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Dedication


To those who forged the path on which we follow.


Follow After Me was completed as part of a Creative Time Residential Fellowship provided by the May Gibbs Children's Literature Trust. 


The Regional Arts Development Fund is a Sunshine Coast Council and Queensland Government partnership to support local arts and culture in regional Queensland.


Look up, and swear by the green of the spring that you’ll never forget. 


Aftermath, Siegfried Sassoon, March 1919
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Prologue


1917




The Western Front


All that remained was a quagmire of churned and sodden earth pockmarked by water-filled mortar craters, shredded trees, and crumbled walls, once homes of the people who lived on these lands. He threw himself to the mud as the whining mortar shell cut through the air. 


No, it’s going to the right. 


He clambered to his feet, scrabbling to find his footing. He could see the men sheltering behind a smashed pillbox. The trench behind him had disappeared. There was nothing but a shallow shell hole. 


He headed for the concrete. It looked like the troops of his platoon crouched in its cover; his brothers should be there. The artillery blasted its cacophonous tune along their lines. There was the whine and the whizz of the shells. He was nearly there, but the mud was blinding him.


He threw himself towards the safety of the wall. He was flying through the fires of hell, deafened by the roar of angry giants hurling their boulders into the flames. All was lost to smoke and rain. The whine descended. He would make it; he had the key.










Chapter 1


2017




Mittaloga, Australia


March 2017


This tree sits alone in a sloping paddock surrounded by sometimes dusty fallow, sometimes the swaying green growth of young crops and sometimes crusty stalks. Sheep will gather in its shade. It is ancient, here before the ancestors who cleared the land – those who chose to keep the tree. It gave them spreading shade on a hot day and beauty on others. Its patterned trunk and broad thick limbs gave joy to little people as they clambered through its branches, cast ropes and swung for simple fun. It has scars from carvings – the deep cut of a stone axe and initials – by those who came before. 


This tree gave to them, it knew them, like it knows me …


Her eyes snapped shut as the insistent clang of the verandah bell cut across the paddocks. Lizzie Windridge dropped her pen to the notebook on her knees. The bell had no sense of timing, her mother had no sense of timing. Lizzie looked to the homestead in the distance, to the wide verandah that encircled the mud bricks, to the orchard and vegetable garden that surrounded the old home. Another Sunday lamb roast with the family; it was a tradition topped with mint sauce and gravy. She wondered why her parents couldn’t move on from stodgy baking and serve a salad instead. They were so stuck in the past.


She pushed herself away from the trunk as she snapped her notebook to a close. The pen slid from the book and landed softly on the decaying leaf litter.


‘See you later, tree, can’t be late. Come on, Ted.’


She stroked his back and coaxed him to his feet, his long fur still soft from his bath. He wanted to stay with the tree as well, his creaky hips liked the favoured hollow.


‘Up you get, old fella. It’s roast day and you know what that means.’ His ears pricked up, and he slowly stood to stretch, preparing to pad alongside as they wandered back along the track.


She again looked to the homestead where her brother was climbing the steps to the back door. Mark had no sense of timing either. Last night was on replay in her mind, over and over. Maybe causing a scene when he’d announced that it was time to leave had been a mistake. But it was a Saturday night and they were out.


He’d turned on her as they reached his car.


‘Lizzie, can you stop it? What’s wrong with you?’


The heavy silence had sat between them as the car sped home, the trees highlighted by the headlights, until that moment when the kangaroo had appeared. They both cursed when Mark reacted as their father had taught him: don’t swerve, remember the trees, better to hit the roo … gentle brake … It was close.


Mark had turned to Lizzie as the roo disappeared into the darkness. ‘Lizzie, can you not pull one of your moods right now? It’s just one night, okay?’ He spat the words at her. They hit hard.


She’d chosen not to respond, instead she stared out at the shifting shadows.


‘Is there something wrong?’ Mark had sighed. ‘What’s going on?’


‘Nothing’s wrong. I just wish you’d all leave me alone.’


‘Mum and Dad are worried about you.’


‘Why? Why are you talking to them about me?’ She glared at Mark. The dim light of the dashboard had cast an eerie glow as he matched her stare.


‘I’m your brother.’


She’d turned away to look to the illuminated bitumen before them. ‘There’s nothing wrong, Mark.’


‘Okay.’ He reached down to the gear shift as he looked to the road. ‘You’d tell me?’


