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    Number 1 Australian General Hospital, Heliopolis, Cairo, Friday, 25 February 1916


    Lucy studied the young man on the stretcher. He’d been stoic as she’d changed the dressing on his stump, not a single grumble or complaint, although it must have been painful when she removed the old bandage. The wound was healing well without any sign of the gangrene that had infected the first amputation, and the doctors had closed the flaps two days earlier. As she’d cleaned the wound she’d admired the neat sutures, and hoped that she’d be as professional after she’d completed her doctor’s training, but that would have to wait until the end of the war.


    As usual she’d struggled to keep the site sterile, but despite her efforts, she’d been unable to prevent dust settling on the wound.


    The khamsin had been blowing for over a week, the searing wind stirring up dirt that penetrated every crevice. The marquee wards gave no protection and in an effort to provide a more hygienic environment the ablutions room had been converted into a dressing station, but the door and windows were poorly fitted so that even in that tiled concrete building the khamsin dominated and the air was filled with swirling sand as fine as talcum powder.


    She hadn’t seen the man before and she checked his record card. AIF—10 Batt. 3 Bde. Anzac.


    ‘What happened to your leg?’ It was the seventh question she’d asked, but so far the man had not spoken. He’d stared at the ceiling as if he were a spectator and not the major player in the tiny drama.


    ‘Frost bite. One foot was too far gone to save.’


    Lucy had known the answer before she’d asked. It was in his notes, but it had been another attempt to open the conversation.


    ‘That’s a relief.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘I was beginning to wonder if you’d lost your tongue as well as your leg. Where did it happen?’


    ‘Gallipoli.’


    She became serious. ‘I thought that was over. I thought we’d pulled out of Gallipoli at the end of last year.’


    A smile crept across the soldier’s face, but it turned into a grimace of pain before it had fully developed. A few seconds passed before his breathing steadied and he said, ‘Sorry, Sister. Didn’t mean to be rude, but I was wondering what the future holds… It is over. At least the fighting is.’ He sighed, then lapsed into silence again.


    ‘I’ve heard it was bad. What was it really like?’ If she could get him to talk he might begin to feel better.


    ‘Bad… It was bad, all right. A bloody fiasco. A bloody blood bath. All those men killed and we achieved nothing.’ The soldier paused, staring across to the door where another patient was being carried in. ‘Eight months I’d been there. I landed with the first wave at the end of April, but it was the cold that did for me. We’d no decent clothes, and the rain and blizzards were killers. I was lucky. Some poor buggers froze to death and others drowned when their trenches flooded. My platoon was getting ready to move down to the beach, a couple more nights were all we had left. I’d been looking forward to being somewhere decent for Christmas. Bugger of a Christmas present.’


    ‘Where did they operate, Lemnos?’


    ‘No, we skipped Lemnos, hundreds of us. They brought us straight back to Gypo Land. I ended up in a hospital at Alexandria. After they’d taken my foot off they sent me down here.’ The soldier eased himself onto his right elbow. ‘Everything seemed fine for weeks, but then the leg turned bad, so they had another go, above the knee this time. The doc says they have it under control now, and my condition is satisfactory.’ He pursed his lips and closed his eyes, and Lucy saw his hands clench. ‘Satisfactory… It might be satisfactory for him, but it’s not satisfactory for me. Sorry, Sister, it’s not your fault.’


    ‘That’s all right. I can understand how frustrating it must be. How’s the fresh dressing feel?’


    He frowned. ‘A bit easier, but it’s still sore and the stump’s itching like mad. Always does when the dressing’s been changed. Drives me insane.’ His eyes closed and he snatched a breath, his face creased with pain. After a few seconds he relaxed. ‘The damn leg hurts more now than it ever did before they took it off. It wears you down. I can’t help wondering how I’ll cope when I’m back in Civvy Street. How will I earn a living?’


    ‘Won’t you have a pension?’


    ‘Pension? I suppose, but it’ll be a pittance. I’ll have to get a job, but what the hell will I be able to do with only one leg?’


    For a moment Lucy could think of nothing to say. She’d seen so many men who’d have the same problem. Some would never adjust, and this man had been set back twice. If she could give him a bit of hope it may help.


    ‘I understand how you feel, but there’s nothing anyone can do to bring your leg back. I wish there was, but they’re doing marvellous things with artificial limbs these days, and you’re young. You’ll walk again, and it won’t take long before you’re back doing what you used to do.’


    ‘That’s easy for you to say, Sister, but you’ve still got two legs.’


    ‘True, but my father hasn’t. He lost a leg in the Boer War, but most of the time people who don’t know him have no idea.’ Lucy watched the soldier’s face relax. ‘You look a determined sort of bloke. I reckon you’ll do the same.’


    ‘You’re not bulling me are you, Sister?’ the man asked. ‘You wouldn’t raise a bloke’s hopes unfairly?’


    ‘It’s the truth. You’ll be right, just keep positive. It’ll be hard at times, but I think you’ll do it.’ Lucy gathered the soiled dressings and said, ‘The orderlies will be along in a minute to take you back to your ward. Which one are you in?’


    ‘One of the marquees at the front of the building, the one at the end near the gate. This khamsin’s a bugger though. How long’s it going to go on for?’


    Lucy shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It’s early this year and some people say it could be at least another month. I hope it doesn’t last much longer, it would be good to see the sun again.’ The orderlies appeared and as they carried the man away she called after him. ‘I might pop by this evening to see how you’re getting on.’


    ‘You haven’t time to waste with idle yacker, Paignton-Fox. There are other patients in need of attention.’


    Lucy swung round at the sound of the voice, wondering how long Matron Morgan had been in the dressing station. Much older than the other nurses, the large woman dominated the room. She’d been a matron at the Sydney Hospital where, so they’d been told, she’d insisted on instant obedience. She hadn’t changed. Her attitude was reminiscent of the strict discipline Lucy had experienced during her training, but she hadn’t expected to find the same dogma in the Army Nursing Service. It was as if the matron had been soured by life and resented the younger women.


    One of the nurses had worked under her in Sydney and described how they’d installed a time clock. The nurses had to record the times they went on and off duty, and even when they returned to their quarters after an evening with friends or family. She’d introduced the others to the matron’s nickname, Morgan the Moron.


    ‘I’ve just finished dressing his wound, Matron. I had to make sure he has no infection.’


    ‘You’ve been taking far too long over it. In future simply concentrate on your own work and don’t interfere with the doctor’s.’ Sweat ran down the matron’s face, collecting dust like a magnet attracts iron filings. Her bosom heaved as if she’d been running. ‘The reason you’re here is to attend to the patients’ medical needs, not to flirt with them. If I catch you wasting time again you’ll be disciplined.’ The matron lumbered out of the room, her face suffused with vindictiveness.


    Lucy stared at the matron’s retreating back. What’s wrong with that woman? Doesn’t she have any compassion? She dumped the soiled dressings, glanced at her watch and washed her hands, muttering to herself.


    She made her way across to the dining hall, still puzzling over the matron’s attitude. Surely she could see it was only an attempt to lift the man’s spirits. He’d find life difficult with only one leg and a little encouragement could make a big difference. Her dad must have felt like that before he met Dorothy. She’d nursed him in the hospital at Bloemfontein after he’d lost his leg. They’d married when he was due to be repatriated to Australia and she’d returned with him to his cattle station, Aughton Park, in the Northern Territory.


