ I asked.


‘Men died every day in the war, Juliet. That was the only certainty,’ he said bleakly, leaving my question unanswered. He’s always hated to talk about the war. Once I’d have kept at him, but not now. These days there are things I can’t talk about, either.


‘Anyway, I won’t be going,’ he declared.


When I asked why not, he stared through the window, to where his prize roses flaunted masses of flowers and the choko vine rioted in the backyard. Then he blurted, ‘It says Mr and Mrs.’


That’s when I realised fate was giving me another excuse to put off visiting Queensland. I grabbed at it.


‘Isn’t it your duty to go if he was in your crew?’ Before he could answer, I added, ‘I’ll go with you.’


That night after an attack of asthma almost floored him, I practically forgot about the invitation, so I was surprised when a few days later, he broached the subject himself. Taking out the atlas he pointed to a minute dot in the north-western region of New South Wales and said, ‘There’s Diggers Siding.’


It looked small and isolated, far from anywhere. A really crummy place! About to withdraw my offer to go, I reminded myself that it still couldn’t be as bad as a trip to Queensland.


‘Do you think you could survive a weekend there with me?’ he asked.


I nodded.


‘We could catch Friday night’s train up.’


‘Mr Docherty won’t like me having Saturday morning off,’ I reminded him. The job at Docherty’s Music Shop had come just in time to save me from secretarial college and a lifetime of secretarial tea making. The dancing and music Mum had insisted I learn, to help me when I achieved my hope of becoming a schoolteacher, clinched the opportunity. Docherty’s was only second best, but it suits me, though Tony doesn’t think much of it. He doesn’t like my latest venture either. Though he tells people about my singing for weddings, he never mentions the band. He can’t stand rock and roll and he’s dead set against Darcy. Darcy Danton, the lead singer of Jampact! Every girl’s dream. So hip. So groovy!


Even now I pinch myself. It’s so incredible that with all those other girls dying for just a look from him, Darcy picked me. Gave me, Juliet Belford, the chance to sing with his band. Maybe I wouldn’t have been so lucky if his singer hadn’t cleared out to Sydney … or if he’ d known my real age!


I still go goosey remembering the first gig five months ago. The nerves! The thrill afterwards when he traced my face with his long finger.


‘You’re gonna be riding high, doll,’ he told me. ‘Just stick with me and you’ll really go places.’ My heart was beating so madly, it almost burst.


It meant so much, but my father refused to understand even though I explained that my spot with the band could lead to a singing career.


‘One day I could sing on Brian Henderson’s “Bandstand”, like Little Pattie and Judy Stone,’ I told him. ‘I could even win a talent quest.’


I explained about Olivia Newton John winning a trip to England on Johnny O’Keefe’s ‘Sing Sing Sing’. And now she has a singing career!


He just raised an eyebrow as though he thought it was pie in the sky. It didn’t help when he met Darcy. His face turned stony when he took in Darcy’s long hair, the ragged jeans and holey T-shirt. It didn’t take a fortune teller to know what he was thinking.


‘Don’t bother making excuses,’ he growled later when I tried to explain that Darcy spent all he had on equipment for the band and wore great gear for gigs.


‘I thought you had better taste, and more sense than to waste your time on a hooligan.’


I tried not to show how much that hurt, but he must have sensed it, because then he took my hands in his, looked into my eyes and said, ‘I worry about you, Jewel.’ There was something about the gentle way he said my old nickname that brought tears to my eyes. But the barrier remained.


‘I can look after myself,’ I said.


I couldn’t tell him I’d already proven it.
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Slowly, I’m aware again of my surroundings. Diggers Siding! Through the car window I see straw and clumps of bush, stretching like a drab blanket to the horizon.


‘It looks so …’ I hesitate. Desolate is the definition, but I sense that the Mansfields won’t like that. ‘Flat,’ I blurt at last.