‘Sure.’


He’d turned back then, appealing to her. ‘Liz?’


‘I would.’


The argument had been forgotten this morning. She’d sipped her coffee as he eagerly devoured the leftover bacon and eggs from her plate. They rarely argued, maybe because they were born four years apart. He looked out for his little sister; made her laugh when she was sad. But things had changed. It wasn’t her fault. The final year of his engineering degree was hard work and the travel was killing him. All for what? He’d end up on the farm, she knew that. Yet her parents insisted on a qualification. What would happen if Mark didn’t want to take over the farm? Lizzie smiled and tugged on her dark ponytail. She couldn’t wait to leave this place. Being in town would make life so much easier.


Town meant freedom.


She paused as the tinkling chime of her phone signalled a message. Ted studied her as he slowly lowered himself to the ground. Finally, it was Ashleigh. Her friend had rolled her eyes and shrugged when Lizzie had told her that she had to leave last night.


‘Your loss,’ she’d snapped.


Brandon had stayed on at the footy sheds and now the photos were all over Instagram. Brandon and Carly Webb. It should have been Brandon and Lizzie.


Hey! Brandon asked me where you were before he hooked up with Carly.


What?


Serious. He thinks you’re hot.


OMG why?


Coz you are.


No. How do you know?


Coz he asked and Connor said he wanted to hook up.


Connor or Brandon wants to hook up with me?


You and Brandon. Connor’s mine.


‘Oh, my God!’ She didn’t mean to yell it out.


Dad looked up from fighting with his boots and called from the verandah, ‘You right, Lizzie?’


‘Yep, Dad. Just talking to Ash.’ She waved the phone at him.


‘Lunch is nearly ready.’


‘I know, I won’t be long.’


‘Put it away. Can you give your mum a hand with lunch?’


She shot a talk later to Ashleigh as she made it to the steps. ‘Geez, Dad. Have you ever heard of gender equality?’


‘I was born in the sixties, kiddo. Gender equality was everywhere. It just so happens that your mum likes cooking more than me. She actually prefers cooking a meal to fixing a diesel engine, which she’s very capable of fixing by the way. Can you help your mum while I get this grease off my hands? And get rid of that phone before I do it for you.’


It was no idle threat. The phone had been hidden in the pantry, the study, her parents’ wardrobe. She shoved it in the back pocket of her jeans then held her hands high. She didn’t want to lose her phone today; didn’t want to lose it at all. Ted considered the exchange and chose to head for the rainwater tank, to another favourite hollow in the soft soil beneath the timber stand on which the rusting tank was perched.


‘And don’t give me any attitude. I need your help this arvo with the lambs. Mark needs to study.’


‘I’ve got homework too.’


‘A couple of hours won’t hurt. Stay off that phone. That’ll solve your time problem.’


He slammed his boots on the concrete pillar. The accumulated dirt bounced from the soles. He glanced up and raised his eyebrows.


She most definitely didn’t want to lose the phone right now.
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The family encircled the dented timber table as Lizzie poked at her food. She stabbed the crusty potato, impaled it, then dropped it on her brother’s plate.


‘It’s not due until third term,’ she said.


‘Shouldn’t you be planning it now?’


Typical, Lizzie thought. Mum’s always on about due dates and assignments.


The once conscientious student was done with being reviled for being a teacher’s pet and copping a hard time because of it. It was no way to stay friends with Ash and the others. Just getting by doing the bare minimum was their policy.


‘Remember what your teachers said. They were surprised you don’t seem to be applying yourself. It’s Year 12, Liz.’


‘Mum, can you just stop it?’ Lizzie replied. ‘It’s ages away.’


‘Have you thought about what sources you’ll use?’ Mark asked.


Cutlery clattered to her plate. She stared into space. Dislodged peas rolled across the table and wedged in the crack which was fast becoming an ageing chasm.


As if it’s any of his business …


Her dramatic performance was entirely lost on Mark.


He flicked the peas back with the edge of his knife. ‘You should use the letters.’


‘What letters?’ she asked, ignoring the peas.


‘The letters from your great-grandpa and his brothers when they were in the war,’ said Dad.


Now her father had started up. This was not going away.


‘How will letters help me?’


‘There might be something in the letters about conscription,’ Mark continued, ‘Don’t you need to use primary sources for your assignment?’