    It was Dorothy’s devotion to her father that inspired Lucy to take up nursing. Her encouragement had been an added incentive. It was to please her that she’d studied so hard during her training and as a result had been offered a place at medical school to train as a doctor. Dorothy had been ecstatic and her encouragement had become almost an obsession.


    Another seven years’ study was a daunting prospect, but as Dorothy pointed out, it was a rare opportunity for a woman. Lucy was determined to do well. It would be a way to repay her stepmother for the care and devotion she had lavished on her father. Although he was a strong character, without her help and knowledge he would have taken far longer to recover.


    After his initial objection her father had refused to try to influence her when she had joined the Army Nursing Service, saying it was her choice, and he’d back her whatever her decision was. In contrast, Dorothy had been so disappointed.


    Now that she’d thought of her father and Dorothy, memories of her embarkation leave flooded back.


    Aughton Park, Northern Territory, Australia, Monday, 21 September 1914


    Lucy woke to the jingle of a bridle. She stretched as the smells of her childhood drifted through the open window: wood smoke, sweet grass and cattle. For a few minutes she lay, still sleepy, reliving her memories, then she threw the sheet back. As she sat up, she searched unconsciously for the two Bagust Heelers that had always rushed to her side when she left her bed, but Chaos and Mayhem had died during the first term of her nurses’ training. That’s the problem with dogs, she thought, they never lived for long, although sixteen was a good age. She’d been crawling when they’d been puppies and they’d grown up as her devoted companions.


    Chaos had gone first, but Mayhem followed after a few weeks of pining, as if she couldn’t face life without her lifelong mate. She missed them still and for a moment struggled to control her emotions, then the happy memories overcame the sadness. They’d been good years.


    She moved to the window and stared across to the yards where two Aboriginal stockmen were mounting up. For a moment she wondered what was different about the cattle station, then she realised she could see only about thirty horses in the home paddock. They needed over one hundred for the musters. In this country the musters were hard work so a stockman would change horses three or four times a day, and each horse had to be spelled for three days between the days it worked.


    This was the first morning of her leave. She made her way along the passage to the kitchen marvelling, as she always did, at how well her father had built the homestead using virtually nothing but dirt from anthills. It was always so cool, thanks to the thick walls and high ceilings. Dorothy and her grandmother brightened the place, and kept it filled with flowers from the garden they tended together. They worked tirelessly to keep the home spotless, the Aboriginal housemaids helping with the heavy chores.


    She paused, unnoticed at the kitchen door, trying to store the memory away. Her father sat at the head of the long table, Dorothy on his right, and her grandparents at the bottom. A place was set at her father’s left, her place. They were in animated conversation.


    A cast iron stove had been fitted into the stone fireplace. The stove was new since she’d last been home, and Betsy One was filling the teapot from the built-in boiler at the side.


    She watched the Aboriginal woman with affection. Her hair was more grey than black these days, but her back was still straight. She’d never been fat, but now she was so thin that Lucy wondered if she was ill.


    Betsy One looked much older, but she realised with a start that they were all older, except for Betsy Two. Lucy thought back to the incident. Betsy Two had been younger than she was now when her mother—her natural mother—killed her. That had been a bad time and she pushed the memory aside, deciding to pay her respects to Betsy Two later in the morning.


    Betsy One looked up. ‘Lucy. Piccaninny Lucy…’


    She smiled at the pleasure that flashed in the old woman’s eyes. When she’d arrived home the previous evening Betsy One had been in the Aborigines’ camp so they hadn’t seen each other.


    Lucy had been five when her mother had died just a few months after the trauma with Betsy Two, yet Betsy One had cherished her with no animosity. They’d grown close, the difference in the colour of their skins immaterial. It was as if she found that caring for a child as a surrogate daughter had helped her come to terms with losing Betsy Two.


    ‘No more piccaninny, Betsy One,’ she said.


    Betsy One shook her head and patted her chest. ‘All time Piccaninny Lucy this fella.’ She placed the teapot on the table, rushed to Lucy and clasped her in a hug.


    ‘Betsy One, all same strong fella. Are you trying to squash me? I can’t breathe.’ Lucy gave the old woman a kiss then eased herself free, holding her at arm’s length and saw the tears trickling down her face. Betsy One pushed herself out of Lucy’s grasp and dashed from the room, as if embarrassed by her show of emotion.


    ‘Lucy, come and sit down,’ Charlie Paignton said, patting the chair on his left, his face wreathed in a paternal smile. ‘How did you sleep? You look well. It’s so good to have you home, even if only for a short while. The station’s not been the same with you away. How long before you have to be back to Adelaide?’


    ‘Give me a chance, Dad. I’m not going back to Adelaide.’


    ‘But your place at medical school. What about that?’ Charlie turned to his wife. ‘You know more about this than I do, Dorothy. If she’s not going back to Adelaide, where will she go?’


    ‘I don’t know, unless they’ve transferred her to Melbourne or Sydney. Or perhaps she’s landed a place overseas.’ Dorothy leant across the table, her eyes bright with anticipation. ‘Where are you going, Lucy?’


    ‘I am going overseas, Mum. I’ve joined the Australian Army Nursing Service.’ Lucy watched horror spread across her father’s face. She wondered if it would have been better to have told him quietly while they were alone, but it was done now, and Dorothy may help her to explain. She must have had a similar reaction from her parents when she joined the Australian Nursing Service of New South Wales, and gone off to the Boer War.


    ‘The army? But we’re at war. There’ll be shooting. You could be injured or… There’ll be men.’


    Lucy reached across the table and took his hand. ‘Yes, Dad, and they’ll be wounded. They’ll need someone to nurse them, just like you did when you met Dorothy.’ She saw her father glance down to his leg. ‘That’s where I’ll be needed, Dad. That’s where the troops will be.’


    ‘I thought the minimum age for a nurse to enlist was twenty-five,’ Dorothy said. She bit her bottom lip and looked as if she was about to burst into tears.


    ‘That’s not true, Mum. You have to be between twenty-one and forty and unmarried. Some married nurses were so keen to enlist they said they were single.’


    Dorothy took a deep breath and pursed her lips, frowning, her eyes locked on Lucy’s face. ‘But if you go off with the army, what will happen about your place at medical school? I had such high hopes when I got your letter. It was not something open to us when I was nursing, and it will be such a shame to waste all your hard work. You can’t give it up.’


    ‘Don’t worry, Mum, everything’s arranged. Because I’ve joined the Army Nursing Service they’ll hold a place for me until I return, and the experience will be good grounding. I think I’ll learn a lot of practical stuff.’


    ‘Thank goodness. I thought for a moment that you’d abandoned the dream of being a doctor,’ Dorothy said with a sigh. ‘You’ll get plenty of experience with the army, and be expected to do things that women are never be permitted to do here in Australia. It’ll be hard work and for long hours, but it’ll be real nursing. You’ll have a head start when you return to your studies. I’ll be so proud when you qualify.’


    ‘I won’t allow it. Not the army,’ Charlie said. ‘I forbid it. I’ll never give my permission.’


    ‘Dad, I’m twenty-two,’ Lucy said and squeezed his hand. ‘I don’t need your permission. Anyway, I’ve already signed on. I have to do my bit to help. I’m posted to Number 1 Australian General Hospital and we sail from Sydney on November 28.’


    ‘But you’ll come under fire.’ Charlie reached down and stroked his knee where his wooden leg was strapped to his stump. ‘You could be wounded.’


