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About the Book


Before Caroline can find peace, the world must go to war.


One hundred years after the conflict, the men who fought in the Great War have all but faded away, and only the memory of their sacrifice will be preserved. Between 1914 and 1918 soldiers from all over the world converged on the trenches of Belgium and Northern France: from Australia and New Zealand, Canada, England, India, Ireland, Scotland, South Africa, Wales and the far reaches of the British Empire they came to fight the enemy alongside the Belgians and the French.


CAROLINE’S WAR: VALE VALHALLA is a compelling, epic novel that follows the lives of a group of Australians through the years prior to, and during, the First World War. At the heart, lies the constant life-long hatred between two mortal enemies, Matthew Craken, flamboyant artist, and John Conrad Fleet, steadfast, honest soldier.  Dividing them is Caroline Dere, the woman who loves one, yet marries the other. When Matthew is badly injured by John Conrad in a fight over the death of John Conrad’s sister, Matthew takes retribution by ensuring he captures Caro for himself.


Their story is played out against the searing background of the First World War where ultimately Matthew, John Conrad and Caro find that the power of forgiveness can bring peace.
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THE PEACE




Chapter One


Brisbane, Queensland, Australia: early July 1893


The young man rode as fast as was possible in the ugly weather, his horse, as sure-footed as any in the colony, taking him through the mud, wind and lashing rain.


Lightning ripped coldly through the storm, showing the unsealed road ahead as it stretched like a taut black wire across the landscape. Thunder resounded as the horse and rider charged along towards the makeshift Victoria Bridge across the river: the original had been washed away in the Great Flood of the previous February.


The unseasonal winter storm reflected the one breeding upon itself in the youth’s mind, fed with thoughts of Emma, his precious younger sister who had died in his arms this very night. Fury pushed him on, one idea dominant: to kill Matthew Craken, the man who had murdered her.


As the rider sped past the wharves at the end of Stanley Street, he hardly noticed that he was now soaked to the skin, his whole being concentrated on urging his horse expeditiously to the river and on into Brisbane to Jamie Russell’s tavern.


It was common knowledge that Matthew Craken’s habitual Friday night occupation was to drink and play cards at Russell’s Tavern in Upper Edward Street. The place had a dubious reputation and a rowdy, drunken, fast group they were who gathered there. In recent years, particularly during the Great Strike of ’90, when many shearers had descended on Brisbane from the west country, Russell’s Tavern had been their mecca. The depression did not seem to affect the public houses: in May, when eight of Queensland’s eleven banks had closed, record business had been done in beer sales.


As the stallion’s hooves thudded across the swiftly built, rickety bridge, the young man saw visions of Emma dancing, her best blue silk dress swirling high in the air; and as he held his horse steady to swing down George Street she was singing carols in the summer heat of Christmas Eve, and when he splashed round the corner into Adelaide Street, where the storm-water spilled over the new but inadequate drains, the sunny sounds of Emma’s laughter filled his ears. But by the time he rode up the Edward Street hill and dismounted under the awning to smash open Russell’s Tavern door, Emma had ceased to dance and sing and laugh.


He stood for a few seconds in the tired light, his rain-drenched coat dripping water. He did not notice that he shivered.


It was close to two o’clock in the morning yet some die-hards remained at a table with cards between them. A few others lounged at the bar and billiard table. Gaslamps burned low, throwing long shadows and emphasising that enervated mood which descends on rooms once revellers have dispersed. Those left, to a man, turned to the open door. After the intitial surprise of his intrusion, the youth held their gazes, for there was something restless, even worrisome about him, like that sort of subdued tension found in big cats. The youth spoke very loudly. ‘Matthew Craken! Where is he?’


The card players leaned back in their chairs. This was a diverting interlude: it amused them.


Now his voice was more insistent. ‘I said, where’s bloody Craken?’ He strode over to an individual who wore an apron and had been drinking with the loungers at the bar. He took hold of the man’s shoulder. ‘Don’t trifle with me. You belong to this house. Tell me where Craken is or you’ll be sorry.’


The man evidently believed what he heard for he answered quickly, ‘I ain’t seen him . . . not for a while I ain’t. Think he went upstairs . . . with someone.’


The young man turned away and as he lifted his eyes to the balcony above, he saw, in the insipid glow, a figure he recognised.


Matthew Craken’s pale fingers rested lightly on the wooden railing as his languid gaze focused on the wet, bedraggled intruder, and he sniffed through his aquiline nose as if he smelt something unpleasant. ‘So, John Conrad Fleet, you noisily repeat my name! What do you want?’ He came forward and began to descend the staircase.


‘You bastard!’ John Conrad shouted, running across the room and up the steps to meet Craken.


‘What the devil . . .?’ cried the man as John Conrad came leaping up to him and took him by the throat. ‘Fleet! Have you gone mad?’ He lifted his hands in protest.


‘My sister’s dead.’


Craken’s eyes lost their lethargy and opened wide. ‘No . . . never, how can she be?’


But John Conrad was not there to talk. His hands tightened around Craken’s throat and the man lashed out, striking his attacker in the face.


John Conrad fell back on to the rail but rallied immediately, returning in one leap to his quarry so that the two men grappled on the staircase.


‘My sister’s dead!’ he shouted again as he struck Matthew Craken’s jaw with a blow that sent the man staggering backwards.


As he straightened, he lifted his hand in a halting gesture again, and shouted, ‘Are you mad, Fleet?’ He backed up a step, turned and began to run up the stairs, but John Conrad threw himself upwards, lashing out, grabbing his legs and bringing him down. In one move he seized the man by the back of the neck, and smashed his face down on the steps. Matthew Craken gave a loud groan of pain but managed to pull his body to a half-standing position where he tried to throw his assailant off. ‘Leave me alone, Fleet, for Christ’s sake. I’ve no quarrel with you. Listen to me . . .’


But this only served to further enrage John Conrad, and he held on to his quarry and pushed him with all his force against the railing. As Craken attempted to preserve his balance he half turned back to his assailant and received another closed fist to the side of his face.


Matthew Craken had no idea what had befallen Emma. All he could see was that her brother was blaming him and acting like a madman. He had to counter the assault; it was obvious to him that if he did not he would be killed. ‘Fleet, you’re insane!’ He jerked full round to face his opponent as his right hand went down in a swift movement to snatch out the dagger he wore on his belt. ‘Now stay back, Fleet. I don’t want to hurt you.’ He menaced his attacker with the blade, which served to halt the onslaught briefly, and in those seconds Matthew took the advantage to spin round and leap away up the stairs again, but John Conrad was reckless now, and he scrambled up after him, grabbing hold of the skirt of his coat and ripping it as he pulled the man back towards him.


Now the two were interlocked, beads of perspiration on each man’s temples. John Conrad captured his adversary’s wrist and the blade swung violently between them, its razor-sharp edge cutting an arc through the air as fierce grunting sounds of hatred filled the tavern. Down came the knife and slashed across John Conrad’s left shoulder. Blood sprang from the wound, but the bleeding youth did not feel the pain, though he knew he had been cut, and in an instant he brought up his other fist to strike his foe hard on the face. It sent him reeling even though he still held on to the dagger.


Matthew Craken fought to hold his footing on the stairs but he stepped into air, pulling his wrist from John Conrad’s grasp, the knife hurtling over the handrail as he toppled and spun around, tumbling backwards and breaking the banisters with his boots, his impetus such that he continued careering headfirst down the steps, bumping, thudding and smashing his way to the bottom . . . to lie still.


By now, the whole of the tavern was animated: shouts and yells, whistles and catcalls filling the tired night. One enterprising drinker had even mobilised enough to take wagers on the fight.


John Conrad was deaf to the uproar. He strode down the long staircase and stood above Craken before lifting his damp, muddy boot to nudge him in the side.


The man rolled over groaning.


‘I see you’re not dead, more’s the pity. But Emma is, you bastard.’


Matthew Craken’s bloodshot eyes opened but he could not focus on the man towering over him. He thought his legs must be broken for there was agony in both of them. He felt that his face was broken too for he could not speak. The pain was as if all his childhood nightmares rose up in one flood of anguish in his mind. He could not think. He groaned again.


John Conrad knelt down on one knee, bringing his head to a level so that only his foe could hear. ‘Listen well, you bastard. Tonight my sister took arsenic because she carried your child, and you’d denied her. I know the whole bloody sickening truth. I’ve let you off too lightly; I should’ve killed you.’


Matthew Craken was suffering so much that he did not understand everything that was said, but he did realise that Emma Fleet was dead. He was shocked. He had hoped to see her tomorrow. He liked Em, with her pretty eyes and laughing mouth. Yes, she had told him she carried his baby, but he had not believed her. A girl had tried that on him a year ago. His father was a store owner and rich. Women wanted to trap him . . . trap him . . . trap him . . .


He tried hard to see, but the man above him was a blur. Then he attempted again to speak, for it seemed impossible that Emma was truly dead, but all he did was cough up blood.


John Conrad rose and looked contemptuously down, the blood from the wound in his shoulder dropping indifferently into the widening pool of Matthew Craken’s blood upon the floor; blending as if in perverse prophecy.


He noticed this anomaly: it seemed bizarre that his blood mingled with Craken’s. He shook his head, turned, and strode away.


The following day the sun hid, a bitter wind blew and a little rain drizzled on and off. As the light behind broken clouds snaked up the Brisbane River to the West End it found John Conrad a few hundred yards away from Brewery House, as they called the Fleet home, and his father’s brewery, standing at the water’s edge, looking east into the meagre morning light.


When he had arrived home the previous night he had found both his father and his Aunt Leigh distraught over Emma’s death. Bart, his sixteen-year-old brother, who knew the truth, had maintained Emma took the arsenic accidentally, and when John Conrad endorsed this stance, the older couple finally accepted it. And while they continued to harangue him about his wound and where he had been, he parried their questions, and at last they had let him retire. Aunt Leigh, between tears, had dressed his gash and bandaged it.


Now, as the youth watched the overcast sky, his clean-shaven face was grave and the gentle lines at the corners of his eyes had turned to creases of concentration. He remained that way, down by the river, until an hour later, he answered Bart’s call to his father’s study.


He found three men there: Arthur Craken, Matthew Craken’s father, the Chief Inspector of Police, and his own father, Barrington Fleet.


Barrington Fleet had standing in the community. Even though his father had been a convict, transported to New South Wales in 1831, the family had left that behind them, as many Australian families had: the unspoken rule to avoid discussion of origins; and all his own children had been born into relatively easy circumstances. His sons had attended Bowen House as children and then the Boys’ Grammar School, two prestigious institutions. The brewery was situated in the West End, a working-class suburb, but Barrington Fleet could have lived anywhere, though he chose to live right next to his brewery in the finest house on this side of the city. He had made his mark and was counted among the leading businessmen of Brisbane; was a member of the best clubs and the Royal Society. The news of his eldest son’s actions of the night before had come from his friend, the Chief Inspector of Police. Fleet was a law-abiding man, and to have his son before him in this manner profoundly disturbed him.


‘Sit down, John Conrad.’


The youth sat.


‘You know the inspector and Mr Craken.’


John Conrad nodded to them.


‘We’re all aware of what happened last night. Matthew Craken has suffered very badly: his nose is broken, he has cuts and abrasions on his face and there are fractures in his ribs, and both legs.’


John Conrad maintained a silence as his father dropped his eyes to the floor and the inspector took up the dialogue in his heavy Scottish brogue. ‘It’s been mooted that there’s a connection between the death of your sister, Emma, and the fight between you two. Is that so, laddie?’


The youth did not meet the gazes of any of the three men. ‘I’m sorry I cannot say.’ He looked across the room to the window.


The police inspector turned to Barrington Fleet and then to Arthur Craken. ‘Interesting, is it not, that both these boys can’t tell us anything about the fight or the death of Emma? Yet the witnesses say they heard John Conrad charge Matthew with Emma’s death. Seems to me there’s much to know here.’ Then he turned back to John Conrad. ‘As you and Matthew wish to hold silence on these issues, there’s not too much I can do about that, young fellow, but I can tell you that had charges been brought against you, Matthew Craken’s injuries are such that you could have been sentenced to five, even ten, years in gaol, do you understand that?’


John Conrad remained silent.


‘I’ll assume that you do, so think yourself a very lucky young man.’


Now Barrington Fleet spoke, occasionally his voice breaking just slightly with emotion. ‘Son, that you didn’t kill Matthew Craken is mere luck. This is a law-abiding town in a law-abiding colony and if you had, you might have found yourself at the end of a rope. As it is, and the inspector has said, no charges have been laid, a fact about which you should be eternally grateful. But one thing’s clear to Mr Craken, the Chief Inspector and myself: you and Matthew Craken cannot live in the one town. It may be years before Matthew can walk again – if ever, I’m very sorry to hear. And as eyewitnesses say you were the attacker, it is you we have decided to remove. Through the Chief Inspector and Mr Samuel Griffith, the Chief Justice, we have this morning spoken to Colonel French of the Defence Forces and he will arrange for you to join the army, one of the New South Wales contingents. Since the depression has had such a marked effect on our forces they can do with recruits. You’ll leave for Sydney immediately after your sister’s funeral. Your future’s to be as a professional soldier.’ He breathed a quite audible sigh. ‘While I had always thought for you to follow in my footsteps here at the brewery, it must be your brother, Bartholomew, who will fill that position now.’


John Conrad’s eyes widened. His shoulder ached, his forehead was bruised and sore, he felt hurt and frustrated, and he spoke quickly. ‘Father, my future surely is my own. I must decide it. It’s my right.’


Barrington Fleet shook his head as the policeman answered, fingering his wide moustache, ‘You have no rights, lad. By your actions last night you have foregone them.’


A voice in John Conrad’s head said, ‘He killed my sister! He got less than he deserved,’ but he did not give it rein. Instead he bristled at the suggestion of the army. ‘I will not have it. I must decide my own future.’ He strode to the window. Below he could see the brewers taking their early morning tea across the yard under the brewery awning. The sun was coming through at last, and they sat around in groups near pools of water that had formed in the yard overnight. They were laughing and calling to each other and the sight was so normal, so peaceful, that the deeds of the last twenty-four hours seemed absurd.


He did not turn round as his father spoke. ‘You’re not yet twenty-one, my boy. You’ve not yet achieved man’s estate, and I can legally make decisions for you whether you like it or not.’ His voice quivered as he added, ‘Hasn’t enough damage been done, damn it? Our darling Emma is gone, and you, in your stupidity, have sustained a wound and half-killed a poor man who—’


‘Who deserved it . . . deserved it and more.’ John Conrad spat out the words as he rounded from the window.


Arthur Craken made a noise of affront and stood up. ‘It’s my son you speak of, young man. I’ve been more than tolerant up till now, knowing my lad is a bit of a rogue, but this goes too far. I can’t stand for it.’


John Conrad met Arthur Craken’s gaze. He said no more but the expression in his face showed his contempt for the man’s son.


Barrington Fleet rose from his chair. He was fifty-six years of age and in his prime. While he was heart-broken over his daughter’s death, he was still in charge, head of this family and father to the boy who stood before him. John Conrad drew his eyes from Arthur Craken’s to meet his parent’s. A few seconds passed. If only father and son had realised it, their expressions were identical as they faced each other. Barrington’s grey eyes glinted and his thick brows drew together as he lifted his hand towards his son, index finger raised. ‘You are in my charge, You will be a soldier. If you refuse I’ll bring the courts to bear. That’s the end of the matter.’


And it was.


Emma’s funeral passed off, as funerals do: full of overwhelming sadness. It rained again and the dark, wet mourners made dark, wet sounds of solicitude. John Conrad watched his father’s stiff face; his aunt’s sagging shoulders; the grim line of Bart’s mouth.


Death had come into his young life for the second time; his mother five years ago and now Emma.


It was cold as they left the graveyard, and John Conrad looked back only once to where men threw shovels of mud into the gaping hole in the ground.




Chapter Two


Getting through the wake was not as bad as John Conrad had foreseen. It was the funeral that had been hard: drained him, numbed him.


He listened to the talk going on in the big kitchen. Funny how the people of Brisbane gathered in the kitchen. Most were seated around the great oak table that had been brought out from the old country by his mother’s family – the oak table where the little blue bottle had stood on Friday night. This was the fourth wake he had been to in his life. They always disconcerted him: the chatter, the food and drink, and the occasional laughter; seemed wrong when mourning filled the air.


He had listened while Captain Jack Dere, a seaman and family friend, had made a remarkable speech about the passing of youthful and beautiful things. It had not been sentimental, just appropriate, and when the man had finished John Conrad moved outside on to the wide verandah. The sun had gone down almost an hour since, early as always in the great southern lands. Rows of black umbrellas hung like massive bats along the wall. Much of the talk inside was fear of another flood. Queensland was like that: long stretches without any rain at all and then entire days of rain, and solid round drops they were! Not like the gentle misty rain of England and Ireland that his mother had told him about.


For the first time since the events of last Friday John Conrad Fleet smiled, thinking of his mother, Constance Baldwin Fleet. She had been born in Ireland and spent her first ten years there before going to England, the daughter of a volatile mixed marriage, her own mother, a Roman Catholic, and her father, a Protestant. Perhaps that was why she had been fair, tolerant, caring; certainly he believed it was one reason. Her conversation had been dotted with words like conciliation, compromise and tolerance; her bequest to the world, philanthropy and kind deeds. She had been his guiding light . . . well all the family’s, not just his. He was sure if she had lived Emma would not have been involved with Craken. They had all lost direction once she had gone, and his father had become a different man: grey-faced, aloof.


There was one photograph of his mother taken when John Conrad was small. He thought she had been most beautiful, like a passing angel, with her bonny round face and dark curls falling gently over her forehead; but then perhaps all sons thought of their mothers this way. He recalled her honest brown eyes and strongly marked eyebrows, as if drawn with pencil on her smooth forehead. How badly he missed her patient sweetness. She had died of typhoid fever. The world had been somehow purer with her resident in it. And now Emma too had gone into that void humans did not understand. He closed his eyes and bent forward, holding on to the verandah railing.