‘Yeah, I told you that.’


‘They’re in the trunk in the old house,’ Mum said. ‘We can have a look after we’ve done the lambs. If there’s enough light left.’


‘Here we go, another family assignment.’ Lizzie glared at her mum.


The old clock on the mantelpiece noisily announced the hour.


Mark picked that moment to interrupt before the inevitable dispute erupted. ‘Sounds perfect to me. It’s about time you did something with those letters, Dad. They should be sorted out. Shouldn’t they be in a museum, or the War Memorial maybe?’


‘Probably,’ Dad said. ‘But I don’t want to let them go just yet.’


‘They’re a hundred years old, Dad,’ Mark said, practical as always. ‘What if the old place burnt down?’


‘We’ll sort it out one day.’ Dad waved him away. ‘I need some time to think it through.’


‘A hundred years is a lot of time.’ Mark raised his eyebrows at Lizzie. She smirked and rolled her eyes.


Dad nodded as he chewed the last of his meal.


Mark dropped his fork to his plate. ‘Beautiful tucker, Mum. Thanks. You sure I can’t help this arvo, Dad?’


‘No. It’s all good. The girls are on to it. You get your studying done.’


‘Righto. I’ll get this cleaned up then.’ He stood to gather the dishes.


‘Why don’t I know about letters from the war?’ Lizzie passed her half-eaten meal to Mark. He shrugged and reached for his fork to devour the remains.


The question hung in the air, floating about with the aroma of mint sauce and lamb and punctuated by the tick of the ancient mantel clock.


‘You were never interested in the old house.’ Dad pushed his chair back from the table.


‘It creeps me out, that’s why,’ Lizzie said. ‘All that old stuff left there like that. It’s weird.’


‘You couldn’t wait to get out of there when you were little.’ Her mother studied the table. ‘I must admit it does have a sadness about it.’


‘Sadness? It’s a time warp. How long has it been since anyone lived there?’


Lizzie didn’t know much about the house, but she did know that five of her ancestors had left its safety to serve in World War I. It had seen its fair share of sorrow.


‘Maybe forty-odd years now, since old Jacob passed away,’ Dad said. ‘With Jacob being a bachelor, he never bothered sorting things out. When it came to my parents, I don’t think they knew what to do with it either. And they had this place to maintain. So, they left it all.’


‘It’s gross.’ Lizzie wrinkled her nose. ‘There’s stuff still in the pantry.’


‘I know. I’ve been a bit slow to get to it, but there’s always more important things to do.’ Dad rubbed his huge, roughened hands along the edge of the dining table. ‘Most of our furniture was from the old house, though. This table for instance. It’s over a hundred years old now. I bet it could tell us a story or two.’


By the time the dishes were stacked and the table cleared, Lizzie had reluctantly agreed to look at the letters.


They do sound interesting, she admitted to herself, even if she wouldn’t admit as much to the others. Maybe I’ll uncover some family secrets.


The silent hum in Lizzie’s pocket was insistent as she hung the threadbare tea towel on the handle of the oven. It lured her outside to the wide verandah where her conversation wouldn’t be overheard. She perched on the railing and retrieved her phone from her pocket.


Across the paddocks the scar tree stood sentinel. Beyond was the outline of the abandoned homestead.


What secrets will it reveal?








Chapter 2


1914–15






Mittaloga, August 1914


The metal pail scraped the base of the copper boiler as Sarah Windridge scooped up the last drops of grey water, heavy with the sediment of dusty clothes washed and hung in the winter sun. The hens clucked about her feet as she reached the precious vegetable garden, squawking their protest as she pulled the gate to its complaining closure.


She walked along the rows, slowly tipping the bucket, the water giving sustenance to her family’s source of fresh food as it soaked into the thirsty ground. Charles and one of their sons, Jack, were far in the distance, crouching to study the soil of a parched paddock in the vain search for young shoots. Their prayers for daily rain had not yet been answered; the showers last month had not been enough to break the dry. Perhaps the clouds building on the horizon offered some hope.


As she brushed the strands of hair from her face, Sarah felt the warmth of the winter sun on her shoulders and breathed deeply, inhaling the fragrances of their home. A rider charging along the creek road turned his mount into the home paddock. It was her youngest, Thomas, coming home from town.