    ‘That’s nonsense. The hospitals will be well back from the fighting. She’ll not be in the front line, Charlie,’ Dorothy said.


    ‘Charles, Lucy’s a grown woman. I don’t like it any more than you do, but if that’s what she wants to do, you can’t stand in her way. I’m proud that my granddaughter will be doing something to help the boys who get wounded,’ Marion Paignton said.


    Lucy smiled at her grandmother as her grandfather leant forward, wagging his finger like a schoolmaster admonishing a pupil. ‘Your mother’s right, Charles. We know how you feel, but remember how determined you became when we tried to prevent you coming to Australia. Lucy’s old enough to know her own mind. She’s not a child anymore, so don’t make the same mistake we did.’


     


    Lucy joined her friend, Vicky Bright, who was already at a dining table, one of fifteen arranged in three rows beneath the ventilation ducting in what had been the restaurant of the racecourse. She placed her plate down, reached up to adjust the punkah-louvre, and raised her face to the stream of tepid air.


    ‘Have you heard?’ Vicky blurted out before Lucy had time to pull her chair back.


    ‘Heard what?’


    ‘We’re being transferred to Number 2 AGH and then we’re off to France.’ Vicky rushed on without giving Lucy time to reply. ‘If we get leave we might be able to see Paris.’


    Lucy laid her knife and fork down. ‘I’ve heard that the men over there are having a bad time. Worse than Gallipoli by all accounts. I think we’ll be too busy to visit Paris, and it won’t be like it was before the war.’ She turned to glance out of the window at the swirling sand. ‘I’ll not be sorry to leave this dust behind. Any news about when we’re due to sail?’


    ‘I’ve no idea, but Matron Kenny’s at that end table, she might know,’ Vicky said, pushing her empty plate aside. ‘I’m going to get a cup of tea. Would you like one?’


    Lucy nodded and resumed eating.


    Vicky returned and as she slipped into her chair she said, ‘We leave some time during the last week in March. Tubs wouldn’t give me the exact date. I’ll tell you this for nothing, I’ll be glad to see the back of the damn flies and these khamsins.’


    ‘Perhaps she doesn’t know herself,’ Lucy said and took a sip of tea. ‘I heard the First and Second Anzacs have already left. That must be why we’re being sent. Now Gallipoli’s over there won’t be as much work here. I wonder what France will be like.’
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    British XVIII Corps, front line, Arras, Tuesday, 14 March 1916


    ‘I can see why the French couldn’t capture that hill,’ Adam said. He was standing on the fire-step of the trench, staring across no man’s land towards Vimy Ridge, the highest escarpment in the crescent of hills that formed a natural barrier to the north-east of Arras.


    ‘They tried a few times, but they lost so many men they lost their enthusiasm.’ Sergeant Crawford reached inside his shirt and scratched at the bites in his armpit. ‘Bloody chats. We’ve been back in the front line less than a day and already they’ve made themselves comfortable. The little sods are making up for lost time.’


    ‘At least they’re always pleased to see you.’ Adam dodged as the sergeant threw a playful punch. ‘So now it’s our turn to take a stab at it, is it?’


    ‘Don’t give me lip, Hayward.’ Sergeant Crawford grinned. ‘How would I know? I’ve heard that Fritz has been digging a lot of tunnels. The Frogs have been at it as well, but Fritz went deeper. They’ve been setting mines under each other’s trenches.’ The sergeant joined Adam on the fire-step to make room for a party of sappers. ‘We’re doing the same. That’s what these chaps are for. I just hope there isn’t a mine under this trench.’


    ‘So that’s what all these Royal Engineers are about?’ Adam pointed to the sappers who were still filing along the trench.


    Sergeant Crawford nodded. ‘That’s right. There are several companies of the bastards ferreting about down there. But it’s not just the British; there are tunnellers from all over the shop, Canada and Australia. Some Kiwis too, so I heard.’


    When the sappers had passed, Adam leant his rifle against the wall of the trench, sat in the entrance to a dugout, and watched the sergeant stand on a sandbag on the fire-step to peer over the parapet. Sergeant Crawford was a slim man, about five feet seven, three inches shorter than he was. He was always smart and Adam wondered how he managed to keep so clean, despite the mud.


    The sergeant stepped down and joined him at the dugout’s entrance. ‘The buzz is they’ve found some caves and are using them to get down below Fritz. Apparently there are dozens of caverns. They’re making them deeper and joining them up so the shells can’t reach us.’


    ‘That’ll be good,’ Adam said with feeling, but his attention was on the last of the sappers as he disappeared round the corner of the trench. ‘They’re a bit small for digging tunnels. You wouldn’t think they were strong enough to work underground.’


    ‘Don’t underestimate the Bantams. They’re tough little buggers, miners from the north of England. Hundreds of the poor sods.’ The sergeant pulled a packet of Woodbines from his pocket. ‘Fag?’


    ‘Thanks.’ Adam took the offered cigarette and lit it from the sergeant’s match. ‘How do you know?’


    ‘While we were out of the line I was talking to a chap from Battalion HQ. He reckons the plan is not just to dig the normal tunnels for mines, but also to excavate huge chambers connected to the reserve areas so that people can come and go without being fired on.’


    ‘That’ll be an improvement.’ Adam thought about the times they’d moved to and from the front line while being shelled. ‘They could bring the meals up that way too.’


    ‘They’ll not need to bring meals up. According to that chap they’ve got cookhouses, and other things too, machine-guns and mortars included.’


    ‘How big are these darned caverns?’ Adam asked. Disbelief was strong in his face. ‘Mortars underground? You sure about that?’


    Sergeant Crawford stepped up to the fire-step and surveyed no man’s land for a short time, then moved back to the lower section of trench. ‘That’s what the chap said, and he seemed to know. They have light railways down there too.’


    ‘Who? Fritz or us?’


    ‘Us, of course. I don’t know about Fritz, but he’s probably done the same.’ He reached inside his shirt to scratch his armpit again. ‘Oh, that’s better,’ he sighed. ‘These little bastards are driving me batty.’


    ‘Do we get to ride to work now they’ve gotten railways?’ Adam asked, grinning. ‘Are the seats padded?’


    Sergeant Crawford returned his grin. ‘You’ll be lucky. The railways are only for the important stuff, like ammo. Why do you think they issued you with boots? You might get a ride back after you’ve been wounded, but don’t bank on it.’


    ‘Wounded? What aren’t you telling me, Sergeant? How will I get wounded in the tunnels?’


    ‘What do you think the machine-guns are for? There’s already been some fighting down below. I think Fritz had a bit of surprise to find us there and not the Frogs.’


    ‘I don’t like the thought of fighting underground.’


    ‘I’m with you. I don’t fancy it either, but that’s what that chap told me.’


    ‘That’s not the only place there’s fighting. Look up there.’ Adam pointed to a German biplane firing at an observation balloon. ‘Isn’t that an Albatros?’ he asked.


    ‘If you say so. I’m no expert on these aeroplanes.’


    More stabs of flame shot out from the plane and lines of light marked the trajectory of the bullets. Two black specks leapt from the gondola of the balloon moments before it erupted in flames. They were halfway to the ground before a pale hemisphere appeared above each of them.


    ‘There’s another bastard,’ Sergeant Crawford said and pointed to a second German plane that was diving and firing at the two observers who were floating below their canopies. ‘And that’s three more.’ He became excited and pointed towards the three new arrivals. ‘Bastards. Shooting at helpless men.’