‘John Conrad.’ The voice sounded quietly behind him. He turned to face a girl. She stood a few feet from him in the beam of light thrown from the lantern dangling from the verandah ceiling.


‘Hello, Caroline.’ He had known Caroline Dere, Captain Jack Dere’s daughter, all her life, but for the first time he noticed her eyes were a burnished brown like his mother’s had been . . . unusual. Caroline was a nice kid, and, through her mother, some distant relative of Aunt Leigh. She looked quite grown-up today. Maybe it was the severe black lace she wore.


Caroline felt very sorry for John Conrad. His sister had died last week in what people were calling ‘a scandal’, although she didn’t know why. And today her mother had told her John Conrad was going away to be a soldier. She had never thought of John Conrad as a soldier, and it seemed odd. They would all miss him. He had such a hearty laugh and always gave her – well, everybody – a good feeling. ‘Popular’ was the word her mother used for him. Somehow she liked him better even than her own big brother, Paul, though she would never admit it to anyone.


She had watched John Conrad at the funeral today. She could never recall his looking sad before. Everybody knew how he had doted on Emma, and they all said that he had gone almost mad when he found her dying. Caroline’s brother, Paul, had been in love with Emma, but then so had many of the boys of the district. Caroline had almost envied Emma in a way, and now Emma was not even alive. She felt so sorry for Emma . . . and for John Conrad.


Aunt Leigh had told Caroline’s mother that John Conrad had beaten a man half to death the very same night Emma died. Now, Caroline found that really hard to believe.


‘So how are you, Caro?’


Caroline’s fine freckled nose crinkled with emotion. ‘Well, I’m sorry for you, is how I am, John Conrad. It’s terrible about Emma and all.’


‘Yes, lass, that it is.’


She liked the way he called her lass, and she didn’t mind that he called her ‘Caro’ either, though oddly enough she didn’t like it much when others used it. ‘My mother says you’re going away to become a soldier.’


‘Yes, I am.’


And now she could feel her heart beating. ‘Will you ever come back?’


‘Of course I will. This is my home.’


‘Do . . . you want to go?’


For some seconds he eyed her as if deciding how to answer, then he asked, ‘How old are you, Caro?’


‘I’ll be fifteen next birthday.’


‘When’s your birthday?’


‘The twenty-sixth of May.’


John Conrad gave a wan smile. ‘Caro, then you’re hardly fourteen, let alone fifteen.’


She gave a small embarrassed laugh. ‘Yes . . . I suppose so.’


‘In answer to your question, no, lass, I don’t want to go. I’m damned if I do.’


‘They say you’re leaving tomorrow, on the morning train.’


He nodded and her heart sank.


At that moment the door on to the verandah opened and John Conrad’s brother Bartholomew came out and claimed him. Caroline watched them move away.


Later, when she left the wake with her parents, her father shook John Conrad’s hand and said comforting things. Her father always knew the right sorts of things to say. He had made a wonderful speech earlier tonight about Emma.


As Caroline passed him she smiled sympathetically and John Conrad gave her a brotherly pat on the shoulder.


That night the rain stopped and Caroline Dere slept fitfully. She dreamt of a funeral where the minister asked how old she was and John Conrad Fleet kept saying she was hardly fourteen.


She woke to the streaming sunlight, great lengths of brilliance shooting across the rain-drenched land, and soon the relentless Queensland sun, effective even in winter, was drying out all that had been waterlogged.


The same sunlight found John Conrad packing the last of his belongings before heading to the Central Railway station in Brisbane; in his pocket, the letter of introduction to Major General Hutton written by Colonel French. He hugged each of his family in turn. His Aunt Leigh was still crying; it seemed as if she had been crying constantly since last Friday night. He too felt like crying. She managed to whisper, ‘Parting is such sweet sorrow, as the Bard said.’ His Aunt seemed to have a quote for every occasion.


The hardest to leave was his nine-year-old brother, David. The child did not understand. All he knew was that his big sister was gone and now his big brother was leaving.


His father took his hand and shook it, and John Conrad looked into Barrington Fleet’s cool eyes. When his mother had been alive Barrington Fleet used to laugh, there had been a kindness about him; nowadays he was more remote, more unapproachable. I’m leaving, Father . . . going away . . . hug me Father, please . . . but the wish was not answered and Barrington Fleet dropped his son’s hand.


‘Do well, son. Make me proud.’


Bartholomew drove him to the station in the dray: along the dirt roads, past the sterile grounds of the West End State School and by the butcher shop into Cradder’s Lane where the local push – as a gang of youths was called – hung out; through the short cut to Melbourne Street. Some of the people who were abroad knew him and called greetings: ‘Goodbye, John Conrad.’ ‘The Volunteers’ll make a man o’ ye!’ ‘Farewell lad.’ He was not surprised they knew he was leaving; rumours passed swiftly around the West End.


As they rolled across the substitute Victoria Bridge he looked down at the muddy water, reliving the last time he had traversed it, in fury and despair. He made a bitter sound in his throat as his brother looked sideways at him. As they trundled along Anne Street to the railway station they even passed the corner of Edward Street where John Conrad could see the front of Russell’s Tavern. Finally, when they alighted in front of Central Station, there, under the wide corrugated iron awning, stood Hargy Lightfoot.


Hargy Lightfoot was John Conrad’s friend. They had been boyhood companions from the day Hargy’s mother had arrived to help in Constance Fleet’s kitchen. The two little boys had responded to each other from that first moment. They had learned to swim in the Brisbane River together, fished and played and dreamed together. Hargy had always lived in Spring Hollow, an overcrowded tenement. But since his mother had died – not six months after Constance Fleet – Hargy had been less reliable and often would not turn up for his job at the brewery. Actually there were very few Aborigines in Brisbane now; most lived out of the towns in the bush areas. It was natural for them to go on ‘walkabout’; they were semi-nomads by nature.


John Conrad leapt down from the dray and approached his friend. ‘Hargy, old pal, I went up to see you yesterday but your sister said you were away on walkabout, didn’t know when you were coming back.’


Hargy moved from one foot to the other. He took off his cap as his dark eyes clouded. ‘Got back this mornin’. Me sister said Emma dead. I’m real sorry.’


John Conrad nodded. ‘Yes, pal. It’s not a pretty story.’ He looked in his friend’s eyes. ‘I know you knew about her and Matthew Craken.’


Hargy sighed. ‘Yeah. Craken not a good bloke. Plenty of girls.’


John Conrad too took a deep breath. ‘He got her into trouble. Then denied her. Em killed herself.’


The other youth’s dark eyes widened briefly. ‘Him bloody bad bugger. Me sister said there’s talk around that you bashed him up real good.’


John Conrad gave a grim smile. ‘Yes, it’ll be a while before he destroys another girl’s life.’


‘Anyhow, I’m real sorry. She was a good girl, Emma, and I feel plum bad.’ Hargy extended his strong dark hand and his friend took it. Then they clasped each other close for a second or two.


‘When you come back?’


John Conrad looked skywards. ‘Don’t know, pal, but you be careful. Not too many fights at the Colosseum, please.’


Hargy was a natural pugilist. He picked up a little money by taking part in bouts down at a rambling old tin shed satirically called the Colosseum in a back street in Fortitude Valley.


‘Fightin’s easy.’


By this time Bart had unloaded the trunk from the dray and he came to stand beside his brother.


‘And, pal, you make sure you go back to the brewery and your job. Bart here will see to it everything’s all right.’


Bart smiled. ‘That I will.’


The two friends shook hands once more and the brothers walked away under the small arch into the railway station.


Hargy watched, standing perfectly still in the cool breeze for a few seconds, and then as he turned to walk away, he saw Caroline Dere come hurrying down towards him.


Across the road Caroline caught sight of Hargy at the same time. She had always liked Hargy. He was much older than she was, like John Conrad, but he did odd jobs at the brewery and she always spoke to him when she was over there. They said he was a really good boxer and he looked it – sort of stringy and hard like wire. She avoided a milk cart as she crossed the road to join him.


She asked, ‘Did you see him?’


They both knew whom she meant.


Hargy closed his dark eyes briefly. ‘Yes. He’s gone inside now.’


Caroline tried to smile but her chin wobbled uncertainly. ‘I had hoped to catch him . . . well . . . to say goodbye.’


The youth nodded. It was plum obvious to him that Caroline Dere sure seemed sad. ‘Don’t worry. John Conrad come back again. Won’t stay gone for ever.’


Caroline took a deep breath and nodded.


‘Yeah. Goin’ away meself again soon.’


She tried to sound interested. ‘Walkabout?’


‘Yeah. See me brother and me uncle over past Beaudesert for a start.’


‘Look after yourself then, Hargy.’


‘Yeah, you too, Miss Caroline.’


They gave each other a kindly smile and Hargy left her standing there.


By the time John Conrad had purchased his ticket to Sydney and walked on to the wooden platform which squeaked under his boots, he had decided life was insane. Emma was dead. Craken was alive. And he was off to join the army. At least Hargy had turned up to say goodbye.


Bart pointed to a wooden seat and they sat silently, John Conrad with his portmanteau between his legs, a trunk at his side.


Bart turned to him. ‘Won’t be the same at the brewery without you.’


‘Just make sure you finish all your schooling and go on to Sydney or Melbourne University, no matter what the old man says.’


Bart nodded.


As the train backed into the station, chugging and spewing steam in great clouds, they stood up and collected John Conrad’s luggage.


‘All aboard the Sydney Mail via Ipswich, Toowoomba, Warwick, Stanthorpe to Wallangarra! Change trains at Wallangarra for the onward journey to Sydney. All aboard!’


When his trunk and portmanteau were stowed in the baggage compartment, John Conrad took his brother in his arms. ‘Look after David and Aunt Leigh. And make sure Hargy’s job is always there for him. He’s a great bloke.’


‘Yes, he is. Good luck.’


The guard called, ‘All aboard!’ John Conrad mounted the Sydney train and under the canopy of blue Queensland sky extending from horizon to horizon, Bart waved until the train disappeared from view.


When Bartholomew came out into the street he was surprised to see Caroline Dere standing there under a wide-brimmed straw hat.


‘Caroline?’


She stepped aside as if to let him pass. ‘I just saw Hargy Lightfoot.’ She glanced across the railway sheds where the track led away. She seemed fidgety and looked down at her feet. ‘He’s gone, hasn’t he?’


‘John Conrad?’


‘Yes.’


Bart nodded.


‘He said he’d come back.’


‘He usually does what he says.’


Her eyes returned to Bart’s. ‘Yes.’ She forced a smile and moved on.


Bart watched her walk away. Caroline was a funny kid. He shook his head and mounted the dray.


In the train gathering speed to the south John Conrad stood in the corridor gazing sightlessly at the landscape as it sped by. Last Friday night he had found his sister on the floor in the darkened kitchen; her pretty young face had been distorted, perspiration ran in rivulets over her white cheeks and she had felt like fire to his touch. Between gulps of air she had told him enough for him to guess the rest. He had wiped the vomit from the side of her mouth and when he had carried her out into the storm to get her to a hospital she had died in his arms. He would never forgive Matthew Craken, never, not as long as he lived.


As he continued staring at the passing countryside he became peripherally aware of movement at his side.


‘Mister,’ a small voice said.


He looked down at a girl of about five or six years. It was the startling colour of her hair he noticed: it was a bright sienna red.


He smiled perfunctorily and turned back to gazing out the window. Some time later he felt his coattail tugged. He looked down again. The little girl had not moved. He felt mildly irritated, he really did not want to be pestered by a small person.


‘Where’s your mother?’ he asked automatically.


‘In heaven,’ came the definite reply.


He was slightly taken aback by this unfortunate revelation, and now he looked more closely at the child. Her mouth was pursed and she seemed to be studying him. Her nose was covered in freckles and two plaits of her red hair trailed across her shoulders, one with a ribbon at the end, the other without. ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ he said.


She appeared to ignore the sympathy; instead she smiled, showing a missing front tooth. ‘We’re going to meet Uncle Hewitt,’ she stated in her grown-up fashion.


The child’s gaze was so unequivocal. John Conrad felt almost uncomfortable. ‘That’s nice,’ he answered. ‘Now run along.’ He turned deliberately back to the passing countryside.


‘Mister,’ the insistent voice repeated at his side.


He sighed. This really was not how he wanted to spend his train journey to Sydney. ‘What now?’ he asked.


‘We’re going on a ship, to England.’


He was in this conversation whether he wished to be, or not. ‘Are you now?’


She was holding a dainty blue silk purse on strings, and he watched as she loosened the strings and put her tiny hand inside. She brought out a small holy card with a saint’s picture on the front. She handed it to him in a definite gesture. ‘This is for you,’ she said. ‘What’s your name?’


Now his irritation gave way to amusement. With her adult style and her serious face, she certainly was an eccentric little creature. And while he did not want the proffered card, he took it. ‘Thank you,’ he said, and in reply to her question answered, ‘My name’s John Conrad Fleet.’ And merely to be polite he added, ‘What’s yours?’


Before the child could answer a woman’s high-pitched voice called, ‘Emma, there you are! I’ve been looking for you everywhere. I thought I’d lost you. Naughty Emma!’ And the hulk of a buxom woman bore down on the child and, swiftly taking up her hand, pulled her away. John Conrad stood holding the card and watching the pale silk of the child’s dress shimmering and fading along the narrow corridor.


Emma. The woman had called the child Emma. John Conrad could hardly believe it.


Mechanically he turned the holy card over to the other side. He actually started as he read the neatly printed words: Emma Louise Blackstone. This was more than coincidence . . . That the child’s first name was Emma, the same as his dead sister, was enough, but that her second name was Louise dumbfounded him, for Louise was his dead sister’s middle name too.


The train was gathering speed now, and the breeze came strongly in through the open window. When the child had handed him the card, his first thought had been to throw it away.


He remained for a long time watching the swiftly changing countyside, feeling the strong air movement across his face, eyeing mechanically the vast open spaces dotted with gum trees. Turning from the window at last, he shook his head, placed the holy card in his top pocket and moved along the swinging carriage, randomly choosing a compartment. He could feel the train slowing as it passed the wooden houses with their rectangular backyards on the outskirts of the town of Ipswich, twenty-three miles south-west of Brisbane. His journey would take him through other lonely towns, out over the Darling Downs, to Wallangarra where he would change trains to the wider gauge of the New South Wales railway.


As he opened the compartment door, two young women looked up from where they sat and eyed him appreciatively. He was used to second glances. John Conrad’s demeanour, overlayed with his appearance, gave him a presence not often seen in the youth of Queensland: his skin was sun-browned and smooth, his nose was straight and his bone structure regular. He appeared to wear expensive and fashionable clothes, but it was his size and his proportions that prompted this illusion.


He sat down, much to the pleasure of the girls who smiled a welcome at him . . . but his head was too filled with his recent encounter to return their greeting. Somehow meeting the odd little adult-child had comforted him.


He leaned back into the corner as the train chugged to a halt. The opening and slamming of doors ricocheted along the carriages and he focused on the words Ipswich Station painted in green and black on each of the wooden seats along the platform. It was a pleasant town; one of Aunt Leigh’s relatives ran a mine here somewhere.


Feeling the train’s staccato action as it took up its journey John Conrad automatically lifted his hand and tapped his top pocket where the holy card lay, before he moved his fingers to rest momentarily on his wounded shoulder. He was going to be a soldier and only heaven knew where that would take him, but he would always remember his darling sister . . . yes, and the small, yet strangely adult Emma Louise of today.


There was much to reflect upon during this journey into his future. He closed his eyes and settled back more comfortably against the cushioned seat, and within a few minutes, the constant rhythmic vibration of the moving train assisted his meditations.




Chapter Three


Brisbane, five years later: 17 June 1898


The sun of the southern hemisphere came up over the rooftops of the city. From the élite heights of Hamilton the morning light broke over the river where the government steamer Lucinda, a replica of Queen Victoria’s yacht, was making an early morning sweep down past the workers’ cottages on the river flats of the suburb of Newstead. The sunlight, in its eternal efficiency, snaked across the city proper to the tenements of Spring Hill and on into the windows of the imperious double-storied doctors’ houses facing Wickham Terrace to cross the river once more and awaken the districts of South Brisbane and the West End.


The all-enveloping morning light revealed new building going on in the streets of South Brisbane, a substantial sign that the city was slowly making its recovery from the great depressions of the decade.


Gradually the occupants of the homes of Brisbane awoke and the women of the colony made breakfast for their men. In the early years of Australia the ratio of men to women had been greatly disproportionate, owing to the dominance of males among convicts and immigrants, but now the female proportion of the population had increased. The percentage of women was larger in the capital cities than elsewhere, for women tended to settle more in the civilised areas than in the country, and those country towns had been substantially deserted by men in the great strikes of the early nineties.


On this clear, pre-winter morn, as Brisbane yawned and awoke, one young woman had long been working.


Caroline slid the wide tray of apple pies inside the oven, closed the door and brushed the flour from her apron. Her hair fell in tiny ringlets across her forehead. She really wished her hair grew differently, so that she could pull it backwards in a swathe like the ladies did who strolled down Queen Street after church on Sunday mornings. But, no, she must accept herself as she was. She pushed her hair back from her eyes as she lifted her gaze to the window in the early morning light. The chill westerly wind moved the small branches of the trees outside, and it looked as if it might rain, but she had a smile on her face because it was Friday. She loved Fridays, for once she had helped to complete the day’s baking she took the rest of the day off and had luncheon with Aunt Leigh Fleet over at Brewery House.


The door opened behind her and her brother, Paul, came in. ‘Morning, Sis. It’s warm in here; pretty cold out there, though. There’s been a frost.’


‘Really? I’m just off for my walk. Then I’ll go over to see Aunt Leigh.’


‘Don’t know why you bother with long walks. Especially on chilly days like this.’