I wish he’d slow down, Sarah thought. How does a mother ever lose her fear for her children? How can you ever seek to develop their understanding of danger? At sixteen you’re invincible.


She shook her head. All of her sons were the same.


Sarah glanced up to the forest of whispering native pines which stood silent today; there had been little breeze to bring their voice to life. They were a majestic sight – a green army emerging over the crest of the hill. Sentinels standing guard over the farm. Charles and Jack were now making their way home. Jacob was in the forge; she could hear the bellows pumping life into the hot coals. Sarah guessed that Harry would be there as well. He loved the heat, the moulding of the metals. She wondered what Matthew and Luke were doing right now. She wanted to hear their voices. She wanted all her boys.


The air grew suddenly cold as cloud enveloped the sun. The sentinels on the hill began their whisper. Far in the distance, she heard the lonely whistle of the train, a warning for all in its path. Thomas galloped towards her, riding as though he was running out of time.


‘It’s on! We’re in!’ She heard him call as he waved what looked to be a newspaper above his head, as if it was a sword of battle as he made his charge.


The world around her slowed and she knew, as she searched for her youngest son in the fog that had enclosed her, that the security and sanctity of their home was no longer sacred. It was about to change for eternity.
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June 1915


Sarah watched her sons intently. Their latest match of Saturday football was a disappointment – a loss by one point that should have been a goal. The umpire was one-eyed and the team was depleted. The war had taken so many young men that fielding a full side was impossible. There was talk of suspending the competition until the war was over. It seemed ever more likely now as the newspapers brought worsening reports.


She smiled as the spirited conversation continued. They were good boys; men now, but still her boys. She would enjoy having them all together at church in the morning.


Luke was prodding at the dwindling fire. He stirred it to life before reaching for the largest log to take them through the chill of the evening. He brushed the splintery debris from his hands as he knelt at the hearth to stare into the flames. Outside, the drizzle steadily soaked into the soil, bringing the young crop to life and with it, the hope of a prosperous year.


The needle in her hand worked busily to mend the torn guernsey, the legacy of a tough game. She turned her attention again to Luke, so strong and handsome. She studied the set of his jaw, the darkness of his hair. His unusual quiet this evening was worrying. It was unlike him not to recount his football prowess as the brothers attempted to outdo each other.


Her hand began to tremble.


Please, God, not my boys.


Charles folded the newspaper and glanced at her above his glasses. The bold headlines of war glared at Sarah as it confirmed her thoughts. She met her husband’s gaze as she placed the mending on her lap. She waited.


‘Much news, Father?’ Thomas studied the headline, tired of listening to his older brothers and their commentary.


‘None that is good, son. The lists of casualties from the Dardanelles isn’t getting any shorter.’


‘I wish I was old enough. I’d give them what for. I’d tear the blighters to pieces.’


The ticking of the mantel clock counted the seconds of silence. The glances between the older boys didn’t go unnoticed. She studied her husband’s face, his diverted eyes signifying that he already knew.


Luke continued to poke at the fire. ‘Mother, I have some news.’


She drew in her breath, trying desperately to steady her voice before her reply.


‘Only good news I hope, Luke. The Lord knows there’s enough bad news about.’ She knew she’d made her son’s announcement more difficult and immediately wished she hadn’t.


Luke lifted his chin to catch her eyes with his own. ‘I’m enlisting, Mother,’ he said. ‘I’m off.’


‘Good on you, Luke!’ Thomas’s youthful enthusiasm was irritating.


Jacob, her eldest, adjusted his glasses as he avoided her searching look. ‘I’m going to give it another go. They’re dropping the height, so they might be more lenient on my eyes as well.’


Sarah felt the chill travel through her body. Her trembling fingers traced her fine mending as her rocking chair began its gentle motion. She silently prayed to God that there was no more news to tell.


‘I’m in as well; we’re in it together.’ Matthew flicked his smoke into the flames.


Sarah watched its path. The cigarette caught quickly and was gone.


Please, God, no more.


‘If it’s not over by Christmas I’ll be off too. I’ll give them notice at the store as soon as the harvest is in.’ Jack watched for her response.


There was none.


No more please.


‘Here, here,’ Jack’s twin interjected. ‘I’ll be in if they’ll have me. If they’re thinking on changing the height. It’s time we did our bit for the old King and his Country, don’t you say, Father?’