Mrs Mansfield explains that the name of their property, ‘Drummond’, is Scottish for a ridge, and that it’s not really flat. ‘The sheep are moved onto high ground in flood time,’ she says.


I make a noncommittal sound. To my eyes the land’s as flat as Lake Macquarie on a windless day.


We turn onto a strip of bitumen that runs down the main street of town and my spirits sag.
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Diggers Siding is a few wooden shops strung loosely like kindergarten beads along either side of the road. The blue’s faded from the sign on the general store, and paint’s peeling like onion skin from the baker’s shop.


It’s about as busy as a beach in mid-winter. A group of men stand outside the stock and station agent’s office. They look up lazily as we pass. Then a football flies by and two boys teeter beside the road, waiting to retrieve it. A dog races from the butcher’s shop and barks a belated welcome.


Past the shops and a double-storeyed hotel there’s a rectangle of living grass, newly mown. Against the general dryness, it looks so green, it could be painted.


The station wagon slows.


‘The memorial’s over there in the park.’ Mrs Mansfield indicates a tall tarpaulin-covered mound beside a flagpole, in the middle of a low brick square.


Our vehicle stops and we all climb out.


‘Not much to see,’ Christian mutters as we enter the park. ‘Not with that tarp over it.’ He grins at my father. ‘There’s a replica of a Lancaster Bomber on top. You’ll be able to tell us if they’ve got it right.’


‘And there’s a place for flowers,’ says his mother. ‘In memory of Mary. She was President of the Ladies’ Memorial Association. She worked so hard, and now …’ Her voice trembles to a stop.


‘Come on, Mum. Pull yourself together,’ says Christian.


His mother blows her nose, mumbling, ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with me today.’


‘We’re keeping the memorial covered until the service on Anzac Day,’ says Christian. ‘But it won’t hurt to give you a bit of a squizz.’


I notice the tendrils of dark hair sprouting like a bush from the vee of his open-necked shirt.


He catches me looking.


I swing around and stare up the street. Rusting car bodies, petrol drums and a miscellany of rubbish fill the empty lot, beside a sign that says ‘garage’. Past it stands the wooden hotel with a frieze of iron lacework.


A chill envelops me. I see my mother and I, huddled together in bitter wind, watching the hotel doors, waiting for Fred to remember us.


Christian and my father have begun untying the rope that holds down one edge of the tarpaulin. Another shiver shakes me.


‘Don’t,’ I call!


‘Why not?’ The cleft between Christian’s eyes deepens.


‘It’s unlucky.’


He gives me a puzzled look.


‘Like tempting fate,’ I add.


‘Girls!’ He gives a sour grin and wrenches it up.





Chapter 2



Saturday


‘Here we are,’ says Mrs Mansfield as we turn off the main road.


I see the name ‘Drummond’ stencilled in big letters on a gate.


My father jumps out to open it. Grass stalks have piled against it. As the gate swings back, the stalks float off like toy parachutes.


Mrs Mansfield gives a huff of exasperation. ‘That umbrella grass! I daren’t leave a door open, or it would be all through the house. It’s a curse at this time of the year.’


A stalk catches in my father’s hair. I grab it as he climbs back into the car.


‘Country hick,’ I tease, waving it for him to see.


‘City slicker!’ He grins back and suddenly my spirits soar and I am glad I came.


The station wagon bumps along a gravel track towards the iron roof showing through the canopies of two large trees. We admire the roses in the garden at the front of the house.


‘Mary planted them,’ Mrs Mansfield says sadly. ‘But not a single one flowered, the week she died.’


We drive on in silence until the wagon pulls up at the back of the house. It’s nothing like the mansion I’d expected from the country properties in the Women’s Weekly. Though it looks enormous compared with our small cottage in New Lambton, that’s only because of the wide wrap-around verandahs. Inside, it’s just a rectangle divided by a hallway, with a row of rooms each side.


Christian takes the suitcases to a bedroom halfway along the hallway. He carries them easily as if they were empty, but his arm muscles bulge.