‘I like to, I think it does me good.’


Her brother shrugged as she hurried away through the brick corridor which led from the bakery to their wooden house with its verandah on all sides and nestling into a high stone bank on the west. The verandah was surrounded by ferns and box wood and jacaranda trees. It was June and beginning to get cold but even in the summer, in the worst of the Queensland heat, the plantings gave the suggestion of coolness. The jacarandas were almost stark now, their wide branches becoming daily more bare, but in the spring and summer the wonderful lavender-blue blossoms fell on to the verandah. Somehow, for Caroline, the flowers had become synonymous with her father. He loved these trees, had planted every one himself, and had built this house virtually single-handed when home from his long sea voyages, working nights with a hurricane lantern swinging over his head as he hammered the great lengthy nails into the weatherboard. It amazed her that he knew how to build a house. ‘My father was a master builder back in the old country, some of it must have rubbed off,’ he would say. Many nights Caroline had sat beside her father, watching him labour. That was before the Great Flood of ’93 but the house had stood up to the flood waters even though it had gone under right up to the top of the verandah. She was so proud to have him for a father, and she missed him when he went away, often six or eight months at a time. Yet she understood that was his life, just as her mother always had.


Since she had been a tiny child he had spoken to her of Shakespeare and Greek philosophy. Many of the words he used she did not know, but patiently he would explain them. She had learnt so very much from him. Once, when she asked him where he had been taught the magical things he knew, he had simply said, ‘Self-taught my darling, self-taught. In my youth there was not money enough for a formal education, but I managed.’ Then he had trained his pale, oh so pale, blue eyes on her and said, ‘But you are different. I’ve worked hard to make sure you have an education. You and your brother. You’ll be as well-educated as any girl in Queensland. Trouble with your brother is, he likes to handle food and to bake – strange to me, for I reckon that’s women’s work – but I’ve told him, if he still feels the same when he’s finished his schooling, then I’ll try to set him up in a bakery, I will.’


He had been as good as his word, of course. Her brother now ran Dere’s Family Bakery along with Caroline and their mother. And Caroline herself was educated well enough to have worked six months as a clerk in the office of the publishers Gordon and Gotch, and only left when Paul asked her to help him. She also did his book-keeping and paid the bakery bills.


Her father was away on a trip to China but if she concentrated she could hear his voice in her head, a good solid voice with a cloudy, almost thick timbre to it. He spoke with perfect diction, and all his stories had messages, but one remained with her more vividly than all the others; touched her, moved her: the tale of three thousand years ago relating love and beauty in the incongruity of war. The Greeks were camped in their tents around Troy, the walled city. They had been in siege for eight years and as night fell, Crathe, a young Greek soldier-poet who talked philosophy – a gentle and learned man – studied in his tent, while his friend, Natham, prepared himself to scale the Trojan wall and dispose of an enemy sentry. Crathe recited, ‘My father’s meadows are full of song and dreams pervade the air.’ Natham laughed, and bade him farewell.


Natham passed silently through the encampment and out into the black night. He slid across the open ground and scaled the wall, stabbed a lonely Trojan guard to death and returned the way he had come. As he entered his tent he called to his companion, ‘Crathe, my friend, come drink a glass of wine with me. My task is completed.’ Then he halted in horror. His friend, the gentle poet, Crathe, lay dead on his bed, his throat cut. A Trojan had crept down into the Greek camp and done just exactly as Natham had done: killed one of the enemy . . . This tale affected and impressed Caroline. Beautiful lives eclipsed in a moment in the futility of war. It said so much to her about the human condition, not just about war and soldiers.


And yet, there was John Conrad Fleet, a soldier; and that was the oddest thing too: sent away against his wishes, and now, five years later, a full lieutenant.


He had not come home for the first two years of his soldiering, but he had taken leave here every twelve months since. Last year he had told her that the army suited him. She had given him a side-long look and reminded him, ‘I recall the very words you said four years ago. “I don’t want to go,” you said. “I’m damned if I want to.”’


John Conrad had looked serious. ‘Ah Caro,’ he answered, ‘your memory’s too good. People change, you know. There’s more to army life than I ever could have imagined.’


Over the years since Emma’s death, Caroline had become closer to Aunt Leigh Fleet. Caroline supposed the older woman had sought her company to fill the gap created by the loss of Emma. Even her own mother laughed good-naturedly and said she really didn’t know what house Caroline lived in. Caroline liked Aunt Leigh; the woman was straight to the point and enjoyed a laugh. She was big and, as she laughed, would shake all over. She read John Conrad’s occasional letters out aloud and they would discuss the things he said. These confidences helped Caroline feel as if she knew the soldier well.


A year ago, at the annual church dance when he had been home on leave, he asked her for the last dance and then walked home with her and Aunt Leigh and her mother. Life had been so different that month John Conrad was back. When he was around there seemed so much to do, more activity, and amazingly, people seemed to smile more often.


The night before he returned to Sydney, Uncle Barrington had given a party. The soldier was in uniform. When he walked into the room Caroline thought that John Conrad in uniform was like catching sight of Apollo in his golden chariot. Everyone had such a happy time. He had smiled his special smile; it was hard to explain, for it was hardly a smile really, he parted his lips just slightly and his blue eyes seemed to haze over for a second. Caroline noticed these things. Again he had danced with her and this time she fancied it was more than with anyone else. At the height of the revelry he had put his arm around her and said, ‘Caro, lass, you’re the prettiest girl in the room.’ She relived that moment frequently.


She had not told anyone, but a few months after he returned to Sydney she had taken his address from one of his letters to his aunt and written to him. That was many months ago and he had never replied. That did not concern her, for even Aunt Leigh had not had a letter for months. She knew soldiers were busy people; especially lieutenants.


Caroline leapt up the stairs, hurried across the verandah into the kitchen and took off her apron, hanging it behind the door. She passed into the hall and paused to look in the mirror on the stand. She had turned nineteen a few weeks ago and the girlish freckles that had seemed so pronounced on her nose a year or two since had virtually disappeared. She was pleased about that for she thought freckles were not very sophisticated. She brushed her curls off her face but insistently they fell back over her forehead. She smiled as she placed her straw hat firmly on her head: a hat made her look older, she was sure.


Caroline walked spiritedly along the street. Cows grazed on the footpath at the side of the dirt road, and chickens wandered hither and thither, and there, standing outside Mr Pace’s blacksmith’s shop was her friend Lucy Emmet, John Conrad’s second cousin. She had a basket of groceries on her arm and a smile of greeting on her mouth.


‘Good morning, Lucy.’


Lucy shivered in the wind. ‘Hello, love.’


‘How’re things?’


A month ago, Lucy had become engaged to a fellow called George Goodward, a young coal miner, and up-and-coming leader in the labour union movement. He was known as a bit of a hot-head and seemed very sure of himself, but he was good to Lucy and her two young sisters, and that’s what mattered to Caroline.


Lucy smiled. ‘Great.’ Then she took her friend’s arm. ‘George’s got the day off. He’s taking me to a display, an exhibition, in town this afternoon. Would you like to come with us?’


‘What sort of an exhibition?’


‘Photographs of the horseless carriage. They’re calling it a something car, I think. I forget. Anyway, the photographs have come all the way from London. George says horseless carriages will be everywhere. They’re all the rage in the big world cities. He reckons there’s a time coming, I suppose a long way off, when there’ll be no horses in towns at all.’


Caroline looked sceptical, her mouth pursed in thought. ‘Really? George says that does he? Well, he’s up-to-date on most things, I’ll hand you that.’ Then she broke into a smile. ‘Yes, I’d like to come.’


‘Oh, good. We’ll come by after luncheon then, about two o’clock.’


‘Pick me up at Brewery House, will you?’


And the two girls kissed and parted.


At ten past two o’clock that afternoon, Aunt Leigh waved off George and the two young women, who walked down to Vulture Street and caught the brand-new mode of transport, the electric tramcar, introduced less than a year ago and brightly painted with its number on the side above the words, ‘Brisbane Tramways’. Caroline liked to travel this way. During the summer months she had preferred sitting in the open seats at the back or the front to feel the gentle breeze, but today they sat inside the compartment. Soon they were across the new Victoria Bridge, with its multiple arches, and into Queen Street, the main street, and then down to Fortitude Valley, the part of the city where seven hundred British migrants had first opened up the area in 1849.


George helped the girls down from the vehicle on the corner of Brunswick Street and they strolled up the unsealed road past T. C. Beirne’s, one of the main stores in what was simply called ‘The Valley’. Here they halted while Caroline and Lucy oohed and aahed at the bolts of colourful materials stacked on the footpath.


Caroline turned to George. ‘So where’s the exhibition?’


The young man pointed with his hat and they crossed the road and entered one of the many auction rooms in that part of the city.


The sign at the entrance read: The Motor Car, a Horseless Carriage – Leading us into the New Century. Caroline had seen drawings of these amazing contraptions in newspapers, but the photographs were very much more impressive.


George turned to his companions. ‘You know that safety bike that Tubby Evans fitted with a motor? Well, I saw it last week. He was riding it across the Victoria Bridge.’ He pointed back to one of the photographs ‘This is the step forward from that, you know.’


Lucy nodded her head vigorously. ‘Would you ride it, George?’


‘Of course I would, dearest. We must keep step with the new age.’ He whispered something in Lucy’s ear and the young woman giggled and took his arm. They moved forward into the auditorium ahead of Caroline.


Caroline hung back to peruse a picture of a motor man all dressed up in leather overcoat, goggles, gloves and a vast leather cap which came down over his ears. He stood beside his vehicle in a such a peculiar stance, one leg up on his carriage’s engine, looking so in charge that it made Caroline laugh quietly to herself.


As she bent into the photograph, a voice behind her said, ‘You’re the prettiest girl in the room.’ She straightened up immediately. Her first thought was that somehow John Conrad Fleet had been miraculously transported home. These were the very words she heard him say so often in her head. She turned round with an expectant look in her eyes, but the speaker was a man she had never seen before.


A slanted half-smile showed a chip missing from one of his eyeteeth. The smile made her feel a touch uncomfortable and his eyes above it were dark and unfathomable. A scar ran from the side of his temple down across his cheek to his slightly crooked nose. Yet, the sum total of his features was singularly striking; as if all these flaws made a perfect whole, bestowing upon him the appearance of a dashing vagabond. His hair was longer than most men’s, and it brushed his modish collar. He had the most arresting appearance she had ever seen . . . well, other than John Conrad Fleet in uniform.


Briefly she felt self-conscious, but then her good sense took over and she replied, ‘Do you always accost girls in this manner?’


He laughed. ‘Only when I’m captivated by them.’


Caroline shook her head. ‘Where on earth are you from?’


‘This part of the earth actually, but I’ve been away for a while. Went off to the tropic heat a few years ago – for my health, you might say. Been in all sorts of places in the South Seas as far as Tahiti and then up to Singapore, The Straits, Rangoon, fascinating places . . . fascinating women . . . different from you . . . with your lovely pale skin, fair hair, and eyes that pierce a man’s heart. You’re what I call a cool beauty.’


‘And you’re what I call very rude.’ Caroline had attempted to sound severe, but she knew it made no difference to the man in front of her: his eyes were laughing at her.


And he was appraising her. ‘I’d like to sketch you some time.’


Caroline was amazed. ‘Sketch me? What do you mean?’


‘Caroline?’ The call came from Lucy as she and George crossed the room to her. The stranger immediately bowed from his shoulders and said, ‘But I must not keep you from your companions. Until we meet again.’ And he nodded to George and Lucy and walked away, leaning on a most remarkable cane which appeared to be made of ivory. Caroline had never seen such an object before.


George watched his departing back. ‘Who on earth was he?’


Caroline shook her head. ‘I’ve positively no idea.’


Lucy’s voice sounded oddly sharp and strident – even to her own ears. ‘Well I have. Didn’t know he was home, heard he went away to the Orient.’


‘Well, don’t keep us in suspense. What’s his name?’ asked Caroline.


‘Matthew Craken, that’s his name.’


Caroline’s sharp intake of breath was quite audible. ‘The . . . man . . . John Conrad nearly killed?’


‘The very one.’


George shook his head and placed his arm around his fiancée. ‘So that’s Craken. There’re hundreds of stories about him – and every one warranted by all accounts. What the devil did he want with you, Caroline?’


‘I’m sure I’ve no idea.’


Lucy looked searchingly at Caroline for a second or two. ‘He’s got a cheek, he has. Come on, love, stick by us now. We mustn’t get separated any more.’


They moved on to the rest of the photographs but Caroline’s mind danced between the exhibition and Matthew Craken. It seemed unbelievable that the man John Conrad blamed for Emma’s death would come up and speak to her that way – and right out of the blue. What a hide he had, and then he hadn’t even introduced himself. Thank the Lord John Conrad wasn’t here.


When Lucy and George left Caroline at her front gate, they talked about the rugby match the following day. Caroline smiled. ‘I wouldn’t miss it. Paul’s playing and he says it’ll be a great game. It’s the old boys of BGS playing the old boys of Nudgee.’


This was the Brisbane Grammar School pitted against the Catholic College and was one of the events of the old boys’ calendar.


‘I’m more of a soccer man, myself,’ George informed them, ‘but I’ll go if Lucy wants to.’


Lucy was enthusiastic. ‘Yes, George, let’s.’


As Caroline entered the house, she called out a greeting but there was no reply, and then her eyes caught the envelope leaning against the mirror on the hall stand. She recognised the handwriting immediately. As she took it her fingers trembled slightly and when she opened it she read that John Conrad was coming home. He had written to tell her! He had over a month’s leave and was coming home next Tuesday.


She ran through to the kitchen where her mother turned from the hob, kettle in hand, and smiled. ‘Oh hello, darling.’


Caroline could not help herself. ‘John Conrad’s coming home,’ she declared excitedly.


‘Really? Is that whom the letter is from?’


‘Yes.’


‘I didn’t know you corresponded.’


‘I . . . we don’t. This is the first letter I’ve ever received.’


Her mother looked squarely at her. ‘And have you ever written to him?’


Caroline sighed. ‘Once.’


Elizabeth Dere smiled gently. Her daughter was holding the letter as if it were a missive from the Lord Himself. Caroline was a good girl, a sensible and competent girl, but inexperienced in the ways of life. ‘Don’t make too much of his letter then, love. He probably writes to a lot of people.’


Her daughter looked disappointed.


Elizabeth patted Caroline’s hand, looking compassionately at her child. ‘Darling, John Conrad’s a soldier. They’re not the best people to have as . . . friends. They might be off to war at any minute.’


‘But there aren’t any wars, are there?’


‘Well, yes, my dear, there are, but let’s say there aren’t any I know that our colonies are involved in; but I’m afraid that doesn’t mean there won’t be, my girl, and then . . . well, a professional soldier is a professional soldier, and they’re the first to go to fight.’


‘But that doesn’t stop them from having friends.’


Elizabeth gave the suggestion of a smile. It appeared her daughter was sweet on John Conrad Fleet. That concerned her. The young man was so good-looking he made even her fifty-four-year-old heart quicken when he smiled at her, and she had a theory that handsome men made bad husbands – especially handsome, professional soldiers.


She turned away as she answered, ‘Yes, they do have friends, and as a rule, many. Don’t fall for a uniform and a good-looking face, Caroline. There’s more to a real friendship than that.’


Caroline fell silent as the kitchen door swung open and Paul walked in. ‘It’s cold out there. Is tea ready, Mum?’


Elizabeth nodded, placing a china cup and saucer down in front of him.


‘Real good day at the bakery today – sold the lot, only a couple of loaves of white left.’ He leaned over and took a cake from the plate in the middle of the table as he went on, ‘My mate Kenny Neverson just came into the shop. Guess what? He’s just had the telephone connected today. Can you believe it?’


His mother’s eyes widened. ‘My goodness, the Neversons with a telephone. What for?’


‘Well, Mum, it’s for his building business. He thinks in time all businesses will have them.’


‘Does he now?’


Caroline shook her head. ‘What’s his number? Don’t you have to give a number to the switchboard lady when you use a telephone?’


Her brother nodded. ‘Yeah. His number’s eight three O.’


‘What does that mean? Eight three O?’ his mother asked.


Paul regarded his poor mother as if she were the child and he the parent. ‘It means his is the eight hundred and thirtieth telephone to be connected in Brisbane. When you turn the handle and ring up the switchboard you ask for eight three O and the woman working there switches you through to Kenny’s telephone and it rings in his shop.’


‘Well I never,’ responded his mother. ‘Who’d believe there are eight hundred and thirty of those contraptions in Brisbane.’


‘Oh, Kenny told me something else too,’ Paul went on as the bringer of the day’s tidings.


His mother poured his tea. ‘What’s that?’


‘John Conrad Fleet’s home. Kenny saw him. So spiffing he thinks he is and all, in his lieutenant’s uniform, no less.’ He gave a short laugh, ‘That’ll get the girls all agog! Reckon he thinks he’s the ant’s pants, I do—’


And now his sister broke in. ‘John Conrad’s home? But he said he wasn’t coming until Tuesday.’ Spontaneously she touched the letter on the table in front of her.


Paul’s expression was disapproving. ‘What? He’s writing to you now. Good heavens, don’t tell me you’re as silly as all the rest of them? Falling for a uniform! Thought you had more sense, Caro.’


Caroline looked affronted. ‘Mind your own business. And don’t call me Caro.’ She turned to her mother. ‘Oh, Mummy, he’s home.’


‘Yes, darling, it seems he is.’


Caroline rose from the table.


Her mother gestured to the teapot. ‘Don’t you want your tea?’


‘Oh no, Mum, no thanks, don’t feel like tea.’


The grandfather clock struck five as she passed out into the hall and hurried along to her bedroom. Out of her wardrobe she took her newest dress, a pale pink flowered cotton with lace insets in the bodice. She spent the next hour thoroughly scrubbing herself, brushing her hair and tying it back in a red bow at the nape of her neck, putting on her dress and prettiest shawl, and her best shoes, then finally pinching her cheeks to bring a little pink to the surface.