‘It seems that way, Harry,’ Charles said. ‘The news from back home was none too bright. Your Aunt Anne wrote last month. She was full of worry with your cousin in the Fleet over there. I’ll write home without delay to let them know you’re signing up. I’m pleased for you all. England needs you.’


But I need them too. 


Sarah wanted to stop them all with her pointless plea. Her prayers for the wretched war to end were unanswered. Charles had warned her many times that the conflict would soon knock on their door, and it was their family’s duty to answer the call. Their whispered disagreements had increased as the casualty lists grew longer. What was she to say? She breathed deeply again, trying desperately to bring sense to the sudden disarray.


Five sons of six – all of them if Thomas was to convince his father to sign the form. That can’t be, they can’t take so many. They were her boys! She had already lost one; it was years ago but like yesterday. She wanted all of them.


The men – her boys – waited for her acceptance. The ticking of the clock did not inspire the words she knew she should provide, nor the words she wanted to say.


‘Looks like it won’t be finished for Christmas.’ Charles brought relief from the silence. ‘You’ll get your chance, don’t worry.’


He picked up the newspaper and reached for his pipe. The discussion was over.










Chapter 3


2017




Little wonder the old weatherboard house creeped her out. Surrounded by tall grass, the fence was barely visible and the path overgrown. It had been ages since anyone had bothered to check on it.


Mum was beside Lizzie as they approached the old home and the crumbling buildings that ringed it. The vivid memory of her last visit replayed in her mind.


How badly she wanted to forget it!


Mark had been a teenager at the time and Lizzie had still been in primary school. Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness as the choking stuffiness swept over her. It had been cold and shivery in the house, yet outside the crisp brown grass had scratched at her arms as the red earthen pathway, cracking under the heat of a dry summer, had led them to the verandah, the front door and into the house.


They shouldn’t have been anywhere near the old place – there were too many snakes.


The iciness had coursed through her as she stood rigid, watching Mark. No way was she going through to the bedrooms. It had felt like someone was watching them.


She’d decided to stay in the lounge. It was dark there, but not so scary. The faded, flowered chairs looked cosy around the fireplace. The old clock sat on the mantelpiece, its face frozen, its hands waiting for someone to stir them to life.


Mark had collapsed into the dusty rocking chair. It lurched to life as he needled her to accompany him into the bedrooms where more family treasures lay buried.


He’d sprung from the chair and it continued to sway. She’d reluctantly followed her brother. It was better than staying alone in there, after all.


The entire place had been stuck in time.


Wardrobes with beady-eyed fox furs hung lifelessly, their insides gone but their gaze following accusingly. Iron beds with grey-striped mattresses covered with the droppings of swallows that flitted about and torn by the family of possums that had made the old house their home. Dusty trunks crammed with books, photos, cards and yellowed envelopes. Hundreds of them.


Mark had parted the tattered curtain that hung from the hallway entrance leading to the bedrooms. It was heavy with mustiness and littered with moth-eaten holes. Patterns of faded red roses floated down and melted together.


As Mark had disappeared behind the curtain, the screen door screeched in disapproval, slamming behind her as the blinding summer sunshine warmed away the chill.


The need to escape was overwhelming. She’d raced outside.


She’d waited at a safe distance under the shade of her favourite tree. Eventually, Mark had appeared with the old mantel clock cradled in his arms. ‘Check this out,’ he’d called. ‘It still works.’


The chiming started up unbidden.


‘I’m not sure why it keeps chiming, but I reckon we can get it fixed.’


And so the clock had arrived in their home to take up its position on the mantel above the wood stove. Dad had been reluctant, but Mum was convinced. The clock was sent for repair. There was nothing wrong with it, they’d been told; all it needed was a good clean.


Mark had wound it every morning since.


Today, it was maybe five years on, and Mum was beside her as Lizzie unlatched the rusty gate and pushed on its frame. The thick grasses flattened and promptly jammed its swing. She shoved harder and the wad gave way. The rusted roof banged in the breeze as did the flyscreen door that greeted them as they dodged the holes where verandah floorboards once were. Lizzie grasped and turned the rounded metal handle of the main door.


It didn’t budge.


She twisted again, harder this time, until the door swung open. She stopped as she automatically searched the wall for the bulbous brown switch.


‘No power,’ Mum reminded her. ‘Can you see?’


‘Yep.’