There’s a vase of roses on the dressing table in the bedroom and a taffeta bed doll in the middle of the chenille spread on the double bed!


My father tugs at his tie. ‘Mind if I get rid of this?’


Mrs Mansfield smiles and shakes her head. ‘What about you, Juliet?’ she asks. And as though they’re magnetised, her glance settles on my bare knees.


‘I changed on the train,’ I tell her. Then, before she can say another word, I rattle on, ‘We had a sleeper, two bunks and our own mirror and wash-basin and the conductor even brought us tea and biscuits. And we had a slap-up breakfast about half-past six, in the refreshment rooms at Narrabri. Fried eggs and bacon! It was fab.’ I give a laugh. ‘Except I was nervous in case the train went without us.’


‘I’ll show you around while your father changes,’ says Mrs Mansfield.


She leads me down the hall to the back verandah and across to a small room at one end. The bathroom! Just as well I brought my dressing gown, I think, eyeing the open space between it and the rooms.


‘This is the heater,’ Mrs Mansfield announces, proudly patting the waist-high silver cylinder, with its metal spout projecting over the bath. Above, where the chimney pipe from the heater extends through the ceiling, there’s a blackened area.


‘Is it safe?’ I ask.


‘Of course,’ Mrs Mansfield assures me. ‘You just have to be careful. And it’s much better than carting buckets of hot water from the copper in the laundry, the way we used to.’ She raises her eyebrows. ‘Not that the men ever bothered. They just used the bore pool.’


‘What’s that?’ I want to know.


‘It’s a pool of hot water out in the paddock. We use it for watering stock.’ The light in her eyes dims. ‘But not since …’


‘You’ve got a heater!’ ‘Yes,’ she replies so quickly I wonder if I’ve missed something.


She catches me eyeing the blackened ceiling. ‘There’s no need for you to worry, dear. I’ll light it for you.’


From the verandah, she points out a small unpainted timber shed at the end of the path through a garden.


‘There’s the lavatory.’


Suddenly I’m overwhelmed by a need to go. ‘Excuse me!’ I leap from the verandah. Up the path I dash.


Pushing open the wooden door, I’m overpowered by the smell of disinfectant. Phenyl! I long for fresh air, but can’t spare time to step outside again.


I take a second to look around. Cracks and empty knotholes let in shafts of sunlight. Flies circle above and a long-legged spider dangles from a cobweb in the rafters. I want to bolt, but I’m busting!


A scrubbed wooden seat spans the three or four feet from one side of the shed to the other, and in the middle, a lid. I close the door. That’s when I notice the smell the disinfectant masked. I try not to breathe. Though it’s dim with the door closed, when I lift the wooden lid, I glimpse below and my stomach heaves.


‘Are you all right?’ Mrs Mansfield says, watching as I scrub my hands until they redden. ‘You look a bit peaked.’ She picks up an embroidered, starched, ironed and perfectly folded guest hand-towel and hands it to me.


I take the hint and dry my hands.


‘You must be worn out from all the travelling,’ she says.


‘Yes. It was hard to sleep on the train with the clack of the wheels and the whistle blowing at every crossing.’ I then tell her about the unearthly racket when they changed the steam engine for a diesel at Werris Creek.


‘We must see that you have a sleep before the ball tonight.’ She starts off towards the back door. Suddenly she stops and claps a hand to her head. ‘Oh, I almost forgot. There’s a torch on the cupboard for when you want to go.’ She nods towards the lavatory, adding, ‘At night.’


‘It’s all right,’ I tell her. I usually sleep like a log.


‘You’ll need it to see where you’re going, dear,’ she continues. ‘We don’t want you treading on a snake.’


My skin crawls! Snakes have infested my worst nightmares since I was a child and my parents took me blackberrying. Those were happy times that not even torn clothes, briar scratches or purple stained skin could spoil, until the day a black snake slithered from the bushes beside my mother, Rachel. She dropped the billycan of berries and fled, shrieking, leaving my father and I. That frenzied flight is so indelibly etched in my memory that snakes and hysteria have become the same.