The sun was setting as she went to sit on the front verandah.


She was still there when her mother came and called in vain for her to come to the evening meal; and she waited on after that, in the chill of the settling night, sitting alone on the verandah in the old wicker chair with the fallen leaves of the jacaranda around her feet, and the moon throwing solemn beams of light across the wooden planking.


Even her brother had enough sensitivity not to speak to her as he left the house on his way to join his mates for a Friday night drink at the Lion’s Mane public house.


At a few minutes to nine Elizabeth Dere opened her front door and came to join her daughter. She sat gravely opposite her child, wrapped in a warm cape. ‘Darling, I don’t like this. It’s too cold to be sitting out here. It’s John Conrad’s first night at home. Remember he’s come back days earlier than expected. He’ll be with his family tonight, surely you realise. That’s only to be expected. Now, you come on in and we’ll play a game of chess together. Remember how Daddy loves a game?’ She leant forward, took Caroline’s icy hand and brought her to her feet. ‘Come on now.’


Caroline could not speak. The inside of her chest felt full as if her bones pressed against her skin, and even in the cool air her throat was so very hot. She nodded. Of course her mother was right. She had been very foolish to even consider that John Conrad would come here. It was his first night home in almost a whole year. Naturally he was bound to spend it with his family.


Her mother smiled sympathetically and moved away, the heels of her shoes making clicking sounds on the wooden boards.


Caroline took a deep breath; it seemed to wander around in her chest for a few seconds before it tremored out into the night.


A sudden breeze came up and lifted two of the last of the jacaranda leaves from the tree which overhung the verandah; they floated down into Caroline’s curls. She did not realise it, and with another deep breath she moved off to follow her mother back along the verandah in the chill of the night, with the melancholy leaves resting lightly in her long curling hair.


Across the streets of South Brisbane John Conrad sat beside Bart in one of the many pubs near the wharves. They were drinking Fleet Ale from seven-ounce glasses.


The night wind had risen now and the streets were cold, but the bar of the Southern Cross was warm and buzzing. People passed back and forth and an enterprising pianist attempted to be heard over the convivial noisy chatter.


Bart took a swig of his beer before he half turned on his bar stool. ‘It’s great to have you home, John Conrad.’


‘Great to be home.’


‘Big game tomorrow. We play the Nudgee blokes at Musgrave Park. Will you come?’


His big brother grinned. ‘Wouldn’t miss it. I suppose Aunt Leigh has her usual seat.’


Bart smiled self-consciously. ‘Never misses a game.’


They were silent for a few seconds as each took a mouthful of beer.


‘So what’s it really like being a lieutenant?’


John Conrad did not answer immediately. When he did his expression was earnest. ‘I’m happy enough, Bart – in fact, more than that. The army’s given me meaning. I like the discipline and the accountability I’m beginning to shoulder. I’m what they call a sapper. You know, an engineer. That’s what I’ve been studying these past few years: how to build and construct all manner of fortifications, magazines, bridges and things.’


‘I thought you were in a mounted regiment?’


‘I am. The New South Wales Mounted Rifles, but we have a unit of engineers. Most of the boys in our field companies are what we call “partially paid” because they’re not permanent. I’m one of a small group of permanents who lead them. Just been down in Port Kembla, south of Sydney, building a fort. Enjoyed that, but I’m back at Victoria Barracks in Sydney now.’


‘But what if a war comes?’


‘That’s one way of rising quickly through the ranks, young brother, of becoming someone of importance. Most people live mundane lives, and I’ve decided I’m not going to do that.’


Bart took another drink. ‘You’ve changed.’


John Conrad slapped his brother on the back. ‘Now, how do you mean changed?’


‘Well, back five years ago you were against the militia; you hated being sent away to join the Volunteers.’


John Conrad didn’t answer.


‘Even for the first few years you were in the army, you didn’t seem so, well, caught up in it, but now. Gosh . . .’


John Conrad trained his steady gaze on his younger brother. ‘Lad, I’d be a strange man if the years hadn’t altered me. Look at you. You’ve altered too, been away to university. Know a lot more now, don’t you?


‘The army has become a force, a real and lasting standard for all the colonies, and a soldier can have something to be proud of. Fifteen years ago in New South Wales the number of troops were an infinitesimal three hundred and nineteen permanent and one thousand eight hundred militia, hardly the numbers for anything, let alone an army. Today there are over twenty thousand troops in the Australian colonies. Did you know that?’


Bart looked thoughtful. ‘No, I didn’t.’


‘My lad, last year we raised a National Guard, and an artillery band made up of regulars, and as it seems that federation will come, it’s a great career for the future. You’re correct, I did not see it that way five years ago, but then I was a boy. Now I’m an officer in the 2nd New South Wales regiment. I get to ride horses, which I very much like, and to fire at targets, which I’m very good at hitting, and to build things – which gratifies me. Remember I had to sign years of my life away when first I joined. I’d have been a damn fool to have kept on fighting the system.’


‘Yes . . . I suppose so.’


John Conrad gazed around at the noisy pub and, over Bart’s shoulder, through the window, he perceived vaguely in the gaslight outside the profile of a ship berthed at the wharves. He wore a most odd expression as he added, ‘A good life is shaped, not given, lad.’


‘How do you mean?’


The soldier met his brother’s eyes. ‘We each make of our lives what we can; it’s up to us. I believe a man makes his own destiny. Anyone who waits around expecting fate to look after him is a fool.’


As he finished speaking a hand landed on his shoulder and he turned round on the bar stool to a wide smile from Chris Buckle, an old school friend. ‘Hey, John Conrad, I thought it was you . . . I like your fancy dress!’


As John Conrad burst into laughter the gaslight played about him, gleaming on his fair hair and the light bronze of his forehead, glinting in his eyes, and shining on the back of his hand as he lifted it in greeting to the new arrival. Bart couldn’t help thinking his big brother was just too damn good-looking for words.




Chapter Four


John Conrad Fleet opened his eyes and looked at the ceiling. He was home in Brisbane, in his own room. He smiled. Tiny particles danced and shimmered in the generous beam of light thrown from the window across to the counterpane draped on the end of his bed. The sun was well up; it must be late.


Yesterday he had surprised his family by walking in on them: everyone in his unit had received an early leave. He had arrived at Brewery House as his father and Bart came in for luncheon. Aunt Leigh’s eyes had shone with happy tears and the family had taken the afternoon off and gone into the city. After refreshments at the Inca Tea Rooms they spent an hour at the new art gallery in the upper floor of the Town Hall in Queen Street; it had been opened three years before by the Governor, and the good people of Brisbane were proud that, at last, there were semblances of culture.


The railway had linked Queensland’s capital with Sydney since 1887 and now, over a decade later, urban and suburban railways ran in all directions. It was fair to say that the town was beginning to come out of its rough, pioneer stage, for here and there could be seen such substantial examples of progress as the tarred metal roads of the inner city, where dignified constructions like the Treasury Building, Parliament House, the Queensland Club, and the museum in William Street stood. There were premier schools for Brisbane’s sons and daughters to attend, and fine churches dotted all over the city.


John Conrad noticed for the first time that there were no cows grazing near the Victoria Bridge. In the past that had really made the place look ramshackle. And while Brisbane was not the energetic or elegant city that Sydney, and Melbourne, were, it perhaps at last approached, with its 100,000 plus inhabitants, what could be classified as a city.


They had gone to meet David as he came out of school, and the entire family took a walk in the Botanical Gardens and, in spite of a cool wind blowing, they stood and watched for a time some men playing lawn tennis.


When they had returned home Aunt Leigh made John Conrad’s favourite meal: chicken and dumplings, followed by apricot pie. Afterwards he and Bart wandered along to a few pubs in Melbourne Street; had a really good chat in one by the wharves, and ended up at the Lion’s Mane Hotel, in Stanley Street, a small establishment which still survived even though many businesses had left that part of South Brisbane since the Great Flood of five years before. There, he caught up with a lot of his old mates and enjoyed the energetic music made by two accordion players. Around eleven o’clock he ran into his cousin Lucy, who introduced him to her fiancé.


George Goodward had taken his hand in a firm grasp. ‘How do you do, John Conrad?’


He did not know what to make of George Goodward. The man had gone proudly on to inform him that he was a cousin of William Lane, the journalist fellow, who, a few years ago, took a group of Australian socialists, disillusioned after the Great Strike, to found a new Utopia in Paraguay. It sounded like a damned impractical idea to John Conrad, but then, people did very odd things! Still, he had been polite for Lucy’s sake.


John Conrad smiled, remembering how he had danced the night away in the ladies’ lounge with a number of pretty girls. He nodded to himself as he climbed out of bed and walked to the window. Yes, his first night home had been most enjoyable.


He was thirsty and there was a little bit of a tight feeling in his temples this morning . . . must have been that last rum. He closed his eyes. He had a vague memory of meeting Paul Dere on the footpath after he and Bart had left the Lion’s Mane . . . Must have been pretty late then.


Dere had seemed belligerent. What was it that he said? Something about his sister? Even from being a small boy, Paul Dere had been a disagreeable sort of bloke. Dere was referring to Caro, obviously. But John Conrad could not really recall exactly what had been said. He smiled to himself. Caro was a sweet kid. Those lovely eyes . . . and a sensible sort of kid too. She would make some fellow very happy.


Down below him two brewery workers crossed the yard. One looked up and saw him, waved and passed on. John Conrad responded in kind, calling out to the man by name. He looked past the brewery, down the lane to the stables, and immediately it was five years before and he held his sweet Emma again in his arms. She had died right there by the entry gate. He made a sad sound and turned back into his room.


Strange about life. Given his own way five years ago he would not have been in the army; not that there was any regret now, but it was because of Emma’s death he had taken this path. Yes, Em’s death and bloody Matthew Craken.


Last time he had been home on leave he had heard Craken was up in the Straits Settlements: Singapore, Penang and Malacca. Good enough! He had not seen Craken since the night of the fight. If he never laid eyes on the man again it would suit John Conrad.


He took a long drink of water and then bathed and dressed. In the big homely kitchen a fire still burned in the grate and a note lay on the table.


Darling,


Didn’t want to wake you. Gone to my garden club. Your father is in the brewery, Bart’s gone to rugby practice – big game this afternoon. David is at band practice – fresh bread in the safe and bacon warm on the hob.


Love, Aunt Leigh


John Conrad made a swipe at a few flies, that even in winter buzzed around the big metal safe in which they kept food away from the insects. He took out the bread and made himself a hearty breakfast which soon dissipated the tightness in his temples.


He decided to stroll down to the river. It was a good place to think; ever since being a child he had gone there when he wanted to be alone with his thoughts.


He wore mufti as soldiers often did on leave. He was glad to be out of uniform – there was a tiring sameness to it when one wore it day after day. He wandered by the tall native gums and the bottlebrush shrubs and scribbly gums, down the path towards the Brisbane River where he sat down on a flat stone near the bank and clasped his hands around his knees. It was warm in the sun and he remained that way for a long time as if mesmerised by the water.


It was such a pretty spot, this reach of the river where the long grass grew to the water’s edge and the pink boles of the gum trees lay exposed by the peeling grey bark. In summer small white wild flowers grew in the river bank and brown ducks glided by. It was a tiny oasis of respite when so much of Brisbane was barren and ugly – street after street of dirt which turned to mud during rain, and suburb upon suburb of sterile small square wooden houses, many of them with just four rooms and a corrugated iron water tank attached to the side. And then the multitude of back yards with the ubiquitous lonely structure that held the dirt box and had its waste removed once a week.


He knew he had been very lucky to grow up in Brewery House which was two storied and surrounded by trees, and was recognised as a grand building by the standard of most homes on this side of the city.


He recalled the laughter of his childhood days and his eyes rested on the old weeping willow sixty yards upriver, past a single native fig tree with parakeets in its branches, where he and Emma and Hargy Lightfoot used to climb when they were children. He had learned to swim right here, and he and Hargy had fished this spot more times than he could count. He recalled the day when they were in their teens and Emma fell in the water fully clothed and he and Hargy had jumped in with her. They had all frolicked like small children: how they had laughed.


For a few minutes Hargy filled John Conrad’s thoughts. Each time he came back he went up to Hargy’s sister’s little wooden house in Spring Hill. Lena and her children were always there, but never Hargy. He missed Hargy; apparently he did return to Brisbane occasionally and Bart always held his job open at the brewery for him.


John Conrad’s eyes glazed over and he sat staring into the water, enjoying the sun on his face and hands. Life had a way of separating the adults when the children had been so close. He would like to see Hargy again, he really would. He turned to look upriver and suddenly he felt the presence of someone near him, and a shadow fell across his feet. He turned and, shading his eyes, looked up into the face of his old friend.


He leapt to his feet in delight. ‘Hargy, this is amazing! I was just daydreaming about you.’ He held out his hand and Hargy took it in his broad firm palm before he clasped John Conrad close to his heart.


Hargy’s eyes were clouded with emotion and so too were his companion’s. John Conrad blinked. ‘Pal, how are you?’ He fell naturally back into his youthful, affectionate form of address.


Hargy smiled and his teeth gleamed. ‘It good to see you, Johnny Conrad. Long time you gone from Brisbane.’


‘No . . . you’re the one who’s been gone a long time. Where have you been?’


‘I bin lots of places. Seen a bit too. Goin’ back I reckon. Too many people here. Brisbane’s too big now. Just stay to make a bit . . . you know, fight and take me earnin’s . . . and do a bit a work for your old man.’ Then he pointed to his companion with his thick index finger. ‘Jimmy Briggs, he told me you back home. Reckoned you’d be here.’


John Conrad eyed his friend. Hargy had not altered much in the five years they had not seen each other, except that he was now physically mature. They both were: two fine physical specimens, John Conrad being an inch or two taller than his friend.


‘Five years is a long time, Hargy, but you haven’t altered.’ John Conrad mock punched a fist to Hargy’s chin. ‘So you’re still fighting?’


Hargy grinned as he closed one eye against the sun and pretended to take a fall from the blow. He rolled over on the grass and they both laughed. ‘Yeah . . . now and then. When I’m here. Helps me sister’s kids a bit.’


His friend nodded thoughtfully.


‘What about you? You like the army?’


‘It suits me, Hargy.’ Automatically he sat down, and Hargy lifted himself to sit cross-legged beside him.


They remained together for a few comfortable hours and they fell into their roles of long ago, reminiscing and reliving their childhood together: skimming stones across the water; pulling long sheafs of paspalum grass and chewing the soft inside; making ships out of the wide flat leaves of the native lily plants and setting them to drift upon the water. At one point a wide happy smile broke across John Conrad’s mouth and he turned to his companion. ‘Perhaps men are always boys.’


Hargy looked questioningly.


‘Well, think about it, we’re playing. I mean we’re both almost twenty-six years old and we’re playing games!’


And Hargy in his disarming fashion replied, ‘You are almost twenty-six. We don’t know how old I am!’


This made them burst into laughter: the clear, bold, uncompromising laughter of youth . . . for it was true. Hargy had been born at the foot of the McPherson Range where his people still lived in the tribal way, and did not know the date of birth.


Later, they talked about Emma.


John Conrad’s eyes softened momentarily as Hargy waved his hand in the air. ‘She fine girl. Hair shiny like sunlight . . . always nice to me too, not like some.’ Then he brought his hand heavily down into his other palm, making a slapping sound. ‘But you give it to that Craken, good. Smashed him up oright. All the fellas know he have lotsa girls.’


John Conrad made a grim sound between his teeth. ‘Yes.’


‘He back in Brisbane too.’


John Conrad’s expression hardened. Surprise registered. ‘Are you sure about this? Thought he went away overseas.’


‘He did. Away long time, but back now. Me mate told me he’s lotsa weeks in Brisbane already.’


John Conrad knew Craken had been to a number of ports in the Pacific and the Orient. He had gone away about a year after their fight. So he was back? Well, Brisbane was a big place now, and he was only home himself for a month. Unlikely their paths would cross.


Hargy thumped his fist in his hand once more. ‘We find him and break his legs again.’


John Conrad could not help but grin. ‘Mm . . . not a bad idea.’


Some time later the two friends stood outside the Musgrave Park rugby field. They had walked over to the ground together. Soccer and Union were played at Musgrave Park: it would be ten years before League came in.


John Conrad attempted to talk his friend into coming in with him to find his Aunt Leigh in the grandstand but Hargy shook his head. ‘They don’t want black fellas in there. Off you go.’


His companion’s lips tightened and he shook his head. It was true, he would cause an outcry if he tried to take Hargy into the area near the grandstand; even though grandstand was most definitely an overly exalted description of the twenty bare wooden tiers that raised themselves above the bar and changing room.


John Conrad put his arm around Hargy’s shoulders. ‘Well, pal, if they don’t want you in there, I’m not going in. Yet we must see the game. Bart’s playing. He’ll score for certain. We’ll go around to the Hill.’


The Hill was a slightly raised part of the ground to the side of one of the goal posts where during the matches the more disreputable gathered, like the members of the local push and the ne’er-do-wells. Hargy grinned. ‘That’s it.’


They found a spot to sit on the dry grass. There was no one else around here today. When the teams left the field at half-time, Bartholomew had lived up to his brother’s prediction and scored a try and converted. The two friends lay back on the uneven ground. After a few minutes John Conrad asked, ‘Want a drink, Hargy? We’ll pop over to the bar and get a lemonade.’


Hargy raised his hand. ‘You go, I wait here in the sunshine,’ and John Conrad jumped to his feet. It was against the law for Aboriginal people to drink alcohol, though in the past the two friends had drunk their share together, away from prying eyes.


The bar was round beyond the grandstand, and soon John Conrad had purchased the lemonades and was returning under the gum trees to Hargy lying on the ground in the distance, when he saw two young women strolling towards him. He recognised Lucy and Caro Dere, and took off his hat as he crossed over to them. ‘Ladies, good afternoon.’