‘Stick to the beams; the boards might give way. They’re starting to rot.’


Lizzie glanced down. She froze and strained her eyes. It wasn’t her imagination – there was a pair of shrunken shoes beneath a crack in the floorboards.


‘What’s that?’


‘It’s okay. It’s not a dead body,’ Mum said. ‘I think there’s an old English custom of placing shoes underneath the floorboards when you build a new house. It keeps bad luck or evil spirits away. Something like that.’


‘Right. Well, it didn’t do them much good, did it?’


The disapproval on Mum’s face was obvious even in the eerie light. ‘The trunk is through there in the bedrooms,’ she said.


Precisely where Lizzie didn’t want to go.


Light filtered through a grimy, paned window to cast deceptive shadows. They picked their way over the floorboards to which faded threadbare carpet stubbornly clung. The torn remnants of the old curtain now hung in strips from the ceiling, marking the hallway that led to the bedrooms. The once scarlet red roses had faded to a barely discernible and dusty pink. Lizzie gasped and slapped at the strands as they crawled across her face and head. Goosebumps prickled on her arms. She pulled the sleeves of her jacket down and tugged at the stubborn zipper.


‘Are you okay?’ Mum asked.


‘Yep.’ Lizzie was begrudgingly relieved that Mum was with her. She would have otherwise run by now.


Just like last time.


The stale, dank air sat heavily, the mildew permeating, creeping up walls that were shedding their patterned covers and behind which were the remains of old newspapers that had insulated the home. In places, there was little left but the skeleton of beams. Shafts of light winked through the gaps where the iron roof had peeled away and the ceiling crumbled beneath it. The disturbed dust motes now flickered in the natural spotlight.


‘In here.’ Mum gestured to a bedroom at the top of the hallway. The wardrobe still stood in the corner, the door slightly ajar. ‘This was your great-grandparents’ room.’


‘How do you know?’


Mum opened the cupboard door. The flash of memory took Lizzie by surprise. The clothes still hung there. They’d been dangling for generations, eaten by moths and silverfish and torn by possums, but they still remained. Black hats on the top shelf, then cracked leather shoes beneath tattered dresses. Coats waiting to be worn but, as the smell revealed, now the home of a family of mice.


‘Sarah’s clothes are here. She died in the 1930s. Old Charles and Jacob didn’t do anything with her things and your grandparents didn’t either. I brought the furs home, but your dad wasn’t too keen on the rest. So, I left it, like old Jacob did.’ She paused. ‘It’s odd really. Maybe he wanted to turn back time. Maybe he didn’t have the heart to do it. His bedroom was that one.’ She gestured to the room opposite.


‘Are his clothes in there?’


‘Some of them. Dad remembers Granny looking after Jacob before he died.’


‘Don’t tell me that he died in there.’


‘I think he did.’ Mum nodded sadly. ‘And Sarah died in here.’


Mum continued. ‘The iron bed up in the spare room at our place was in here. We restored it.’


‘Oh, Mum, that’s disgusting. I’m never sleeping in the spare bed again.’


Mum ignored her. ‘We should get Dad to bring this old wardrobe over to our place. He never seemed to want to shift it, didn’t want to disturb the past, I think. Most of the letters were in there. Some were in the old trunk with other bits and pieces and I found some in the wardrobe in Jacob’s room.’


Mum gestured to the trunk and crouched down to tug at the rusted latch. The tattered lace curtains shifted in the breeze wafting through the broken window. Lizzie shuddered, holding her breath as the curtains continued their dance.


‘Ah …’ The heavy metal lid swung back as it screeched in complaint. ‘Here we are. I did start to read them, but just never got back to it. What do you want to do?’ Still crouching, Mum turned to Lizzie. ‘Do you want to read them here or take some back to the house with us? I don’t want to bring the trunk back. Unless we clean it out. It might be full of silverfish. Actually, the letters might have silverfish in them too. Maybe we should read them here.’


Lizzie stood transfixed, a tingling feeling weaving its way up from her toes to her head. Somewhere in the distance Mum was talking. The curtain floated in front of her. Through the broken window she could see the scar tree across the paddock. The sun shone through a break in the clouds, illuminating the tree against the brown of the turned earth.


‘What’s wrong?’


Lizzie glanced down at her mother.


‘Lizzie? What do you want to do?’


The word ‘run’ almost rolled from her tongue but she checked herself as she finally took a breath. ‘What?’