‘Snakes are scarce at this time of the year.’ Mrs Mansfield smiles reassurance.


She takes me to the kitchen. It’s cosy there with the smell of cooking. Burps and burbles come from a saucepan on the slow-combustion stove.


Using a wooden spoon, she stirs the contents. ‘It’s lovely to have company in the kitchen again,’ she says.


Her words remind me of my mother. She often said something the same when I was with her. She still writes of her loneliness and she’s always asking me to go back for a visit. At Christmas, she even sent the train fare to Charleville, ruining my best excuse for not going. Lately my father has come in on the act too, urging me to take holidays from work and go. He’s decided that Mum’s blaming him for holding me back. If only that’s all it was!
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Mrs Mansfield sets out fresh scones with strawberry jam and lashings of whipped cream for morning tea. No wonder she’s a bit overweight, I think, as I lingeringly lick the last of the cream from my lips. My father’s enjoying it too. I’m relieved to see more colour in his face.


Still savouring the sweetness of the scones, I hear Mrs Mansfield suggest that Christian show my father around the property.


‘Good,’ I announce brightly. ‘I’d love to see it all.’


She gives a startled look. ‘I thought you would prefer to stay here, Juliet.’


Stay! Haven’t I already spent ages with Mrs Mansfield? I sense that if I remain now, I’ll never escape from the house. The men’ll be off having a ball, while I’m left imprisoned.


‘It’s pretty rough going in the ute, especially for a girl.’ Christian gives a shrug, as though that’s settled.


But my father raises an eyebrow. That boosts my courage.


‘I’ve always wanted to see a sheep property,’ I announce brightly. Then giving Mrs Mansfield my most brilliant smile, out I dash.


The line between Christian’s eyes deepens when he realises that I’m actually coming. He says nothing, but I sense his irritation. I climb into the cabin of the ute after my father. I almost make the mistake of going ahead when my father stands back to make way for me, but the sight of Christian’s hand on the gear stick quickly changes my mind posthaste. It’s bad enough clambering into the vehicle in a mini, without having to cope with a hand feeling around my leg.


Once we are all in, we bounce off past the wood heap and two tin sheds, to where the land stretches out like a dirty rumpled sheet


Christian tells us the property covers seven thousand acres. Then he waves a hand towards a mob of soil-stained animals clustered near a wide-canopied tree. ‘And we carry about four thousand sheep.’


I resist the urge to tell him sheep should be Persil-white and fluffy.


We pass a tractor with a wide low machine attached, standing beside a strip of newly turned soil. ‘That’s what held us up this morning,’ he continues. ‘We grow lucerne for fodder. Jackson does the ploughing.’ His voice warms as he adds, ‘Jacko’s our right-hand man.’


‘Where’s the hot water pool?’ I ask.


No answer.


‘What pool’s that?’ asks my father and I tell him what Mrs Mansfield said about it being used for their baths.


He is intrigued. ‘Is that right?’ he asks.


Christian manages a surly ‘Yeah.’


Next moment, I fly up and almost bang my head on the roof, as we jolt over the split logs bridging a canal. The rifle on the shelf behind us thumps down.


‘Is that gun loaded?’ asks my father.


‘Of course not,’ says Christian.


I’m tempted to ask why there’s a rifle in the ute, but think better of it. The less I have to say to him, the better.


My father peers through the insect-spattered windscreen. ‘Where’s the pool?’ he asks.


‘In the old homestead paddock,’ says Christian. ‘It’s just a hole.’


‘Can we take a look?’ asks my father.


Grudgingly, Christian agrees and we jolt across another paddock.


The pool really is just a big hole in the ground. Up closer we see the hole is lined with split logs, with a rough timber decking on one side. Water continually gushes from a large pipe, filling the pool and piling umbrella grass at the outlet, before flowing on into the canal that crosses the paddocks.
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