His cousin Lucy kissed him in greeting and Caro Dere gave him a strange smile and said, ‘It’s been a long time, John Conrad . . . Thank you for your letter.’


He took Caro’s hand. She really was such a pretty kid. ‘It’s good to see you Caro. Glad you received it.’


Lucy pointed to the goal post where Bart had scored. ‘Bart’s playing well.’


‘So’s Paul,’ added Caro loyally.


Lucy laughed, then taking her cousin’s arm, asked, ‘Are you coming with us to the picnic? It’s three weeks tomorrow.’


‘Where to?’


‘Sandgate. It’s the West End Club’s annual picnic.’


The West End Club was a working man’s club notorious for the gambling which took place on the premises.


John Conrad frowned. ‘Why? Who the devil do you know who’s a member of that thing?’


Lucy’s eyebrows rose. ‘John Conrad, you can be so uppity sometimes. My fiancé, of course.’


Naturally, George would be a member, John Conrad realised.


Lucy went on, ‘There’s some man down in Sandgate who’s going to take us out on the bay in his boat. Some of the boys are hoping to go fishing. So you’ll come?’


‘I don’t think so.’ Then he looked at Caro. ‘Are you going?’


Before she had a chance to answer Lucy replied, ‘Of course she is.’


He shrugged his shoulders. ‘In that case I’ll come.’


Caro knew her cheeks were going pink; she spoke quickly to take her mind from the feeling. ‘Where’re you sitting?’


‘On the Hill with Hargy?’


Lucy looked round. ‘The black fellow?’


John Conrad took a deep breath. ‘My friend, Lucy dear, my friend.’


His cousin shrugged. ‘Then there’s no point in asking you to join us. We’re with George and a mate of his, down near the fence. Aunt Leigh’s up in the grandstand.’


Caro half raised her hand and then dropped it to her side. ‘I haven’t seen Hargy for a long time. Didn’t know he was home. Please tell him I asked after him, will you? Tell him I’d like to see him.’


John Conrad put his hat back on and glanced towards the Hill. ‘Yes, I will.’ He smiled at the two young women, before looking directly at Caroline. ‘See you at the picnic then, Caro. If not earlier.’


She felt a little quiver in the chest where she suspected her heart was, and as he walked away she eyed his steady movements. She had cried while she waited for him last night. That had been foolish of her, she knew, and now she could not help but concentrate on the way he had looked right at her . . . not at Lucy . . . and his last words had been, ‘See you at the picnic . . . if not earlier.’ If not earlier . . . if not earlier – surely that was a message?


She came back to reality as she heard her friend say at her side, ‘I thought you didn’t like being called Caro.’


‘Well, as a rule I don’t.’


Suddenly Lucy rounded on her friend; her eyes narrowed and she had a knowing expression. ‘You’re sweet on him, aren’t you? Never realised it before, but you are.’ Lucy was thinking about last night and how all the girls in sight had flocked around John Conrad. If she weren’t his cousin, she thought she would be half in love with him too.


Caro did not answer.


Lucy thought it was time to give her friend some advice. ‘Well, love, I can understand how you might take a shine to him. I mean, most girls do, don’t they? He’s so good-looking and all. But I honestly doubt if he has thought seriously about being with just one girl.’


This was not what Caroline Dere wanted to hear. She wished her father were home from China. Things seemed easier when he was around.


Lucy picked up her friend’s hand and tucked it through her arm. ‘Come on, love, let’s get back to George.’


They wandered back through the lacy shadows of the gums while a flock of seagulls seemingly looking for the ocean of miles away, swept screeching overhead.


As the girls found their seats the players re-emerged from the side of the changing shed. Caroline decided to concentrate on the game, but she could not help the way her eyes wandered over to the Hill and the man that sat on the grass holding his knees and watching the play.


From behind, a few rows back, she too was watched – not in quite the same way as she gazed at John Conrad, but not impassively either. The moody eyes of Matthew Craken roamed across Caroline’s back. He was in company with his best mate, Knobby Clark, and he had asked Knobby who she was. He knew her name now, Caroline Dere. Oh, he had seen her in conversation with Fleet, all right, but he had made sure they had not seen him.


So, the enemy was home on leave. Well, that was of immense interest. He had dreamed for years about getting even with Fleet one day, somehow, somewhere. Opportunities presented themselves if one waited long enough, he had been taught. During his years in the East he had become aware of many things; he had discovered, memorised and embraced a great deal. One of many of the valuable attitudes he had learned was patience.


By the time the match was over, Matthew Craken had spent much of the afternoon with his eyes upon Caro, who had spent much of the afternoon with her eyes upon John Conrad.


Matthew had followed the many turnings of her head and he was aware of the object of her gaze, sitting over there on the Hill with the Aborigine. This fractionally bothered him, but he would not let it matter much.


He made certain that as the crowd milled towards the exit he moved in right behind the girl, who intrigued him. He remained close to her as they all passed by the grandstand. He enjoyed the fact that she did not realise it was his arm that her back touched as the people behind crowded forward. Outside the gate, on the footpath, as the crowd began to disperse, he leant forward and whispered, ‘How lovely to see you, Caroline.’


The young woman turned sharply, and gave a surprised gasp as she recognised the back of the man, who, even now, was disappearing swiftly away through the dispersing crowd.


Matthew Craken! Again. And talking in her ear just like yesterday! Whatever was the man up to? A little ripple ran through her: she was uncertain whether it was a thrill or a shiver. He was by far the strangest person she had ever met. To think he was here at the rugby, and John Conrad had been at the same match! This turned her thoughts to the soldier, and as she and Lucy said goodbye to George and his friend and headed towards the tram, she was hoping quite vehemently that she would see him – as he had actually suggested – earlier than the picnic to Sandgate.




Chapter Five


Caroline did see John Conrad sooner than the day of the picnic: a couple of times. The first was the following Friday night at Lucy’s house in Wooloongabba, where they all played cards and sang round the old stand-up piano. Lucy lived there with her mother and two little sisters, and they had all agreed when she married George that the newlyweds would remain until they saved enough for their own home. John Conrad and Caroline came separately with their brothers, but they spent a lot of time talking to each other. It was that night Caroline decided she liked the name Caro after all. John Conrad said it in such a way that it had a flattering sound and when midnight came and they said their good nights she was sure he held her hand a trifle longer than was necessary.


The following week she saw him again at the Wednesday night market in Melbourne Street near the railway terminus, and while he stopped and chatted to her for quite a time he did not suggest they walk out together or meet again. Throughout the next seven days she lived in hopes that he would visit, and by the time she ‘accidentally’ ran into him again at the Wednesday night market she was beginning to think any feelings of affection were all one-sided . . . her side. But her hopes were revived when he bent forward to her in the ebbing and flowing crowd to say, ‘I’m really looking forward to seeing you at the picnic on Sunday.’ She went home with a spring in her step.


On the Friday of that same week she arrived as usual to spend time with Aunt Leigh in the big kitchen at Brewery House. Caro watched as the older woman baked scones, the homely cooking smell filling the air. Aunt Leigh talked away while Caroline listened – well, listened to some of what was said, but missed some too. Her eyes were constantly turning to the door in the hopes that John Conrad would arrive. Each Friday she waited for him to appear but she had only seen him twice at Brewery House, both times in the distance in the stable yard. To Caro it seemed he never came inside!


The sound of steps on the verandah came just around one o’clock, and the young woman looked up expectantly. It was Uncle Barrington and Bart coming in from the brewery for their lunch.


Time passed, but no one else arrived. During the meal Barrington Fleet asked, ‘Where’s John Conrad?’


Aunt Leigh looked up from her soup. ‘Well, I thought he was actually coming in for this fine lunch today. But his heart won’t grieve what his eye hasn’t seen. He’s been fishing every morning by the river with Hargy so I expect that’s where he is.’


The patriach nodded. ‘Those two always had a hankering for each other. I thought the lad would have outgrown Hargy, but there’s no accounting for a man’s likes and dislikes, I suppose.’


Bart nodded. ‘He brought Hargy to the game last Saturday; typical of John Conrad. Caused a bit of comment in the dressing room.’


This interchange had told Caro what she needed to know, and as soon as lunch was over and she had washed and wiped the dishes, as she did every Friday, she removed her cotton apron and took leave of Aunt Leigh.


The older woman looked around from the hob where she was cleaning the grate. ‘You’re leaving early, love.’


‘Yes, I’ve a few jobs to do this afternoon. And I have to iron my dress for the concert at St Paul’s Hall tonight and I must wash my hair.’


‘Yes, m’dear, you’ll be beautiful . . . and “Beauty is the Gift of God”. Aristotle. Off you go.’


She kissed Aunt Leigh and left. It was not coincidence that she headed towards the river.


Half a mile away, on the river bank, Hargy turned to John Conrad. Between them lay four good-sized bream, which Hargy continued to flick with a piece of red rag to keep away the flies.


‘You must take these to Lena, pal. She’ll cook them for you. You need a good meal before you fight for the championship tonight.’


Hargy nodded. ‘Yeah, me sister’s a good cook, all right.’ Then his wide mouth stretched in a grin. ‘To think, at last, I’m goin’ to be Brisbane Champion tonight. Hey, you can write, Johnny. You can make a big placard for me with writin’ on it sayin’ “Brisbane Champion”.’


His friend smiled. ‘I’ll do that, pal. I reckon you could be a lot of other things, but you sure like to fight.’


‘Always have.’ Then he leant back and put his hands behind his head. ‘It’s real good havin’ you home, Johnny . . . Remember just before me first fight at the Colosseum when you and me, we went walkabout?’


They had been about sixteen, and the two of them had gone over south of Beaudesert to where most of Hargy’s family and cousins lived in the old way at the foot of the mountains.


‘I do.’


‘We sure had fun. You weren’t bad at livin’ out either . . .’ he looked over at his companion and winked, ‘that is, for a white fella.’


They both laughed and Hargy pulled a paspalum grass and chewed the end before he went on, ‘And when you get outa the army, you and me, we’ll sort of go walkabout again, only we’ll make real good money. We’ll – what’s that word? . . . tour, that’s it – around towns and I’ll fight . . . you know local blokes. You can take wagers. We can make drayloads.’


This brought a wide smile to John Conrad’s mouth. ‘No, pal, we’ll think of something else. I don’t want you fighting the rest of your life.’


Hargy rolled over and eyed his friend speculatively. ‘I reckon you mean that.’


‘I do. I want you to stay at the brewery and work. You like it there. Bart’s a good man and he’ll make sure you always have a job. Then one day, yes, you and I will go touring, but just that, seeing the whole country . . . Australia. No fighting, just us travelling.’


This definitely appealed to the nomad in Hargy’s soul for his eyes gleamed with the thought of it. ‘I’d like that . . . the whole country eh?’ He looked serious. ‘Dunno if they’d let me.’


‘Who?’


‘The Government. There was some sorta protection act passed last year . . . for Abos: lots of us. They’re gone onta reserves, though our one tribe down on the range is still there.’ He sniffed philosophically. ‘Then I suppose they don’t care that much about us fellas in the towns, eh? ’Cause we don’t add up to much.’


John Conrad shook his head. ‘I don’t know a lot about it Hargy, though I did read something. It annoyed me because it sounded more like they were separating your people from white settlements rather than protecting you. That’s the trouble with bloody law-makers. They make sweeping decisions up in their ivory towers and don’t really know what’s going on with the people at all.’


‘Yeah,’ replied Hargy in a matter-of-fact voice, ‘they’re mad.’


This amused them and they burst into laughter. When they calmed and settled, Hargy wagged his finger at his companion. ‘You’re my best friend, Johnny. I sure miss you.’


John Conrad met his comrade’s eyes. ‘I miss you, too; there’s no one in the army like you.’


‘Of course not . . . them buggers wouldn’t have a black fella!’ Hargy laughed hard at this, and John Conrad leant over and cuffed him affectionately on the shoulder. The laughter was again infectious and they both lay back as the river bank reverberated with their boyish mirth. Finally Hargy sat up and pulled them both more paspalum grass to chew. As he handed the pale yellow stalk to his friend, suddenly, without warning, he dropped his head and brought his hand to his temple, making a small groan.


His companion started. ‘Hargy, what’s wrong?’


‘Nothin’ . . . happens sometimes. It’ll pass.’


But John Conrad was insistent. ‘What is it? A sharp pain?’


His friend shook his head. ‘Just a headache.’


‘How often do you get them?’


Hargy was reluctant to answer.


‘Tell me.’


‘Oh, I dunno. Now and then.’ He held his head in his hands and leant forward.


‘How long do the headaches last?’


‘Not long.’


John Conrad fell silent; he was reminded of the fight last year between Casey and Johnson, two young lieutenants in his corps. Casey had complained of a headache before the bout and had been knocked unconscious during the fight. He had lain that way for over a week afterwards and had never seemed quite normal since.


‘Don’t fight tonight, pal.’


‘Gotta fight. It’s the championship, Brisbane Champion, remember? I’m goin’ up against Tommy Kelly. Reckon I’ll beat him too. Easy.’


A furrow lodged between John Conrad’s eyes. ‘Is the championship that important?’


His companion continued to answer without looking up. ‘Yeah. Anyway . . . need the money. I get some of what’s wagered on me. I’ll beat that bugger. He can’t fight.’


John Conrad’s voice was resigned. ‘Hell, pal, you’re a hard man to convince. I hate these endurance fights where you go on like gladiators until one corner throws in the towel. They have rounds in other places, you know. After three minutes you get a rest before you begin again; a darn sight more civilised.’


Now Hargy lifted his head. ‘They wouldn’t like that at the Colosseum, matey. Too tame. Anyway, they’re all comin’ to see me.’


‘So, what time’s the bout? You know I’ll be there.’


‘Ah it’ll be the last fight. Around half-past eleven, I reckon.’


John Conrad nodded. ‘Then promise me something?’


His friend looked questioningly.


‘Take the fish, go home now and sleep for a few hours. Just rest. Do nothing else at all. This is a big fight.’


Hargy leaned over and patted his comrade’s shoulder. ‘You don’t worry about me, Johnny. I’ll win.’


‘I know that. Still, I want you to promise me you’ll rest this afternoon.’


Hargy’s black eyes narrowed and now he grinned. ‘Yeah, I will.’ Slowly he rose to his feet. ‘You sound bossy like your father . . . but he’s not a bad bloke.’ He picked up the fish and put them in his bag.


As Caro came to the river path she saw Hargy carrying a bag and disappearing through the gums in the opposite direction. She called out and waved but he did not see her, so she continued on under the pale trees and round the clumps of scrubby bushes, all the while looking around.


Several minutes later she saw him. She halted. He was sitting alone upon a flat rock in the sunlight close to a weeping willow tree. He was concentrating on something small he held in his hands. From where she stood it appeared to be a card and she watched as he held it up to his brow and leaned forward. He remained that way for a few seconds before he put it in his top pocket. Every move he made seemed graceful in Caro’s eyes.


Suddenly she wished she had not come; she felt shy and made a move to turn round. He called out without looking at her. ‘Good afternoon, Caro.’


So he had seen her coming after all; though he had not turned in her direction. She answered haltingly. ‘Good afternoon, John Conrad.’


Now he lifted his head to look over at her. ‘What brings you down here? Or should I say, what brought you and then altered your mind? For you were going to leave without speaking, weren’t you?’


‘I suppose I was, yes.’


He beckoned her and as she came forward she felt awkward and then found herself saying, ‘I thought Hargy was here with you.’


His eyes were laughing at her as he said, ‘So, it was Hargy you came to see?’


‘Yes . . . No . . .’ She sighed. This was very uncomfortable. ‘It’s just that people might think I shouldn’t be here alone with you.’


He stood up. ‘Most people are hypocrites, Caro, I don’t believe it matters what they think. Come and talk to me.’


The girl edged forward and he moved nearer to her.


‘Hargy was with me, actually. He’s just left to take our catch home to his sister.’


There were a few seconds of silence and she dropped her eyes to the back of his hands where the sun rested on the fine fair hairs as he brought his palms together and interlaced his fingers. His pink oval-shaped nails contrasted with the sun brown of his skin and she could clearly see the half-moons at the base of his thumbnails. She shivered and he noticed. ‘Are you cold, Caro?’


‘No.’


He looked out across the river. ‘Why did you come to find me?’


His presence alone like this was quite overpowering. She did not know how to answer him, but she found some strength somewhere. ‘The truth is, I think I wanted to be sure you were coming on the picnic on Sunday.’


He half turned to where she stood at his side. He looked thoughtful and appeared to be weighing her. ‘Is it important to you?’


She could feel the beginning of a flush creeping up her neck. ‘Yes, I suppose it is.’


He smiled. ‘Then I’ll be there.’


She looked down to where the wind blew a frond of the willow tree around his leg, and now she surprised herself. ‘There’s a concert tonight in St Paul’s Hall. It starts at seven o’clock. We’re all going. I . . . that is . . . Lucy, George and me.’


It was a few seconds before he said anything. He looked down into her bold brown eyes. ‘I’d like to accompany you to that concert, Caro.’


Her pulse quickened. ‘Oh . . . and I’d be pleased if you did, John Conrad.’


‘But I’d have to leave you at the intermission I’m afraid. Hargy fights tonight and I must be there.’


The only thing that mattered to Caroline was that John Conrad had said he would go. It didn’t matter that he had to leave halfway through; that he would be there, by her side, was everything. ‘Yes, of course you must go to the fight. I won’t mind. And the first half of the concert should be good.’


The expression in his blue eyes warmed her soul even in the chill of the winter wind, which had risen and was sailing over the river. ‘I’ll see you tonight then, Caro. I’ll be by at half-past six.’


And so it was that Caroline Dere, wearing a becoming soft pink silk outfit with lace insets in the skirt and jacket, a warm velvet cape round her shoulders, walked on John Conrad Fleet’s arm into St Paul’s Hall, her hand resting lightly on his forearm. They found their seats in the seventh row.