    Adam looked to where he was pointing. Three different biplanes were diving from the thin clouds. One peeled off and turned towards the plane that had fired at the balloon, but the other two converged on the plane that was targeting the two men. ‘They’re ours. Brits.’


    The British planes closed and their machine-guns spewed streaks of tracer rounds. The German plane veered away, but smoke was streaming from the forward fuselage. Flames flared from the engine compartment as the port upper wing crumpled. The lower wing collapsed too, and the plane began to spin as it fell. The two British planes followed it down until it hit the ground. They began to climb again and turned towards the other Albatros, but the pilot had abandoned the fight and was heading back to German territory. The third British plane rejoined them and they flew off along the line of the remaining balloons.


    As the planes moved away Adam said, ‘They’re those new Nieuport 17s that have just come into service.’


    ‘How do you know they were British and not Froggies? I couldn’t make out their markings,’ Sergeant Crawford said. ‘All these bloody aeroplanes look the same to me.’


    ‘They had Lewis guns above the upper wings. The French use Vickers fitted on the fuselage.’ The sergeant looked sceptical, so Adam continued. ‘I keep up with airplane developments. That’s what I’d really like to do—fly. If I’d thought about it I’d have tried for the Royal Flying Corps instead of the Infantry, but I was so mad at Ma’s death I didn’t stop to think.’


    ‘How come you know so much about aeroplanes?’


    ‘Aeroplane, I thought that’s what you said. I’ve never heard that before. We just say airplane. Why do you English have to be different?’


    ‘Don’t ask me. That’s the way it is. But you didn’t answer my question. Where did you learn about aeroplanes?’


    ‘When the Wright brothers made the first powered flight I was twelve years old and it grabbed my imagination. I began to read about airplanes, everything I could get my hands on. In January 1910, just before my twentieth birthday, there was an international air meeting organised at Los Angeles, and Pa took me for a birthday present. Fliers from all over the world, over forty of them, were at Dominquez Field. I think I must have asked everyone to take me flying. One of them agreed to take me up the next morning, but when I looked for him he’d disappeared. His plane had gone too.’ Adam looked wistfully at the Nieuports as they left the scene. ‘I had a good look at the airplanes though and one flier let me sit in his cockpit. That really fired my imagination. I can still remember the excitement. That’s the way to fight. Flying must be magic.’


    ‘Whatever… but you saw what happened to that Fritz,’ Sergeant Crawford said, and nodded to where the German plane had crashed.


    ‘It has to be better than all this trench digging and charging into machine-gun bullets across a strip of darned mud.’ Adam was still staring at the planes, which were no more than tiny silhouettes as they closed with the horizon. ‘As for living in holes in the ground, that’s for worms.’


    ‘Maybe you’re right, but that pilot is just as dead as any of our mates who died in the trenches.’ Sergeant Crawford shuddered and became thoughtful. ‘It’s an awful way to die if you ask me. I’d sooner have my feet on the ground.’


    AIF, Second Australian Division, Anzac, Rouen, Wednesday, 29 March 1916


    ‘John, the commanding officer wants to see you at once,’ the company commander said when Sergeant Mitchell presented himself at the tent that had been set up as the company office.


    ‘What’s he want to see me for? I’m not in the rattle, am I?’ John asked.


    ‘Not that I’m aware of. You’ve not been up to mischief, have you?’ the company commander said, a broad smile on his face. ‘There’s only one way to find out what’s on his mind, but it won’t hurt to tidy up a bit before you present yourself. Don’t be too long. He says it’s urgent.’


    ‘We’ve only just got off the train, sir,’ John said. ‘I haven’t even had time for a meal yet, never mind get cleaned up.’


    ‘I know that, and so does the colonel.’


    As John made his way across to the battalion headquarters he passed the sergeant cook. ‘I’ll have a meal ready for you when you’re organised,’ the cook said. ‘Do you know where the cook house is?’


    ‘Show me.’


    The cook pointed along a paved path. ‘Down there about one hundred yards. On the left. It’ll only be a Maconochie stew. That’s all I can organise in so short a time, but it’ll be hot, so I don’t want any wasted.’


    ‘I’ll do it justice, don’t you worry about that.’ John hurried on, the creases in his weather-beaten face accentuated by his scowl as he wondered why the CO wanted to see him. Everyone seemed to know he’d been summoned, even the cook, and he became irritated, but it was best not to keep the CO waiting when he said something was urgent. He increased his pace.


    The adjutant met him at the door to the station waiting-room that had been commandeered as their temporary headquarters. The adjutant knocked and, on the CO’s command, ‘Come,’ he led John into the room.


    John marched up to the desk, halted and stood to attention, his back ramrod straight, emphasising his five feet eleven. He saluted.


    ‘Good man,’ the CO said and acknowledged his salute as the adjutant moved to stand by the door. ‘At ease, Mitchell.’


    John relaxed.


    The CO picked up a signal from the blotter in front of him. ‘I’ve just heard about a party of Australian nurses. They’re due to land at Marseilles on 1 April, then they’ll entrain for Rouen, like we did, but I’m not happy about them making the journey unescorted. You know as well as I do how chaotic it was, and I don’t want our Aussie girls being left to fend for themselves at the food stops.’ The CO paused and lifted his head.


    ‘The first of April? Is someone having a go, sir?’


    The CO flashed a fleeting smile. ‘This is no joke, Mitchell. Those girls will need someone to take care of them. I want you to take twenty men. You’re to escort the nurses throughout the trip and make sure they don’t have to fight for their food, or anything else come to that. You’ll probably find objections from some of the base-based wallahs, so use your discretion. If a senior officer tries to countermand my orders, refer him to me, but my orders are paramount. If you have to use your rifle, do so, but I’d prefer you didn’t shoot anyone.’


    ‘Righto, sir. Do you have any particular men in mind?’ John asked. After serving in the trenches with the CO throughout the Gallipoli fiasco, John knew exactly what he thought about base-based wallahs, particularly the senior officers who issued orders for attacks that were impossible to achieve. Then there were the support troops who failed to supply the right equipment when it was needed. He knew it wasn’t always their fault, and so did the CO, but it had been hard to forgive when the Turks had been making life difficult.


    This sounded just up his street and it had to be better than whatever the rest of the battalion would be doing.


    ‘You know the men better than I do, Mitchell. I’m not interested in their parade ground ability, but choose men you can rely on. I don’t want any nervous Nellies getting trigger-happy. I suggest some of the men who were with us at Gallipoli. By the time you have them together and organised there’ll be a meal ready for you, but time is of the essence. I want you back here with your men in forty-five minutes for your written orders and travel passes. You can collect the ammunition at the same time. I’ve organised one hundred rounds for each man. Your train is scheduled to leave in an hour. Any questions?’


    ‘No, sir.’


    ‘Good man. I have no idea where we’ll be when you get back, but you’ll find us. I’ll leave instructions. Away you go.’


    Bloody hell, nursemaid to a mob of nurses. This was a real turn up, John thought as he hurried back to the company area. How lucky to land a job like this. He made a mental list of the men he’d take. It wouldn’t be a good idea to tell them what’s involved, or he’d be swamped with volunteers.


    Marseilles, Saturday, 1 April 1916


    Lucy leant on the rail of the Braemar Castle, examining the quay as the ship approached it, her skirt fluttering round her legs, her nurse’s hat clutched in her hand. She huddled in her cape as the cold wind fretted at a few strands of hair that had come loose from her bun. Absentmindedly she brushed them from her face.