‘Lucy and George should be here soon,’ Caro said as they sat down.


John Conrad nodded.


As they sat waiting Caro ventured, ‘John Conrad?’


He turned his head to look at her.


‘I . . . believe Matthew Craken is home in Brisbane.’


A singular expression rose in his eyes. ‘I know, Caro. Why are you telling me?’


‘I suppose I wanted to warn you . . . in case you didn’t know.’


‘Well, thanks but I do know.’ He was silent for a time then he said, ‘And, Caro?’


‘Yes?’


‘I would prefer it if you don’t mention him to me ever again. He’s not someone you should associate yourself with in any way whatever. He’s scum.’


Caro was saved from any continuation of this topic when she heard her name called and they looked round to see Lucy waving to them. Shortly afterwards, Lucy and George were seated beside them.


The opening act was Jimmy Delfort, an American, whom, it was said, had appeared on the stage in New York with a famous actress named Sarah Bernhardt. He gave a marvellous rendition of Coleridge’s poem Kubla Khan, and the audience applauded unselfconsciously.


Through the ten acts of the first half Caro sat glowing with pride. She knew that every single girl had looked with envy as she came into the hall with John Conrad.


The last act before interval was a singsong with the audience participating. St Paul’s church warden was the master of ceremonies and he leant out from the stage, his long arms raised in conductorial fashion as the church quartet played behind him. The final tune was a local folk song which everyone knew, and Caro, so conscious of the man at her side, actually imagined she could feel the breath going in and out of his body. This image was so evocative to her that she began to tremble slightly and even her fingers tingled with excitement as those gathered lifted their voices in unison to sing:


‘One Sunday morning as I was walking


By Brisbane waters I chanced to stray,


I heard a convict his fate bewailing


As on the sunny river bank he lay:


I am a native of Erin’s island


Transported now from my native shore


They tore me from my aged parents and from the maiden I do adore.’


The audience had rendered this oftentimes from childhood, and they sang zestfully in contradiction to the lyrics, which told of the terrible fate dealt to the wretched convicts of Moreton Bay where Brisbane now stood.


As the curtain fell, just avoiding the warden, who moved smartly to the side of the stage, people began to talk.


‘Let’s go and get something to drink,’ Lucy suggested, and John Conrad turned to Caro.


She was very aware of the arm he lifted to rest on the back of her chair as he asked, ‘Well, Caro, shall we accompany Lucy and George for some refreshment?’


When they walked on to the verandah of the hall the Ladies’ Guild were selling soft drinks, tea and cakes. The men drank lemonades and the girls creaming sodas.


A few minutes later, John Conrad shook George by the hand, kissed his cousin on the cheek and, taking Caro’s hand and pressing it to his lips, asked, ‘Will you walk me to the corner?’


The corner was only about fifty yards away and illuminated by a gaslight. Caro’s laugh tinkled from her lips.


‘Go on, love, we can all see you from here,’ prompted Lucy.


‘Then of course I will.’


They passed down the wooden steps together, John Conrad supporting his companion’s arm and watched by most people on the verandah.


It was close to nine o’clock and the street was empty. A lone brush box tree near the corner threw dark shadows across the footpath. As they entered the few yards of gloom John Conrad stopped and the girl at his side turned to him.


‘Thanks for your company this evening, even though it was short,’ he said.


Caro knew she was blushing and was pleased to be in the darkness. ‘Yes. I’ve enjoyed it so very much.’


She was unsure of how the next thing happened. He turned his head and she registered the gaslamp yards away behind his profile, and then he moved and his head blocked out the streetlight, and he was kissing her gently and briefly on the mouth. He did not take her in his arms, in fact he hardly touched her with his body, it was only his lips that rested on hers. She stood perfectly still as he lifted his mouth away. ‘I’m a man and you’re lovely. Good night.’


She did not speak as he moved away from her into the glow of the corner lamp where he paused and stood watching her. His voice seemed to echo around in the chill breeze, ‘Caro, you’d better return to your friends, before I do it again.’


And now she smiled widely. ‘Would you?’


‘I would.’


‘Then yes, I’d better go.’ She turned and hurried away.


She was twenty yards from the tree when he called out, ‘Caro?’


She turned back.


‘Will you let me actually take you to the picnic on Sunday?’


And now she laughed, ‘Oh yes,’ and the whole of her glowed warm in the cold of the night.


When Caroline left Lucy and George at her front gate it was after ten o’clock. She pulled her shawl more tightly as she walked along the path, a pale figure in the insipid winter moonlight. She was just about to put her foot on the first of the steps leading up to her verandah when she heard a rustling sound behind her. She turned and saw a form near the trunk of the jacaranda tree.


‘Is that you, Paul?’


The man did not answer but stepped forward. Then she saw the cane. Her sharp intake of breath was clearly heard on the night air. ‘You,’ she said.


‘Yes, Caroline Dere, me.’


‘What are you doing here?’


‘I wanted to see you.’


He walked forward, leaning slightly on his cane. His motion was like a mariner, a gentle rhythmic swaying as he moved.


Automatically she stepped back and felt the post at the bottom of the steps in the small of her back. He came to within three feet of where she stood.


She was not frightened, but she felt her swift heartbeat. ‘You always seem to appear out of nowhere. It’s a trifle disconcerting.’


He smiled and his teeth gleamed. She smelt a pleasing aroma. It was a similar smell to the one she’d noticed in Mr Wang’s Chinese Silk and Lace shop in Woolloongabba. She thought it must be coming from something he wore.


‘I’m glad I disconcert you, for that certainly is what you do to me. I have waited here an extended time hoping to see you.’


The moonlight was making strange shapes in the garden and as it rested on him it highlighted his angular face and the scar beneath his eye. She thought he looked like some mountain brigand of old, or a Caribbean pirate.


‘I think you know I was at the rugby match the other week? I walked behind you out the gate and you had no idea.’


‘Yes, I didn’t realise you were there until you whispered in my ear.’


‘I saw you last Wednesday night too.’


Now she was surprised. ‘Where?’ she asked.


‘At the street market, Caroline. I was there.’


She was feeling rather heady. This whole night had been amazing. John Conrad Fleet had kissed her and now she was being confronted by Matthew Craken. Why was it this man always managed to make her feel flattered, yet uncomfortable?


He smiled again. It was slightly crooked, somehow bewitching and so different from John Conrad’s smile. ‘You’ve never called me by my name. Why don’t you say it? I reckon you know it well.’


‘Why should I say it?’


‘Because I’d like you to. Go on, say Matthew.’


She shook her head. ‘No, this is silly.’


‘And do you think this is silly?’ he asked.


She looked enquiringly at him. ‘What?’


And in the next second he stepped forward and took her in his arms and kissed her full on the mouth. Her cape fell to the ground as she stiffened and he released her.


Her voice shook slightly. ‘That wasn’t very gentlemanly.’


‘I’m not a gentleman.’


Caro knew this was moving her quickly out of her depth. She turned on her heel and hurried up the stairs.


He stood there leaning on his embossed silver cane that shimmered nebulously in the cool darkness. ‘You’re a lovely girl, Caroline Dere.’


She did not answer as she passed across the verandah and opened her front door.


‘Is that you, Caroline?’ her mother’s voice sounded from the kitchen.


She took a very deep breath. ‘Yes, Mother.’


‘Come in here. Paul and I are just taking supper.’


Caro closed the door behind her and stood perfectly still for a few seconds. It was astounding. She had only been kissed once before, at a church fête, and that had been years ago, and now she had been kissed by John Conrad and Matthew Craken in the same night. It did not seem possible. John Conrad would be so angry if he knew about Matthew. She could never tell him. Not after what he had said about the man tonight . . . Matthew Craken was not someone to bring up to John Conrad. The oddest thing was that there was something devil-may-care about them both and it so appealed to her. Yet with John Conrad she felt safe and wonderful, whereas with Matthew Craken it was like standing too close to something that might explode. Yes, she admitted it; she was in love with John Conrad Fleet . . . deeply and for ever. She must not ever let Matthew Craken kiss her again. Knowing how John Conrad felt she really should never even speak to him again.


She sighed and moved slowly along the corridor to the lamplight and her mother’s voice in the kitchen.


Outside in the westerly wind Matthew picked up her cape on the end of his cane and brought it up to his nostrils and held it there.


After a time he moved to the low front fence where, leaning on his stick, he used his hand to lift his right leg over the wooden palings, in just the same manner as he had to enter the garden over thirty minutes previously. His legs were so much better now. He was sure his four years in the intense heat of the tropics had mended them as well as anything could. His left leg was normal; it was his right that troubled him; was always a touch stiff and still ached badly from time to time. He continued to need canes for operations like this. Years of use had made the stick a friend, as if it were another limb; he knew for a fact that some women found his use of it quite alluring, giving him a sort of dash and distinction that other men did not have. Yet he would gladly give up such a distinction to be able to run and dance.


His eyes clouded in the black night as he watched the lighted windows of Caroline’s home, remembering how grotesque his legs had looked when first they came out of the splints. But he had never given in and had worked every day, the pain at times approaching torment, and when he found Long Chi, the cleverest of all Penang’s bonesetters – as they called men who used unorthodox methods to help weak limbs and broken bones – the Oriental’s strange skills had transformed his left leg, bringing it back to strength and health. It was his right that did not respond so well for it had been broken in two places: bad breaks and one a compound fracture. How pure and unadulterated was his hatred for the man who had done this to him. His face contorted with emotion as he lifted his cane and brought it heavily down on a bush, scattering leaves all around in the moonlight.


He moved to his horse, tethered to the low branch of a wattle tree as a supercilious expression settled across his face and he almost smiled. Yes, he had known women who adored him. He had always been able to attract them. They stretched across his memory: a ribbon of lips and eyes, smooth skin and shining hair. He thought briefly of Luella in Tahiti . . . her bewitching chocolate eyes, smooth warm skin and hard dark nipples. Now why the devil would he think of Luella? He decided that perhaps because her looks were the very antithesis of those of the girl who had just left him.


He turned back from his horse to lift his eyes past the surrounding trees to a lighted window in the house behind him just as the form of Caroline Dere passed across it. The disdain living in his eyes almost softened for a moment. He would be thirty-six years old soon; perhaps it was time he settled for just one girl.


Then he threw Caroline’s shawl up over his horse’s back before carefully mounting, all the while protecting his right leg. He took out his fob watch. It was close to half-past ten.


He drew his scarf more tightly round his neck. The last fight at the Colosseum did not start for an hour. He would just make it in time to place a wager. It was the Brisbane Championship tonight, not that it mattered: he would gamble on whatever the bout was.


The west wind made a sudden dart at his black stallion and lifted the hair of his mane high in the air as Caro’s cape fluttered out from the hands that held it. In a swift move Matthew Craken brought the flapping material down and, setting his cane in the holder specially made in the cantle, he took a final look at the Dere house before he spurred away.




Chapter Six


‘I’ll take evens on the Abo,’ shouted a large-bellied man who lifted a gold sovereign between thick fingers in the swirling shadows milling and intertwining in the gaslight. There was no electricity in the Colosseum, though the new way of lighting the world had found its way to certain parts of Brisbane as early as a decade before.


At twenty minutes after eleven, while men jostled one another and yelled and called out, the hoarse voice of Harry Miller, the so-called manager of this overgrown tin shed, made itself heard above the hubbub. ‘Last wagers for the Lightfoot-Kelly fight for the Brisbane Championship!’


A few rows of seats extended away from the pit, a twenty-four-foot-square ring with two sets of ropes around it, all correct according to the London Prize Ring Rules, but most of the men stood, preferring to elbow one another and barrack for their favourite.


Though the Marquess of Queensberry Rules were widely followed, and gloves were now worn by combatants, so far this option had not been greeted with much enthusiasm by the habitués of the Colosseum.


Harry Miller ran a ‘straight establishment’, as he was often wont to remind those who attended; and kicking, biting, butting and gouging had always been ruled illegal. Indeed, he was proud to remind his patrons that he had already adopted some of the Queensberry Rules and while there was talk from time to time of bringing in three-minute rounds, those congregated at the Colosseum still preferred to see the two boxers fight until one corner threw in the towel.


In a tiny back room where one window looked out on to a row of dilapidated houses, Hargy sat, leaning forward, his elbows on his knees. He was watched by John Conrad, who stood across from him near the window.


‘How are you, pal?’


‘Great. I’m goin’ to win. I’ll knock Kelly out, real easy.’ Hargy wore his customary red handkerchief around his waist and was bare-chested, his deep brown skin, covered with oil, gleamed in the gaslight. He grinned showing his perfect white teeth. ‘You know what?’


‘What?’


‘I reckon I’ll end up with five or six quid tonight. I’m gettin’ some of the wager money.’


‘That’s a lot of money, Hargy.’


Hargy’s grin widened. ‘Yeah.’ He lifted his hands above his head and clasped them, displaying his shining biceps which protruded rock-hard from his upper arms.


A loud rapping sounded on the closed door and two men came in, carrying buckets and towels into the insufficient light of the single gas lamp. One was Jimmy Heno, an old mate of Hargy and one of the few Aboriginal males still living in Brisbane. The other was Bill Whitley – a sixty-three-year-old butcher from Highgate Hill, a suburb on the south side – who was always in Hargy’s corner.


John Conrad watched as Bill slammed the door behind him and, moving the few feet across to slap the fighter on his back, said, ‘We’ll make some loot tonight, kid. There’s a lotta money gone on both of ya.’ His big frame leaned over the fighter’s wiry one as he ended with, ‘Howdya feel, kid?’


Hargy looked up at his second. ‘I feel great.’


‘Hey kid, that’s the spirit, a winnin’ statement.’


‘Yeah, I know.’


The butcher straightened up and punched the air. ‘Now remember, don’t get caught on the ropes.’


And now Jimmy spoke for the first time. ‘Harg don’t need to worry about that. Ya’ll keep ’im off with ya straight left, won’t ya, Harg?’


‘Maybe, maybe,’ responded the big man for his fighter, ‘but Kelly’ll try ta crowd ya. These endurance bouts can go on for a bloody long time and while Kelly’ll try ta tire ya out . . .’ He turned to Jimmy. ‘How heavy is he?’


‘Ah, fourteen stone three pounds, they reckon.’


The butcher made a growling sound. ‘Yeah, well, he’s more’n two stone heavier than ya, Harg, but you have the advantage with your height and your reach, so remember that, kid.’


Hargy nodded at these warnings and looked over at John Conrad, who winked at him and said, ‘We’ll go fishing tomorrow, pal,’ and Hargy nodded in agreement as another banging on the door began. ‘Kelly’s ready! You ready, Lightfoot?’


‘Yeah, we’re ready,’ called the butcher, turning and picking up his bucket and towel.


As the fighter and his seconds made their way out the door, John Conrad moved from the window and touched Hargy on the arm. ‘Good luck, pal. I’ll be cheering for you.’


‘See you after the fight, Johnny.’ He winked. ‘We might have a drink.’


John Conrad lifted his fist. ‘Sure will.’


The noise outside the door made speaking futile; shouting and sign language were the only forms of communication. The butcher gestured for John Conrad to follow, which he did right along to the apron of the ring, where he found himself a position immediately behind Bill and Jimmy, as Hargy and Kelly bent under the ropes and stood eyeing each other. Tom Kelly was younger than Hargy, stocky, and iron-hard. Hargy’s silhouette was more classical, but both were exceptional fighters and the crowd waited expectantly.


John Conrad’s nostrils twitched in disapproval of the stale, smoke-filled air, and he gave a quick glance around at his comrades of the night. When Hargy had first started fighting, he had often accompanied him here. Harry Miller’s patrons had not altered in the five years he had been absent from Brisbane; they were still, in the main, a seedy lot: many of them out of work, and those in work hoping to double their week’s wages. There were a number of wide boys from various pushes, and finally those members of that particular echelon who deemed themselves above the others: the sons of wealthy fathers, here to have a bit of Friday night knockabout fun.


In amongst the shadows coalescing about the roped-in ring, one man’s moody eyes settled upon John Conrad as he came in behind Hargy Lightfoot’s seconds, and a grim expression hardened on his face as the corner of his mouth lifted in a sneer. He leant more heavily on his cane as he became aware of a dull ache growing in his right leg. He felt a hand on his shoulder as Knobby Clark asked, ‘Who’re you on, Matt?’


He was slow to answer; when he did he spoke abruptly. ‘Kelly,’ he replied, his eyes never leaving John Conrad on the far side of the ring.


‘Me too,’ replied Clark, slipping in beside him. ‘He’s a good counterpuncher, he is.’


Matthew Craken sniffed the smoke-filled air, then added to it by lighting a cheroot. ‘Though the Aborigine can fight right enough. He’s tough. I reckoned it’d be mighty close, so in the end I tossed a coin.’


The man on the other side of Matthew Craken leant in. ‘Tossed a coin, eh, Matt? It’ll be that close, ya reckon?’


The malevolence remained in Matthew’s gaze as he kept his eyes on John Conrad and exhaled a long funnel of smoke, ‘Yes, cousin, I do.’


A bell was rung and abruptly Harry Miller’s voice lifted above the general noise. ‘Listen up! Fight’s startin’. This is the annual contest for the Brisbane Championship. The title holder, Billy Statham, is unable to defend his title owin’ to the fact that he’s doin’ five years’ hard labour.’ He turned to the gladiators still eyeing each other in the ring. ‘Instead we have the two finest contestants the colony can offer: Tommy Kelly and Hargy Lightfoot!’


General cheering, yelling, hooting and booing descended over the ring as Bill leaned in to Hargy’s ear, his lips touching the lobe. ‘Remember, kid, he’s a square-on, walk-up fighter with trouble in both of them bloody big mitts. Keep movin’ and don’t let ’im get ya against the ropes.’


Harry Miller struggled to be heard. ‘You two ready?’


‘Ready,’ said Kelly.


‘Ready,’ said Hargy.


The manager of the Colosseum lifted his large arms in the air, then in his customary way he dropped them and shouted, ‘Then let the Brisbane Heavyweight Championship begin!’


Kelly was slow to come out of his corner and Hargy moved in towards him as he rose.


They circled cautiously around each other for a time, before Kelly threw a right and a left to his opponent’s head but true to his name Lightfoot, Hargy ducked them. Then Hargy followed up swiftly with a left and right rip to the other man’s ribs and stomach. Kelly kept coming and Hargy felt the sting of his punches as he dodged and weaved, though most of the blows landed harmlessly on his shoulders. None of this did any real damage but was the beginning of the way the fight would progress and by the end of the first five minutes both men had landed good punches.


These gladiatorial contests only ended when one man was knocked out or his seconds threw in the towel – a heartless procedure but one that continued to bring crowds to the Colosseum.


John Conrad’s eyes had not shifted from his friend in the ring since the fight began and now, in the seventh minute, as Hargy moved quickly inside Kelly’s round-arm right the Aborigine’s hand went to his temple and for a second or two he appeared disoriented, but he rallied immediately and was soon swapping punches as the big man waded in again.


For a full half-minute the two fearless warriors stood toe to toe and exchanged blows. Both men were obviously tiring and sweat flowed freely across their faces and bodies.


In the twelfth minute Kelly landed a few good right crosses but Hargy always came back with sniping blows to Kelly’s midsection. Over and over Hargy landed what he threw.


In the fourteenth minute Kelly was tucking his arms and elbows into his body to protect his midsection and Hargy saw his chance. With his opponent’s hands held low he stepped in with a left hook and a right uppercut to the jaw that snapped Kelly’s head back. The big man stumbled, lunging and reaching out. As he tumbled forward the top of his head collided with Hargy’s eyebrow bringing blood spurting from the cut. But it was all over, Kelly fell panting to the ground and his seconds threw in the towel.


‘The winner is Lightfoot! Hargy Lightfoot, Brisbane Champion!’ cried out Harry Miller, entering the ring and holding Hargy’s right hand in the air in the midst of the screaming hooting din.


The place was in uproar and Bill Whitley bent under the rope to jump forward and lift Hargy in the air in a bear hug. ‘You did it, kid! You’re the champine!’


Kelly’s seconds dragged their fighter under the ropes and away along the aisle which opened up in the bustling yelling crowd.


Hargy turned around and lifted his triumphant hands high in the air to great acclaim from his admirers and shouts of disdain from Kelly supporters. The place was now in general uproar and John Conrad climbed under the ropes to take Hargy from the butcher’s grasp.


Hargy’s eyes were cloudy and the wound on his eyebrow was still bleeding but his smile was wide with delight. His hand went to his temple and he rubbed the side of his head as he said, ‘What did I tell you, Johnny?’


‘You were great, pal.’ He took Hargy in his arms in the middle of the ring amidst all the noise and smoke and hugged his wet, sweat-covered body tightly. ‘You were just great!’


And Hargy whispered in his ear, ‘We’ll go fishin’ tomorra.’


John Conrad was elated for his friend, ‘Yes, yes, we will.’


‘You’re my best friend Johnny.’ The fighter was exhilarated as they embraced.


Men were yelling congratulations over the thunderous noise and the rafters of the tin shed resounded with hooting, whistling, booing, excitement and uproar.


And then, suddenly, Hargy gave a peculiar sigh and John Conrad felt his body sag. Jimmy Heno saw Hargy’s legs buckle and he leaped forward to help John Conrad ease him to the floor. ‘He’s collapsed!’ shouted Jimmy to the encroaching throng. Now people were under the ropes and shouting advice and congregating around.


‘Lightfoot’s out to it.’


‘Give the champine air!’ yelled the butcher wildly. ‘Get some water!’


John Conrad kneeled down, and took up Hargy’s wrist to feel for the pulse, which was not there. He called Hargy’s name and felt his face and forehead, but the fighter did not respond. Panic ran through him as he raised his eyes, seeking some sort of help from the sea of faces all pressing in upon him.


In the incessant din he heard Bill’s voice in his ear. ‘He ain’t . . .? I mean . . . he ain’t . . .?’


John Conrad could not speak. The back of his throat was burning. He looked at the butcher in a dazed way before he closed his eyes and bent his head.


He remained there kneeling, holding Hargy’s wrist, as the noise around him grew ever louder and men speculated on many things. Distantly he heard Harry Miller shouting and moving men aside and telling them to ‘Bugger off now. Clear out. It’s all over.’


It seemed an age before the Colosseum was quiet and only Harry Miller and the butcher and Jimmy remained with him.


‘God-awful thing,’ Miller said.


John Conrad was mortified. ‘I shouldn’t have let him fight . . . for God’s sake. I should have realised . . . He had a bad headache today.’


The butcher sighed. ‘Aw, ya can’t blame yerself, kid. But we’ll have to take him somewhere.’ The words echoed in the expanse of the empty tin shed.


‘I’ll take him,’ John Conrad replied, his eyes on the crimson handkerchief around Hargy’s waist. ‘I’ll take him . . . to his sister’s place.’


Jimmy spoke for the first time. ‘Yeah, that’s best. He’d want that.’


‘I’ll come with ya,’ the butcher said.


Jimmy stood and moved away. ‘I’ll get the horses.’


To John Conrad the procedure had the unreal quality of a bad dream as they carried Hargy’s body through the silence and the hundred weird phantom shadows of the Colosseum, out through the doorway and into the street. Once they had placed him across John Conrad’s stallion and strapped him there, Harry Miller put his hand in his pocket and held out seven pound notes. ‘He fought well . . . was a darn good bloke. Never gave no trouble. Give this to his sister, Lena.’


John Conrad took the money and nodded. They stood looking impotently at each other for some seconds before Harry sighed, slapped John Conrad solicitously on the shoulder and retreated back into the black interior of the tin shed.


Bill and John Conrad were about to mount up when they heard the clanging sound of horses’ hooves coming from round the corner of the Colosseum.


Both men turned to watch two horsemen approach, their silhouettes delineated against the paleness of the moonlight. The animals snorted in the chill cold as the glow in the sky revealed enough of the gothic looks of the man on the leading horse for John Conrad to flinch. He had not seen this face for five years and yet he knew it well. ‘What the devil do you want?’ he asked.


Matthew Craken’s voice was as ice-cold as the air around them. ‘Good evening, Fleet.’ He spat out the name. ‘It seems appropriate to offer condolences, though while I’ve got nothing against him, your poor departed friend cost me five bloody sovereigns tonight! My pal Knobby and I weren’t pleased about that.’


‘Yeah,’ agreed the black form of Knobby. ‘Bloody unfair. Kelly’s as good a fighter any day. Your friends sure know how to make enemies.’


Matthew Craken turned slightly in his saddle. ‘Now now, Knob, old son, that’s as may be, but you’re right: any friend of Fleet’s is an enemy of ours, not that it has any relevance in the current case as the poor fellow’s beyond caring.’


John Conrad’s jaw tightened, but he held himself in check. ‘Yes, my friend’s dead. Isn’t that enough? It’d be best if you left us alone with him.’


‘Bugger off, Craken,’ growled the butcher.


Matthew Craken ignored Bill Whitley and leaned forward to rest on his horse’s neck. In a strange aberration the moonlight intensified momentarily and highlighted the scar upon his cheek. It gleamed ominously as his sleepy eyes found John Conrad’s in the night light. ‘Now, Fleet, if your friend was so sick, why the hell was he fighting?’ He sat up and slapped his hands together. ‘Ah! Of course, I should have realised . . . No doubt it’s my fault. Needless to say the whole world should be aware it’s because I backed Kelly that poor old Lightfoot here has kicked the bucket. Yes, indeed it’s common knowledge that anyone who dies suddenly around you has me to blame!’


John Conrad held himself back. ‘Listen, you bastard, just leave us alone.’


‘Now, now, Fleet, your temper’s always getting the better of you. Knobby here and I are merely pointing this out to you. We’re being forthright . . . so you know how we feel. We’re all conscious of the fact that you blame me when people up and depart the earth, but can’t you see it’s clear that the reaper hangs around you? It’s you who walk the silent halls of death; you who’re the common link, Fleety old boy.’


The oblique references to Emma, as well as Hargy, were too much for John Conrad. He sprang forward, raising his hand to grab Matthew’s horse’s reins to pull him down. But Matthew was ready. Spurring his horse forward and lifting the reins high in the air, he pushed his good, left knee out to thud into his attacker’s ribs. His horse reacted instantly, leaping forward and helping to bring John Conrad heavily to the ground as Matthew continued to charge along the street with Knobby in close pursuit.


Bill Whitley shouted after them, but the riders did not stop, and they were soon gone into the black silence of the night.


As John Conrad rolled over, Bill bent down to him. ‘You all right, kid?’


He lay on his back, getting his wind for a moment before answering, ‘Yes, I’m all right.’


He became aware of Hargy’s dark form stretched over his horse’s saddle, his dead hands hanging limply down like a puppet’s. He felt sick.


Bill helped him to a sitting position. ‘You sure you ain’t hurt?’


‘Yes.’


He stood up as Bill patted him on the back. ‘Craken sure hates you. He’s only been back in Brisbane a month or two and already he’s causin’ mayhem. Bad bugger!’


John Conrad’s stomach was aching, the side of his head hurt and he was sore in a number of places. In fact, he had rarely felt worse. He was having trouble holding back the tears of anger, resentment and pain. ‘Let’s get Hargy over to Lena. She’ll be devastated, poor kid.’


And she was. In the early hours of the morning, when they came to the little shack lying between the boot factory and the joiner’s shed in Spring Hill and woke Hargy’s sister, she was heart-broken. She kept repeating, ‘Shouldn’ta fought. His head was hurtin’.’


Bluey, the man she lived with, was a decent enough fellow, and when John Conrad and Bill were leaving them an hour later, he was holding Lena’s youngest child in one arm and Lena in the other.


John Conrad tucked the money her brother had won in Lena’s hand and attempted a smile of support. ‘He was a true champion, and my good friend. I’ll be back tomorrow.’


They crossed the river and twenty minutes later, he and Bill left each other in the bitter westerly wind. Clouds were chasing each other across a watery-looking moon as they shook hands at the corner of Vulture and Boundary streets and rode their separate ways.




Chapter Seven


Caroline Dere rolled over and blinked. What had woken her?


Moonlight shone through her window and fell in a shimmer of silver across the blankets to illuminate the small ormolu clock on the mantelshelf. It was just after three in the morning.


Something rattled on the verandah outside. She was the only one who slept at the front of the house and usually noises did not disturb her, but these sounds were very close. She was a little fearful as she raised herself on to her elbows to listen.


Her mother’s collie, Litmus, obviously had not heard anything or she would be barking, though it would have to be a very loud noise here at the front to wake the animal sleeping in Elizabeth’s room at the back.


A scraping movement sounded; a shadow fell over the window and the moonbeam disappeared. Someone was on the verandah.


Caro sat bolt upright.


The dark form outside moved into the window and tapped gently on it. ‘Caro, can you hear me?’


She tried to calm herself, recognising the voice of John Conrad. She slipped out of bed and, dragging the blanket up around her shoulders, moved swiftly across the room. She unlocked the window and as she raised it she felt a gust of cold air. She shivered.


‘John Conrad. What’s wrong?’


‘Everything.’


She could see his face now. He looked weary and his fair hair was dishevelled. He lifted his hand to a dark patch, like a bruise, on his temple. His hand was shaking slightly, and she took it in her own.


‘Oh, John Conrad, you’re freezing,’ she said, and spontaneously she pulled him to her. ‘Come . . . come inside, please. You’re so cold, you feel like ice.’


He stepped over the sill and into her room. She pulled the window down behind him. He seemed to be dazed as she gently pushed him to sit upon her bed.


‘Whatever has happened?’


He turned his eyes up to her as she stood in front of him. His sun-browned skin looked ashen in the moonlight.


‘Hargy’s dead,’ he managed to say at last. ‘I didn’t know what to do . . . where to go.’ And now he was rambling. ‘He won his fight, Caro . . . won . . . not three minutes later he was dead . . . in my arms . . . Hargy dead. Didn’t know where to go who to tell . . . oh hell, poor Lena.’ And now, finally, after hours of tension and holding his emotion back, the tears welled in his eyes and slipped over his lids.


Caro was devastated for him. ‘Oh no, my . . . darling. Please don’t,’ she whispered as she sat beside him and cradled him in her arms.


She was kissing his eyes and the bruise on his forehead and his face, before she even thought about it. He was so cold. Of all the people in the world he had come to her, no one else. Oh, how she loved him.


She felt tears fill her own eyes. ‘I’m so sorry. Poor Hargy. He knew how you cared for him. Hargy, of all people, wouldn’t want you to be like this. Please . . . please.’


And she continued to whisper sympathetic, gentle, loving words and as she did she caressed him, until at last, she felt him respond and he turned to her in the cold, yet beautiful moonlight.


‘Caro, lovely Caro,’ he whispered, and his arms came firmly round her as he kissed her deeply on the mouth.


And now he was moving her down, back upon the bed. ‘Oh Caro.’ She did not restrain him, why would she? She loved him and he needed her. She wanted to restore him, repair his soul . . . take away his grief . . . And so she offered herself unrestrainedly to him as his urgent mouth revived itself upon hers; and his cold body sustained itself upon the warmth of her bare breasts and belly, and his virile need for her fulfilled itself in the generous yielding of all she had to give.


The pain was fleeting: it was as nothing in her overwhelming boundless love for him. He was all she had ever wanted. She felt as if her very spirit expanded to encompass him. Never would she love anyone the way she loved John Conrad Fleet. Her lips roved across the scar upon his shoulder, her breath came in short gasps as she experienced the joy which lay in the knowledge that he had left of himself, inside herself.


And as he groaned she continued greedily to kiss his lips. ‘John Conrad, how I love you.’


And he stroked her face and whispered, ‘Caro, lovely Caro. I think I love you too.’ He was aware of a place in his heart that had been soothed and he spontaneously murmured, ‘Thank you.’


Her hair tumbled over him as she moved to lie in his arms. He wound a curl around his finger and caressed the waves that flowed across his chest. They lay together in silence, she did not feel shy: being in his arms was intrinsically right; she was meant to be here.


After a time he rose and brushed his lips across hers. ‘I will come to you tomorrow, my lovely Caro.’ He stood and picked up his clothes, and she watched him. His body was faultless, the only asymmetry the mark of the scar upon his shoulder, and she vaguely wondered about that. To her eyes, even his movements flowed with a perfect harmony. It was wonderful to watch him dressing in the moonlight.


She found herself looking longingly at his sun-browned body as it disappeared beneath his clothing. He was bronzed to his waist and she thought that soldiers must often expose themselves to sunlight. He bent to the floor and picked up his shirt and as he did, his wallet tumbled from the pocket and a card fell out.


‘What’s that?’ she asked, rolling over on her tummy to look down from the bed.


‘My wallet,’ he said as he retrieved the items and came back to the bed to her.


‘No, I mean the card.’


He smiled in the moonlight. ‘It’s a holy card given to me by the oddest little child I’ve ever met. Sometimes I just look at it. It’s nothing, really.’


And then she remembered something. ‘Is that what you were looking at when I found you on the river bank?’


He nodded and smiled, leaning over to kiss her lingeringly one last time. Then he touched her hair and patted her face before he crossed the room, lifted the window and climbed through to the verandah.


‘Tomorrow,’ she said.


‘Tomorrow,’ he replied.


When John Conrad awoke, the sun was mounted high in the sky streaming its brilliant light over all of southern Queensland. He immediately remembered Hargy and the iron tightness returned to his stomach. There had been a closeness with Hargy that was hard to explain and he would miss him more than anyone would know. And then he thought of Caro and her arms around him and her body under his, and he felt calmer. He had made love to one or two girls in Sydney. Perhaps it was the uniform, but soldiers were often sought after by the young women of the city, yet none had made him feel like Caro had. He smiled tenderly at the memory of her. And then finally he thought of Craken. The man had goaded him to make him lose his temper. And he had succeeded. John Conrad wished he had not taken the bait so easily. No doubt his reaction had been exactly what Craken had desired. The tight feeling in his stomach returned and a sick sensation wafted over him just as he heard Bartholomew’s voice outside his door.


‘You awake, John Conrad? It’s after eleven.’


John Conrad sat up. ‘Yes, come in, lad.’


Bart entered. ‘We’ve let you sleep because we all heard you come in close to sunrise. Father’s been bleating about it.’ He noticed the bruise on his brother’s forehead. ‘What happened? Where were you?’


John Conrad took a long deep breath and, holding his arms around his knees, related the happenings of the night to Bart; all about the fight, and Hargy’s headaches and the Brisbane Championship and the horrible culmination. He went on to recount Craken’s arrival outside the Colosseum and his provocation, and his own reaction and then how he and Bill had taken Hargy home to Lena. ‘So you see, lad, it’s no wonder I was late. It was one of the worst nights of my life.’


While Bartholomew listened, his expression had grown ever more serious. ‘I’m so sorry. It’s rotten about Hargy. He was such a good bloke. Damn good fighter. Guess you feel real bad.’


‘I do. If only the bloody championship hadn’t meant so much to him.’


‘Well, it did. And he won. He wanted to win. You know how he always used to hang around the Colosseum, even when he was just a kid, before he started fighting there.’


John Conrad nodded. ‘It’s such a bloody waste. I’ll miss him.’


They were both silent for a time and Bart sat down on the bed. ‘And to think Craken was waiting for you like that. But then I imagine he hates you. It would be natural if he did.’


His older brother nodded. ‘Yes, Matthew Craken hates me and that suits me.’ Then he moved out of bed. ‘Anyway, I’d better get over to Lena. She was in a terrible state, poor kid.’


Bart stood up. ‘I’ll come with you.’


John Conrad hesitated momentarily, his back to his brother, before he said, ‘I’ll meet you there, lad. There’s something I have to do first. I’ll be at Lena’s by one o’clock.’