    ‘Marseilles,’ she breathed the word quietly and slowly. ‘So this is France.’


    The Braemar Castle crept towards the quay, aiming for a gap between a lighter and a dirty cargo ship. Now that the engines were stopped the deck was free of vibrations for the first time since they’d left Egypt, but the ship moved so slowly that Lucy wondered if it had sufficient momentum to carry it to the quay.


    Vicky, leaning on the rail at her side, said, ‘At last. I thought it would be exotic, but it’s filthy. It’s as dirty as Alexandria.’


    ‘What did you expect? It’s the docks. They’re never exotic and it won’t be exotic where we’re going either,’ Lucy said. She paused, thinking about the work ahead. ‘I wonder what the hospitals will be like.’


    ‘Goodness knows. Big tents, I guess, if Egypt is anything to judge by.’


    ‘I suppose that’ll be right. Big tents, full of wounded soldiers, all needing nursing.’ Lucy thought back to the khamsins. At least they wouldn’t have those hot winds and dust, but she wondered about tented wards in European weather. ‘That will be bearable in summer, but what will it be like in winter?’


    Vicky shrugged. ‘Whatever it’s like, I expect we’ll be busy.’


    Lucy examined the dock. Five horse-drawn wagons were lined up at the far side of the quay, the first being loaded with sacks that were lowered in nets from an opening high in a warehouse wall. Other wagons passed along the dockside in both directions. Three men, one of them dark skinned, rolled barrels towards the lighter tied up ahead of the space that the Braemar Castle was slipping into. Ahead of the lighter a team of men, stripped to the waist, balanced wicker baskets of coal on their shoulders as they hurried up a gangway of another ship. Their torsos were black with coal dust, and they reminded her of a stream of ants. Once the men had emptied their baskets they turned, ran down a second gangway and across the quay, where they disappeared into a wide doorway. From the other side of the doorway another stream of men appeared with full baskets to join the line at the up gangway.


    ‘What’s that stench?’ Vicky asked. ‘It’s revolting, worse than gangrene.’ She shuddered and pointed down. ‘I hadn’t expected that.’


    Lucy looked to where Vicky pointed. The water between the dock and the Braemar Castle was thick with flotsam, and directly below she saw the bloated carcass of a dog.


    The reek of putrid flesh was strong, and seemed to intensify as she stared at the carcass. For a moment she thought she was going to retch, but she looked away and the feeling passed. The flash of a light line caught her attention as it flew across the void between the ship’s bow and the quay, where a soldier grabbed it. Four companions joined him and they began to haul it, and the hawser it was tied to, across the gap. As soon as they’d dropped the eye splice of the hawser over a bollard, the deck party on the Braemar Castle’s foredeck drew in the slack and made the hawser fast. The officer in charge turned to the bridge and raised his hand. Lucy heard the ring of the engine room telegraph and at once the ship began to throb. A surge of water boiled at the stern to swirl forward along the ship’s sides. The rush of water forced the flotsam towards the bow, sweeping the dog’s carcass clear. The hawser became taut and the gap between the ship and the dockside narrowed as the ship began to creep backwards. Less than a minute later, after another ring of the telegraph, the engines stopped and the vibrations came to an end.


    The Braemar Castle drifted backwards and the stern moved in towards the quay. Lucy glanced up at the bridge, only a few feet ahead, where she could see the captain on the wing, watching the gap. He moved back to the centre of the bridge and after another ring, the propellers churned water again, which this time surged out astern, but the engines stopped after a few seconds and the ship became stationary. It was just inches from the stone wall of the quay and the party at the stern deck lowered another hawser to the wharf. Other crewmembers dangled rope fenders in the gap between the dockside and the ship. She watched the crew work quickly to secure two more hawsers, one leading from the ship’s stern to a bollard on the quay near the bow, the second from the bow towards a bollard near the stern.


    Lucy glanced back to the bridge where the captain stood looking pleased with himself. He should be pleased, she thought. He’s just berthed a six thousand-ton hospital ship as gently as a mother placing her new born in a cradle. She thought back to the trip from Australia to Egypt and the trouble they’d experienced with the docking at Trincomalee, even with two tugs helping to manoeuvre the ship alongside.


    ‘I wonder what France will be like. I’m looking forward to seeing the country. All that time in Egypt and I never got to see the Pyramids,’ Vicky said. ‘We were so close, but we may as well have been on the moon.’


    ‘From what Matron Kenny told us I think we’ll be far too busy coping with the wounded to see much of France,’ Lucy said.


    ‘How does Tubs know that?’


    ‘She wouldn’t make it up,’ Lucy said with a shrug. ‘She’s probably been told things in confidence. All she told me was that the fighting has been heavy.’


    ‘You’re probably right, but it can’t be worse than Egypt. I’m not sorry to leave all that sand.’ Vicky pulled a face. ‘The weather got me down.’


    ‘That’s two of us,’ Lucy said. ‘And all those flies. Up your nose so you couldn’t breathe, in your eyes, and when you went to dress a wound…’ She suppressed a shudder. ‘It was revolting. I wonder the wounds healed at all.’


    ‘I think you had it easy,’ Alex Spence said.


    Lucy turned to the plump nurse who had joined them at the rail. Like Lucy and Vicky she clutched her hat in her hand. ‘Hello, Lex. You’re not still rabbiting on about how bad things were for you.’


    ‘But it’s true. We had it much worse in Salonica. The insects, millions of them. Millipedes, scorpions, you name it we had it. Spiders, some as big as a fist.’ Alex wrinkled her nose. ‘It was awful. Pour a drink and a thousand flies would be vying for a place on the rim of the cup. Before you knew what was happening you had a cup full of fly corpses. Even though last winter was so cold the insects were just as thick.’


    ‘Don’t start again. You’ve told us already, Lex,’ Vicky said. ‘Many times.’


    ‘But it’s true, and it was so hot in summer. I’ve never experienced anything like it.’ Alex pulled her cape tighter round her shoulders.


    ‘That’s because you come from Melbourne,’ Lucy said and laughed. ‘Forget it. It’s all behind us now. Say g’day to France.’


    ‘France. I’ve read so much about Paris, I wonder if I’ll get to see it.’ Alex was on Lucy’s left, drumming her fingers on the rail as if she was impatient.


    Lucy turned to her, trying to keep her amusement from her features. ‘See Paris? You’ll be lucky. In case you’ve forgotten, there’s a war on.’


    ‘But we’ll have to go through Paris as we go north. I’ve checked it out. Surely we’ll be able to see something of the city. I would like to see the Eiffel Tower.’ Alex became thoughtful, then in a quiet voice she said, ‘And I might be able to see Len.’


    ‘Who’s Len?’ Vicky asked.


    ‘My fiancé.’


    ‘You’re a dark horse, Lex. I didn’t know you were engaged. What unit is he with?’ Vicky asked, then added, ‘He is an officer?’


    ‘What’s his rank got to do with anything?’ Alex said.


    ‘If he’s not an officer and the matron finds out, you’ll be in trouble. You know we’re not allowed to fraternise with the other ranks.’


    Alex looked up, her eyes flashing with anger. ‘How do they think regulations are going to stop someone falling in love? He’s a private, so I’m not going to take any notice. Anyway, we were engaged before we volunteered. I’m sure Tubs wouldn’t say anything.’