John Conrad gulped down only part of his breakfast, much to Aunt Leigh’s disappointment. And her words followed him to the door. ‘“He that will not when he may, When he would he shall have nay.” Heywood.’


Her nephew called, ‘I’ll have the rest tomorrow,’ as he leapt down the stairs and ran across to the stables to saddle his stallion speedily. He thought his aunt was wonderful and so quaint the way she was always quoting proverbs and adages and pieces of poetry. He knew she was very well-educated for a woman. She had been married to his father’s brother and she had come to take care of them after their mother had died. They were lucky to have her.


Ten minutes later he was hitching his horse to Caro’s front fence. Hurdling the gate he ran up the steps, only to be told by her mother that Caro was next door in the bakery.


Elizabeth Dere’s eyes narrowed slightly. She was aware that Caroline had been in the soldier’s company at the concert the previous night. ‘Is it something special you wish to see my daughter about?’


John Conrad doffed his hat. ‘Ah, yes and no, Mrs Dere. I’ll just go in to the shop and see her, if I may?’


Elizabeth did not answer. She simply gestured to the side door of the bakery with her hand.


‘Don’t you approve of me, Mrs Dere?’


Elizabeth was taken aback by this forthrightness, but she collected herself quickly. ‘It’s not you in particular, John Conrad, it is soldiers in general that perhaps I don’t approve of.’


‘May I ask why?’


She pursed her lips and then looked him straight in the eye. ‘My Caroline is, well, very young . . . impressionable. You’re a professional soldier. I have a theory about soldiers, especially good-looking ones, and you, John Conrad are too good-looking for any mother’s liking.’ She sighed. ‘There, I’ve said it now.’


‘Well, you’ve said something, but not all. You didn’t tell me what your theory is.’


He was not letting her get away with anything and she admired him for it. She had known him all his life. He had always been able to impress. ‘All right. My theory is that soldiers are not reliable. They can be off to war at any minute. They love girls . . . and leave them.’


John Conrad nodded. ‘I understand. Thank you for telling me how you feel, Mrs Dere.’ He returned his hat to his head. ‘I shall go through to see Caro now.’


Elizabeth watched him as he strode across the yard, opened the bakery door and entered. At the counter, Caro turned towards the sound and a smile of delight mounted her mouth. There were no customers so she went quickly to the front door and faced the ‘Closed’ sign to the street.


She returned across the stone floor to him. ‘John Conrad, I wondered when you’d come.’


He took her in his arms and held her briefly, smelling the freshness of her, then he pushed her to arm’s length. ‘Caro, I’m sorry about last night.’


A bewildered expression rose in her eyes. ‘Why? Why ever would you be sorry?’


‘Caro, Caro . . . there are some who’d say I took advantage of you.’


And now she surprised him. ‘Did you?’


He looked within himself as his deep blue eyes met her mild brown ones. ‘I don’t think so.’ And now it was his turn to surprise her. ‘Perhaps the truth is, you took advantage of me.’


Her smile was wondrous. ‘Perhaps I did. It matters not. We were together and I can never regret it.’ She moved in to him again and he opened his arms to receive her.


‘I don’t regret it either,’ he whispered into the tumble of curls on her forehead. And as he held her he told her he must go to Lena and see what was to be done about Hargy. When he moved her tenderly away he said, ‘I don’t know what Lena will want to do, but I must go and find out. I fear I won’t be taking you to the picnic tomorrow after all.’


She gave a wan smile. ‘Doesn’t matter. I won’t go without you.’


‘I’ll come back here to you the first minute I can. Wait for me.’


She nodded. ‘Poor dear Hargy. I liked him so much.’ She felt she was going to cry. ‘There’ll have to be a funeral, I suppose.’


But a conventional funeral there was not.


When John Conrad arrived at Lena’s little shack, Bart was already there. They were sitting in rickety chairs on the tiny four-feet-wide verandah.


Lena’s big black eyes were bloodshot in her thin face. She was not more than about twenty-three but she looked much older today. She lifted her hand to John Conrad as he came up the wooden stairs. ‘Gotta take ’im to the ranges. To the tribe. Must . . . yeah must.’


Her de facto husband, the big man called Bluey – for in the Australian tradition men with red hair are inexplicably dubbed Bluey – sat beside her holding the baby. He touched her limp hair. ‘Yeah, it’s what Lena wants.’


John Conrad agreed. ‘Right, then that’s what we’ll do.’


Bart asked, ‘But how will you get him there?’


Lena shook her head. ‘Dunno.’


But John Conrad knew. ‘Don’t worry. We’ll manage. Bart and I’ll get a dray from the brewery.’


And so they made their strange pilgrimage to the old tribe in the endless bush in the foothills of the McPherson Range. They went in one of the brewery drays used in the delivery of the casks: John Conrad and Bart up front, and in the back, Lena in a floral dress with a threadbare cape around her small shoulders alongside Bluey, still holding the baby, with Hargy on the floor under blankets and his two little nieces sitting beside him with wide smiles on their faces, for they did not understand the predicament and it was an enchanting dream for them to be riding along the highway.


It was late at night when they arrived on the bush track leading into the encampment. They were greeted with much solemnity and afterwards went to sleep under the stars. The next day there was a special tribal ceremony which John Conrad and Bart could not attend but they waited politely and met the elders afterwards. In a clearing in the middle of the broken-down huts and shanties, a short corroboree took place in their honour as Hargy’s friends, which only the male members of the tribe attended. Later, they all took Hargy to a creek and left him in the branches of a tree on the bank.


John Conrad stood looking up at Hargy – native son of this land returned to it under the open sky – and thought this a fitting end for his friend, for he knew how he, like all his race, needed to roam in the free wilds of the bush, and his spirit could do that now.


The two brothers watched Lena’s children running with innocent abandon alongside their tiny unrestricted cousins of the bush and it did not surprise them when Lena and Bluey resolved to stay with the tribe for a time. Life with the tribe would be hard, especially for Lena, as Aboriginal women did all the heavy work, but with her European man at her side she was somewhat of a celebrity and that would count for something.


There was a moment beside the creek, in the golden glow of the Queensland twilight, when Lena’s eyes met John Conrad’s and he believed he saw great sadness there . . . not just over Hargy’s death, but countless griefs that only an Aboriginal woman could know. Impetuously he made her a gift of the two horses and the dray. He told her it was from all the Fleet family, deciding he would face his father later. Lena, who had lived in Brisbane for many years, knew the value of the gift and briefly her melancholy lifted from her soul and her eyes lit up. She promised to take care of the horses and use the dray wisely. She stretched out her thin hand to pat John Conrad many times upon the arm. ‘You very good man . . . and Hargy’s very good friend.’


Bluey thanked them sincerely. The dray and horses would make a difference to their lives. He asked the brothers to come and visit them in Spring Hill any time. ‘We’ll be back there in a few weeks. Lena and me, well . . . we do like to live in town.’


John Conrad took the big man’s proffered hand. ‘I might have returned to my unit, but Bart here will stay in touch with you.’


They made their goodbyes not long after sunrise the following morning, and the whole tribe gathered to bid them farewell. In a strangely moving formality, with the long shadows of morning snaking across the land, all the elders, surrounded by the tribal members, stood under tall stately silver gums, and the children sat quietly, for a change, wrapped in skins and blankets, all in lines near a clump of casuarinas that pushed their olive-green branches to the sky.


The two brothers set off to walk the fifteen miles into Beaudesert where they would catch a coach to Brisbane. At the crest of a hill they turned and waved to the survivors of the ancient race standing still, like carven black statues, exuding concord and harmony with the ancient landscape.


‘Well, we put Hargy to rest,’ Bart said softly.


‘We did,’ his brother replied.


By the time they reached the little settlement of Beaudesert, it was late morning and they were in good time for the noon coach.


It was on the way to Brisbane on the potholed bumpy road that John Conrad mentioned his feelings for Caro. ‘Bart, I’ve felt for weeks she was special, and well, Friday night after Hargy died, I went to her.’


Bart turned to him. ‘Really . . .? What, to her house?’


‘Yes. I reckon I’m in love with her.’


His entire life Bart had been hearing things from John Conrad that surprised him, so he took this latest piece of news sedately enough. ‘She in love with you?’


‘I’m sure of it.’


When they alighted in Melbourne Street, South Brisbane at half-past five in the afternoon it was dark and cold. And when they arrived at Brewery House, Aunt Leigh stood up from where she had been knitting before the range in the big kitchen. ‘Well, here you are at last. I thought you said you two would be home yesterday. Your father and I have been half distracted!’


‘Sorry, Aunt Leigh, we were detained.’


‘Detained, is it? Well, thank the Lord you’re both safe. Did you bury poor Hargy?’


John Conrad gave a wan smile. ‘Sort of. They did it in their way, which is definitely as good as any.’


Aunt Leigh nodded sympathetically. ‘He was too young for death. Always had a smile for me, he did. The way he’d go awandering for a few weeks and then turn up for work hale and hearty as you like.’ She sighed. ‘Ah me, “Bright youth passes swiftly as a thought.” Theognis.’


As her two nephews walked by her into the hall of the house, she called, ‘John Conrad, I almost forgot. This came for you today.’ She held out the yellow envelope of a telegraphed message.


He took it and turned it over in his hands. Aunt Leigh passed him a knife and he opened it.


‘What is it?’ Bartholomew asked from the doorway.


John Conrad looked at his brother and then his aunt. ‘They want me back. I’m to report for duty on Wednesday at fifteen hundred.’


Aunt Leigh sat down with a thud upon the chair near the grate. ‘Oh no, my heaven. You’ve been here no time . . . “Like angels’ visits short and bright.” John Norris.’ She looked as if she were about to cry. ‘I’ve hardly seen you.’


He bent over and kissed her forehead. ‘I’m sorry.’


Bart was disappointed and he sounded it. ‘But that means you’ll have to leave on tomorrow night’s Sydney train.’


‘I’m afraid so,’ answered his brother, folding the message and putting it in his pocket.


At that moment Barrington Fleet came in from the brewery. He took off his boots at the door and lifted a tired solemn face, but when he saw his two sons, a brief expression of relief showed. ‘So, you two are back. Thought you were supposed to help me today, Bartholomew? I had the Queensland Club order to get out, and you were missing. All your aunt and I knew was you’d gone off somewhere with poor Hargy Lightfoot’s body.’


Bart stepped forward. ‘Sorry, Father. We took Hargy to his tribe. It’s what his sister wanted. We’d intended to be back yesterday, but we were delayed longer than we thought.’


The older man’s expression remained grave. ‘Bad business. Damn pugilism . . . dangerous and foolish . . . and Hargy so young.’ He sat down at the end of the table, and his sister-in-law put a beer in front of him. He drank a mouthful and lifted his eyes to his sons. ‘Where’s the dray and the two horses I lent you?’


John Conrad coughed, hesitated and then enlightened him. ‘I gave them to Lena, Father, Hargy’s sister.’


Barrington Fleet choked on his beer and the mug thudded to the table. ‘You what?’ His eyes were flashing as he stood. His voice rose in a formidable tone. ‘What the hell do you mean? Those horses alone are worth thirty pounds. What the devil were you thinking?’


John Conrad moved close to his father. ‘Sir, I gave them to Hargy’s sister from you . . . from all of us . . . the family.’


‘You had no right, none at all.’


‘Please hear me, Father. Hargy worked for you. We know he went walkabout, but that was in his soul, and he always came back and when he did he worked hard.’


Barrington Fleet could not deny this.


‘Lena lives in pretty desperate circumstances and has three little children . . . mere babies. God knows what sort of life’s ahead of them. And with Hargy gone, she seemed so . . . so without hope. We have no conception of how she feels.’ He looked deeply into his father’s eyes. ‘I gave them to her because I believed had you been there, in my place, you would have done exactly as I did.’


Like dew in sunshine, the anger dissipated in Barrington Fleet’s eyes. He stepped back and sat down. He did not speak for many seconds, then he lifted his face to his son’s and nodded his shaggy head. ‘You did right, lad, you did right.’


John Conrad took a deep breath. ‘Thank you, Father. Your approval’s very important to me.’


There was silence for a time, and Barrington Fleet sat eyeing his eldest son while the crackling sounds of the fire seemed loud to their ears.


Bart spoke first. ‘John Conrad’s been called back from leave. He must depart here tomorrow night.’


Aunt Leigh dabbed her eyes with the edge of her apron. ‘It’s such a shame and all. “Time lost may never recovered be.” Chaucer.’


Her brother-in-law appeared to take the news dispassionately. ‘Why have you been called back?’


‘I don’t know, sir.’


‘Ah, that’s the army. Reasons are not in its ken.’ He lifted his mug in a salute to his eldest son. ‘But as I was instrumental in turning you into a soldier, it’s not for me to complain when the army takes you back from us.’


John Conrad smiled. It was a warm smile, and he felt quite gratified when his father responded in like fashion.


As Aunt Leigh looked on she cried a little more, for it had been a long, long time since she had seen such a tender moment between her brother-in-law and his eldest son.


John Conrad cleared his throat. ‘And now, please excuse me . . . I must go out for a time.’ He noticed his aunt’s disappointed expression. ‘But I’ll try not to be too long.’


Barrington Fleet amazed him by saying, ‘Be as long as you like, my boy, but try to give your family a little of your time tomorrow, if you’re to leave us on the night train.’


His son turned at the door. ‘I will do that with pleasure, Father.’




Chapter Eight


Caroline sat on the front verandah of her house wrapped in a woollen cape Aunt Leigh had knitted for her; it served her well against the winter night. She knew she had dropped her best velvet cape near the stairs on Friday when Matthew Craken had kissed her, and when she searched for it the following morning she realised he must have taken it. That upset her and brought the frown to lodge on her smooth forehead where it had sat on and off ever since.


How was she going to retrieve it? She looked up to where the moon sat behind a bank of cloud defining the puffy grey mass with a luminous edge. There had been rain over the weekend but the air was dry now, and crisp.


Her fine forehead puckered even more as she remembered what John Conrad had said to her on Saturday afternoon when he was off to bury Hargy. His very words had been, ‘I will come back here to you when I can. Wait for me.’ And yet she had heard nothing since. She had even gone over on a pretext to Brewery House today, but Aunt Leigh didn’t know where he was. And now it was Monday night and still no word. She knew that John Conrad could take care of himself; it wasn’t that she was worried about him, she just badly wanted to see him, that was all.


And now as she toyed with the tassle on the front of her cape she thought about Friday night and his body on hers and the love between them. Her conception of the world had altered. She felt different: freer and more capable, in harmony with life. Her girlish dreams had been replaced by grown-up desires; she knew what she had done and why. She had taken a step into the future, a step beyond, and the only other girl she knew who had taken it too, was Lucy.


Lucy had told her lots of things and one was that if you made love to a man during the week prior to, or the week after, the monthly change in a woman’s body, there was no fear of a pregnancy. She said she and George did it that way all the time. Caro smiled to herself, for Friday night had fallen within the week before for her, and there was something magical about having been loved by John Conrad Fleet. It was her secret and she smiled confidentially at last, dispatching the frown from her youthful face.


‘Caroline!’ Her mother’s voice sounded along the verandah, and the girl turned. ‘There you are, sitting out here in this winter wind. You’ll catch your death of cold. Come on inside this minute. Lucy and George have just come by with Paul. It looks rude if you’re out here.’


‘I’m all right, Mum, I was just sitting thinking.’


‘Thinking about what? What has a nineteen-year-old girl got to think about all alone in the dark at night?’


‘Oh Mummy, please. I like to be alone sometimes.’


‘Well, your brother and I agree that you’ve been out here long enough. Come on inside.’


Caro rose reluctantly to her feet and moved spiritlessly along behind her mother. They turned the verandah corner in tandem and as they came to the kitchen door, Elizabeth halted and faced back to her child. ‘Caroline, please don’t become too enamoured of John Conrad Fleet. He’s not for you.’


Hurt flooded up inside the young woman. ‘How can you possibly say that?’


‘Because I’m your mother and I know.’ She took Caro’s cold fingers in her own. ‘Darling, please. He’s a soldier with a soldier’s ways.’


Caro removed her hand and tucked it inside her cape, eyeing her mother indignantly, and with a sigh Elizabeth opened the wire fly screen on the kitchen door.


Dragging her feet, Caro followed.


As mother and daughter entered the kitchen, Lucy rose from where she sat and kissed Caro on the cheek. ‘Good evenin’, love, you look cold.’


‘I’m not really.’ She gave a weak smile to George. ‘Hello, George.’


He half stood and then sat again.


Paul grunted a greeting and looked up from the kitchen table where he sat reading the day’s Brisbane Courier. ‘Hey listen to this,’ he said as he folded the newspaper to see it more easily. ‘It seems that General Kitchener is still pushing his desert railway across the Sudan. It says here that he’ll have the railhead to that Atbara place by the middle of this month. That’s where he won the battle in April, isn’t it? Sounds like he’s got those Dervish blokes on the run.’


George scowled. ‘Can’t imagine fighting battles in that desert heat.’


Paul laughed. ‘Be just like fighting one in Brisbane, hey, mate?’


‘Soldiers cannot pick and choose,’ interrupted Elizabeth, taking the advantage to push home her beliefs to her daughter. ‘If there’s a battle they must go; there’s no picking and choosing.’


Paul nodded. ‘And if men have got to fight, Mum, then they need someone like Kitchener leading them, I reckon.’ On that note his head went back into the newspaper while Elizabeth looked meaningfully at Caro.

OEBPS/images/title_1.jpg
%aroline’s

War:
Vale Valhalla

JOY CHAMBERS





OEBPS/images/6074-2.jpg








OEBPS/images/fviii-01.jpg
X Peschendacte

we BELGIUM

FRANCE

ind o 1916 Front Lin in landers and the Sommme e
i
Towss @






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
headline





OEBPS/images/9780755393480_ValeValhalla.jpeg