    ‘Perhaps not, but the Moron would,’ Vicky said. ‘You be careful.’


    Thank goodness she didn’t have that complication, Lucy thought. ‘I agree with Lex.’


    ‘But we’re officers,’ Vicky said. ‘We can’t walk out with just anyone.’


    ‘Why not, for goodness sake? Who decided about these regulations? How dare they dictate with whom we should make friends? It’s as if they have a breeding programme. That’s what Dad does on the station. He selects the cows he wants to mate with the pedigree bulls, but I’m not a cow. It stinks of the British class system to think the officers are better than the other ranks,’ Lucy said.


    ‘But they’re gentlemen,’ Vicky said.


    ‘Balderdash,’ Lucy said with scorn. ‘There’s no correlation between rank and being a gentleman. I’ll choose my own friends. I’m not going to take any notice of rubbish dreamt up by a mob of old fogies.’


    ‘That’s what I think too,’ Alex said. ‘And if I get the chance for leave I’ll see Len. I don’t care about stupid regulations.’


    ‘Don’t get your hopes up about leave, Lex, and I don’t think we’ll be going through Paris. From what I’ve heard Fritz is knocking at the gates. They’ll probably take us round to the west,’ Vicky said.


    ‘Where did you hear that?’ Lucy asked.


    ‘Everyone’s talking about it.’


    ‘That’s news to me. I’ll bet it’s just another rumour. The last I heard was that they were attacking Verdun, but they’d come unstuck, and the French are hitting back,’ Lucy said.


    ‘Where’s Verdun?’ Alex asked.


    ‘Way to the east. It must be well over one hundred miles from Paris,’ Lucy said. She was about to comment at Alex’s ignorance, but checked herself. Both Alex and Vicky had gone to state schools and left at fourteen. She’d been so lucky to have a private tutor. She smiled, remembering Mr Brunton.


    He’d been the tutor to Lord Barter’s son in England, and because Grandfather had been the estate steward, Lord Barter had permitted Dad to share his lessons. When Lord Barter died the tutor had lost his cottage, as had many estate workers, including her grandparents, and Dad had brought Mr Brunton and his wife, Marie-Louise, out to be her tutor and governess at Aughton Park. Mr Brunton was a gentle old man who was sixty-two when he arrived and saw no reason to adapt his lessons, so had taught her the subjects he would have taught a boy, concentrating on maths, science, Latin and the classics. Marie-Louise was French and had taught her European geography and French. The usual girls’ subjects—sewing, embroidery and household tasks—had been left to Grandmother. Lucy had been thirteen when Mr Brunton had contracted Blackwater fever and Dad had sent him to Adelaide to recover, but he died.


    Marie-Louise gained a teaching position at the prestigious St Peter’s Girls School in North Adelaide, and suggested that Lucy was enrolled to complete her schooling. Charlie bought a house on Kingston Terrace, a short walk away, and Marie-Louise cared for Lucy for the next three years while she attended the school. It was this education, possibly more than her good results during her nurse’s training, that resulted in the place at medical school.


    ‘But they’ve been shelling…’


    ‘Why aren’t you nurses wearing your hats?’ The authoritarian voice came from behind them.


    They turned and Lucy saw Matron Morgan looking furious. ‘It’s too windy, Matron. We’d lose them.’


    ‘Oh, it’s you again, Paignton-Fox. I should have guessed you’d be involved.’ She glared as she examined Lucy from head to toe, as if trying to find more faults with her appearance. ‘You all know the regulations about being properly dressed in public. If it’s too windy get back below at once or I’ll have to discipline you all.’


    ‘We just wanted to see what France was like,’ Alex said. ‘It’s all new.’


    ‘This isn’t a holiday jaunt, Sister Spence. We’re here to do a job, not to be idle sightseers. Now do as you’re told and get below at once.’ Matron Morgan glared at the three nurses, then stormed off.


    ‘Why is the Moron always so miserable?’ Alex asked as they made their way to the nurses’ lounge. ‘I’ve not come across that sort of attitude since I was in training. Thank goodness Matron Kenny is in charge and not her.’


    ‘That’s why she’s miserable,’ Vicky said. ‘I was talking to a Medical Corps sergeant in the registry before we left Heliopolis, and he told me that the Moron had applied to be the senior matron. She thought that with her experience she’d be automatically put in charge, but Matron Kenny got the job. The Moron’s forty-two, you know, a lot older than Tubs. I think she’s venting her anger on us.’


    ‘But she’s all right with some of the nurses,’ Alex said.


    ‘She has her favourites. The ones who suc—’


    Lucy interrupted, ‘Look at the time. We’ll have to get our skates on or we’ll be late at our disembarkation station. That’ll really give the Moron something to whinge about.’
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    Hotel Jean D’Arc, Marseilles, Monday 3 April 1916


    ‘Hurry up, Lex. We’ll miss the train if you don’t get moving,’ Vicky said with irritation. ‘What’s holding you up?’


    ‘I can’t find my other shoe.’


    ‘This one here?’ Lucy asked as she dragged a shoe from under a bed and tossed it across the room to Alex. ‘Get yourself sorted out before Vicky dies of apoplexy. We do have to get a move on.’


    The three nurses hurried along the corridor to the stairs. As they passed the door to Matron Kenny’s room they heard the two matrons arguing.


    ‘I want Paignton-Fox in my group. She’s too full of her own importance and needs to learn a bit of discipline. You’re too easy with her.’ Matron Morgan’s voice was raised.


    ‘What’s that all about?’ Vicky asked.


    Alex put her finger to her lips and stepped across to the door.


    Lucy shrugged and whispered. ‘I’ve no idea. I hope Tubs doesn’t agree.’ She frowned. If the Moron was in charge, it would be a miserable journey.


    ‘The arrangements have been finalised and I’m not about to change them. Paignton-Fox is in my party and she’s staying in my party,’ Matron Kenny said. ‘Why are you so insistent that she’s put under your supervision?’


    ‘Someone has to teach her her place.’ Matron Morgan’s voice became louder. ‘She’s a bad influence on the other nurses. A dose of strict discipline will bring her in line.’


    Lucy clenched her fists as her anger grew. She could imagine how the Moron would impose discipline.


    ‘Don’t raise your voice to me. It’s obvious that you dislike her, but I’m not prepared to permit discrimination in the way any nurse is treated.’ Matron Kenny’s voice was still controlled. ‘I’ve noticed how you are forever disciplining some nurses without valid reason. It has to stop. We’ll discuss this further at Rouen.’


    ‘What do you mean by that?’ Matron Morgan snapped.


    ‘I would have thought that was obvious. I’ll not permit favouritism or vindictiveness in your attitude to the nurses. Now please go, you’ve made me late.’


    ‘Who do you think you are?’


    ‘I told you not to raise your voice to me, Matron,’ Matron Kenny said. ‘I’m in charge and we’ll do things my way. Unless you improve your attitude I’ll have you dismissed. Now get out.’


    ‘You’ll have me dismissed? You don’t have the authority. If you had my experience you’d know better…’


    ‘Get out.’ Matron Kenny’s raised her voice for the first time. ‘At once.’


    ‘I’m going to tell the Moron what I think of her,’ Lucy said and reached for the doorknob.


    Alex grabbed her hand. ‘Not a good idea. Let Tubs deal with it.’


    Vicky took her other arm. ‘Come on, Lucy, we have to go.’


    Together they urged her along the corridor to the stairs. ‘Thanks. You’re right,’ she said as they left the hotel. ‘I’d have made a fool of myself.’


    No one spoke as they hurried to the station.


    South of France, Monday, 3 April 1916


    ‘I’m freezing. I never thought I could be so cold.’ Lucy hunched in her cape, rubbing her hands together and stamping her feet in an attempt to generate some warmth.


    ‘It’s the damp,’ Vicky said. ‘It makes it seem colder than it is. And I’m so hungry.’ She moved further under the canopy. Lucy and Alex followed her, away from the drizzle that the wind was drifting across the platform. They were in the first party of nurses travelling north with Matron Kenny. The rest of the nurses, another fifty, would follow with Matron Morgan in charge.


    The nurses had climbed down from their train and were now gathered beneath the canopy like a mob of sheep in a market pen. Lucy, Vicky and Alex stared towards the concourse and the fracas at the food trolleys. The other forty-seven nurses stood in small groups, all watching the scrummage for food.


    Five porters’ trolleys were lined up near the gate to the platform. British and French soldiers surrounded them, the men pushing and shoving. Steam rose from an urn at one end of each trolley and, as the men fought to reach the food, the nurses caught glimpses of large platters piled with sandwiches and rolls.


    ‘This is ridiculous,’ Lucy said. ‘How are we meant to fight our way through that mob? If I’d known it was going to be like this I’d have bought something at that patisserie we passed on the way to the station.’


    ‘Aren’t you girls eating?’ A deep male voice with an Australian accent came from behind.


    Lucy swung round with a start. The bloke who’d asked the question was a spare man with a weathered face, three stripes on his right arm and medal ribbons on his tunic. Rain dripped from the brim of his felt hat. A squad of soldiers clustered behind him. They all looked as if they could do with a shave—so did the sergeant. Every man’s uniform was dishevelled and dark with damp, but all their rifles gleamed.


    ‘What chance do we have to get any food with that lot hogging it all?’ Vicky said.


    ‘So when did you girls last eat?’


    ‘We’ve had nothing since last night, and not much to drink,’ Lucy said, glancing back to the melee at the end of the platform. ‘We were given a list of places where we’d get a feed, but the train rushed through the first couple without stopping. Now it has stopped we’ve no hope. These blokes don’t seem to care that we’re women. By the time they’ve finished there’ll be nothing left.’


    The sergeant looked at the crowd at the nearest trolley and pursed his lips. ‘Bloody Pommies and Froggies. That’s it. They ain’t going to push our Aussie sheilas around. Dump your kit lads. Fall in with your rifles and jump to it. We’ve a job on.’ Within seconds the men had assembled in two ranks.


    ‘Keep your eyes peeled for our kit. This won’t take us long,’ the sergeant said, a grin threatening to split his face. He turned to face his men. ‘Now it’s time to do what we were sent for. See that food cart?’ He pointed to the nearest trolley. ‘That’s our objective. Capture it, and bring it back here. These nursing sheilas haven’t had a bite to eat all day. If anyone tries to stop you, you know what to do.’


    They set off at the double, charging into the surging crowd, swinging their rifle butts. The Australians forced a break in the throng of men and surrounded the trolley.


    Two minutes later they were back, four men at the shaft, the others forming a protective arc behind it. A French soldier wearing an apron over his uniform ran after them, protesting and gesticulating wildly. The men pulling the trolley came to a halt under the canopy by the nurses and the French soldier tried to push his way towards it, still protesting.


    The sergeant grabbed him by an arm and dragged him close. ‘Look, Froggie, I can’t understand a word you’re saying, so piss off.’ He pushed the soldier away violently, and the man fell to sprawl on his back in a puddle. He clambered to his feet, and for a moment he looked as if he was about to become aggressive, but when two Aussies stepped towards him, he fled.


    ‘I don’t know what we’ve got for you girls, but come and help yourselves.’ The sergeant swept his arm towards the trolley and the nurses crowded forward, selecting sandwiches and rolls, and pouring tea from the urn, which had a methylated spirits burner beneath it.


    Lucy was on her second roll when she saw the French soldier returning in the company of an overweight English officer. She lowered the roll as they reached the Australian soldiers.


    ‘What do you men think you’re doing? Who’s in charge?’ the officer asked. He had a crown on each epaulette and his eyes flashed with anger.


    ‘I am, mate.’ The sergeant stepped forward, his rifle held across his body with his finger on the trigger. ‘What’s your problem?’


    Lucy was surprised at the belligerence in the sergeant’s voice. He hadn’t saluted, or even called the officer ‘sir’.


    For a moment the officer was speechless, then he recovered. ‘Who do you think you are?’ He examined the sergeant. ‘Your uniform is a disgrace. What regiment are you from?’ He paused as if summoning courage before he repeated, ‘What do you think you’re doing?’


    ‘We’re Aussies, mate, and we’re obeying orders.’ The sergeant glared at the officer, the challenge unmistakable. ‘This is a food halt isn’t it? These ladies have had nothing to eat since yesterday and those ignorant pigs wouldn’t let them near the cart, so we brought the cart to them.’


    The officer’s mouth dropped open and apprehension spread across his face. ‘You’ve no authority to commandeer a food trolley.’


    ‘My CO gave me all authority I need,’ the sergeant said. ‘If this food halt had been properly organised it wouldn’t have been necessary for us to commandeer a cart. With a little discipline, those pigs would have had to wait in line. It’s ladies first where I come from.’


    Half the nurses had re-boarded the train, but the remainder had gathered behind Lucy, Vicky and Alex and were watching the confrontation with wide eyes.


    The sergeant glanced at the swarm of British and French troops crowding round, turned his back to the officer and faced his men who had formed a ring, protecting the trolley. ‘Fix bayonets,’ he barked.


    Twenty Australian bayonets flashed and locked onto the rifles with loud clicks, and the men turned the blades towards the troops who faced them.


    ‘Load with ten rounds.’


    Each man placed the butt of his rifle against his groin, pulled the bolt back and pushed two chargers of ammunition into his magazine, before closing the bolt again.


    ‘Take that trolley back to where you found it,’ the officer said. ‘At once.’


    The sergeant swung round to face him. ‘Take it up with my colonel. He ordered me to ignore people like you.’ He turned back to his men. ‘Safety catches on. I don’t want any accidents.’


    Some of troops began to melt away as the officer stepped round to the front of the sergeant and repeated, ‘Take that trolley back.’


    The sergeant looked at the officer with contempt. ‘I’ve told you, I’m obeying my colonel’s orders. If you’d been doing your job, I wouldn’t have had to do this.’


    ‘You’re on a charge, Sergeant. Insubordination. You talk to a superior officer with respect and call him “sir”. ’


    ‘Spell that C-U-R, do you?’ The sergeant cocked his rifle. ‘Tell the rest of these bastards to clear off.’ He jerked his thumb towards the few men remaining under the canopy.


    ‘Who do you think you are to tell me what to do? You’ll respect my rank.’ The officer’s face was bright red and his lips trembled. Lucy wondered if it was due to anger or fear.


    ‘How many times do I have to tell you? I’m obeying orders, and if you won’t tell them, I will.’ The sergeant faced his men. ‘Extended line, forward march. Clear the platform.’ As the Australians stepped towards the remnants of the onlookers, they shrank back and the sergeant said, ‘Piss off, all of you. Take your hook. Imshi, or whatever it is in, Froggie, before I get annoyed.’


    The major watched, speechless, his face redder than before, his lips still quivering and his eyes enormous. Finally he managed to say, ‘You can’t do this. I’ll have you arrested.’ He fell silent, casting glances over his shoulder. ‘I’m an officer. I demand respect.’


    ‘Haven’t you noticed? I’ve already done it.’ The sergeant stepped to one side and examined the flash on the major’s upper arm. ‘Service Corps? You want respect?’ His voice dropped to a whisper. ‘You have to earn respect.’


    ‘You’ll hear more of this,’ the major said and scurried away, waddling along the platform like an overweight pigeon.


    The sergeant turned to the nurses and introduced himself. ‘John Mitchell, Australian Imperial Force, 2nd Australian Division, 1ANZAC.’ A smile split his weather-lined face. ‘I really enjoyed that. When the colonel heard that some Aussie nurses were coming from Egypt, he sent us along to take care of you on the journey. That’s only fair. It’ll be your turn to take care of some of us soon enough.’


    ‘Thank you for your help, but won’t you get into trouble for speaking to an officer like you did?’ Lucy asked.


    ‘It won’t be the first time, but I’m not worried about that pompous ass. I was only doing as I’m told, looking out for you. We saw how things were a few days ago. We should have been down to meet you when you disembarked, but as you may have noticed, travel’s a bit chaotic. Sorry we’re late.’


    ‘A bit chaotic,’ Lucy echoed his words as she watched the major disappear through a door at the far side of the station concourse. ‘He wasn’t very happy. He is a major, even if he is in the Service Corps. He’ll be causing trouble.’


    ‘Trouble? Johnny Turk gave me trouble, but I survived. This is nothing to worry about. That fat major’s got Buckley’s. My colonel expected something like this. How many of you?’


    ‘Fifty, plus Matron Kenny,’ Lucy said.


    ‘That all? It’s not as many as the colonel thought.’


    ‘Don’t forget the girls with the Moron,’ Alex said. ‘They’ll have the same difficulties.’


    ‘Of course. How could I forget her?’ Lucy said and turned to Sergeant Mitchell. ‘There are another fifty-one following tomorrow.’


    ‘We didn’t know there were two parties. That makes it complicated. I’ll have to change our travel passes, and I’ll need to speak to the lady in charge. Where’s your boss?’


    Lucy pointed to the far side of the concourse. ‘Matron Kenny’s over there. She went to find the transport officer.’


    The sergeant set off towards the concourse and the three nurses climbed back into their compartment.


    ‘Talking of the Moron, it was great to hear Tubs putting her in her place this morning,’ Alex said.


    ‘How do you think I feel? I wasn’t happy that she wanted me in her party. That would not have been fun. It’s as if she hates me. I don’t know what I’ve done to upset her, but she’s been like it since I joined.’


    ‘She’s jealous. It’s because you’ll be going to medical school when we get back home,’ Vicky said. ‘I’ve heard her say that because you’re going to be a doctor you think you’re better than anyone else.’


    ‘That’s not true, but she’ll have seen my Service Certificate. My medical school entrance place is on that.’ Lucy frowned and turned to Alex. ‘I never expected anything like this.’


    Rouen, Friday, 7 April 1916


    ‘We’re so glad we found you, Sergeant,’ Lucy said. She had walked, with Vicky and Alex, from their hotel to the military camp to find the Australian soldiers who’d escorted them north.


    ‘Thank you,’ Vicky and Alex said in unison as soon as Lucy had finished speaking, their faces wreathed in smiles.


    ‘Thank you?’ the sergeant asked. ‘For what?’


    ‘For taking care of us, Sergeant,’ Lucy said.


    ‘It was my pleasure, but don’t stand on ceremony. You sisters can call me John. That’s who I am. John Mitchell, stockman, ringer, general jack-of-all-trades. Now soldier.’


    ‘You look like a stockman,’ Lucy said. She shivered and pulled her cape tighter against the wind.


    ‘That’s what I am… what I was. I’ve done a bit of droving in my time, but I prefer station work. Before I joined up I was head stockman at Gidgealpa, north of SA. Wish I was back there now instead of this place, but needs is must. I’ll be back like a shot as soon as we’ve dealt with Fritz.’ John cupped his jaw in his hand, and half closed his eyes. ‘Why did you say I look like a stockman? What do you know about stockmen?’


    ‘Dad owns a station in the Northern Territory. We get white ringers coming through with drovers from time to time, but our stockmen are all Aborigines.’


    ‘Well I’ll be buggered. Cattle? What’s the name?’


    ‘Nothing else but cattle in the Territory. The station’s called Aughton Park. It was run down when Dad took over the lease in 1892, but it’s a bonzer place now.’ Lucy smiled, remembering the games she’d played with her Aboriginal playmates. Although she’d never realised at the time, they all had a serious side, and that had stood her in good stead as she’d grown older. ‘It’s where I grew up. I love life on the station.’


    ‘Know what you mean. I’ve never been to the Territory. Kept meaning to, but something always cropped up.’


    ‘Sergeant Mitchell?’ A staff sergeant hurried across to them with two lance corporals trailing behind him.


    ‘That’s me. What can I do for you, mate?’ John said as he turned towards the newcomer.


    ‘Military Police, and I’ve been warned about you, so don’t give me no trouble. I have orders to place you under arrest. And call me Staff Sergeant when you speak to me.’


    Lucy examined the staff sergeant. His uniform was immaculate, the creases in his trousers looked sharp enough to cut down trees, and the toes of his boots reflected the afternoon sun like a lawyer’s brass door-plate. Around his right bicep a dark blue brassard displayed the crimson letters ‘MP’. His peaked cap, sheathed in a scarlet cover, was incongruous against the drab khaki of the rest of his uniform. She compared the smart staff sergeant to John Mitchell, whose uniform was rumpled and stained, and had a feeling that when it came to the crunch, John would be the better man.


    ‘What the hell are you arresting me for? I’m a bloody Aussie, mate, and you’re a Pommie. Different bloody army.’ Lucy noted that John ignored the other man’s rank and couldn’t help smiling.


    The staff sergeant must have chosen to ignore the omission as well. He said, ‘You know very well what for. I’ve a warrant here to arrest you for insubordination. We may be in different armies, but it’s the same military law. We can do this easy and you come along with me with no fuss, or we can put the manacles on you. As you like.’


    The two lance corporals were big men, each holding an entrenching tool handle in his right hand, tapping the steel ferrule at the head of the shaft in his left palm.


    Lucy saw John Mitchell eye the two men, then he shrugged. ‘Is this that fat Service Corps major?’


    ‘I’ve no idea who made the charge out,’ the staff sergeant said. ‘All I know is I have orders to arrest you.’


    ‘Then we’re coming too. We were witnesses,’ Lucy said. ‘Where are you taking him?’


    ‘That’s not your business, Sister,’ the staff sergeant said. ‘This is an army discipline matter and no concern of you nurses.’


    ‘Oh, but it is. We were there. We saw exactly what happened. If you won’t tell us where you’re taking him, we’ll just have to follow you.’


    ‘We saw everything,’ Vicky said. ‘If Sergeant Mitchell hadn’t got a trolley for us, we’d have had nothing to eat.’


    ‘That’s right,’ Alex said.


    ‘You don’t have to worry about me, Sisters. I can look out for myself,’ John said, his eyes sparkling.
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