‘Pardon?’


‘Oh, sorry. What did you say?’


Mum sighed. ‘Do you want to read them here or take some back to the house?’


‘Can we take some back?’


‘What’s the matter? You look like you’ve seen one of your ghosts again.’


Lizzie reached into the trunk for a bundle of yellowed envelopes. ‘There’s so many. I’m not sure this is a good idea.’ She dropped the letters and turned to the window. The curtain fluttered and shifted, as though an invisible hand was drawing the lace aside.


Was that Ted at the tree?


She squinted as she stepped towards the window. The dog was gone.


‘Let’s take a few handfuls home and you can see what you think. There’s an old tin with medals and things that belonged to your great-grandfather as well. It’s in the sideboard at home. We should sort them all, put them into order.’


‘Can we not do that? I don’t have time. We should go.’


‘Lizzie, I’m just trying to help.’


The curtain was still. A motorbike hummed in the distance while a crow called to its mate nearby. The dogs were barking as the cloud shifted and the shimmering tree gave way to shadow.


Mum didn’t drop her stare.


Lizzie relented. ‘Okay. I’m sorry. Can we just hurry up? This place creeps me out. I’ve got homework to do.’


Mum raised an eyebrow.


‘Can we please just get some letters and go?’
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Lizzie perched on her bed, the glow of her laptop the only light in the dark room. The house was silent and the messages had gone quiet; most of her friends were asleep. She checked Messenger. Brandon wasn’t online. Over to Insta. Back to Messenger.


Where had he been all night?


The laptop lid snapped to a close. The homework could wait. She glanced to where the pile of letters sat unopened on the desk.


Lizzie flicked the switch on her lamp and reached for the bundle. She flipped through the envelopes to study the different handwriting before slipping a letter from its yellowed cover. It was several pages long, each with a YMCA logo in red and blue with a boomerang imposed over a map of Australia. She wondered how long it had sat carefully folded in its onehundred-year-old creases. Tiny brown fragments fell onto the bedspread. Lizzie casually brushed the pieces to the carpet.


The heading on the letter read Somewhere in France.








Chapter 4


1917




The Western Front, France


Somewhere in France


Monday, 29th March, 1917


Dearest Mother,


I hope this letter finds you well. I wrote last week; in fact, I have written every week. I do hope you have received my letters? We heard that a ship went down off the coast – not sure if it is right, we haven’t had the papers in a while. I hope it’s just another furphy and you have all my news, even though it is six weeks old by the time it gets to you. I sent you a little souvenir from the last place we were at. You will know what I mean when you get it. I wish I could write and tell you of all the places but as you know, we are not allowed. The parcel also has some views of Salisbury and the rocks at Stonehenge. Who would have thought I’d end up seeing them?


I’m sitting under a beautiful old tree and it is magnificent. It reminds me of our scarred tree back home, although this one is more vivid in colour and very dense. The Serg says it is some kind of oak. Its branches spread a good 20 yards and they are so low you can easily perch in them. It has some lovely shades of green with the sun on it. You would like it. They have some in England too. The boys have been carving their initials on its trunk. That reminds me of the village blacksmith’s tree. I told you I walked to see it when I was training at the Lark Hill camp in England. Did you get the few leaves I sent from it? Fancy me seeing the tree after learning the poem at school. The old anvil was even there. How do the words go again?


Under a spreading chestnut tree,


The village smithy stands;


The smith, a mighty man is he,


With large and sinewy hands;


And the muscles of his brawny arms


Are strong as iron bands.


The words remind me of Jacob in the forge at home. I’m not sure about the mighty man part. I can’t remember the next verse. Did I tell you I’ve seen a squirrel or two? Tell Dad – I can’t remember if I wrote that to him. I guess he has seen plenty of squirrels in his lifetime, being English born. You wouldn’t have, though; just the possums.


It’s funny trying to talk with the people. We helped an elderly farmer the other day to dig some drains. The blisters soon came up I can tell you. It’s just old men and young boys who are left in these parts. The women and girls are out in the fields; all their menfolk are off at the front. They have some sad stories. I guess it’s the same at home. But don’t worry about us, Mum, the boys are all in good health. We are having the time of our lives. The Australians are very popular here and the girls are friendly. I don’t fancy them, though; give me an Aussie girl any day. Mine is a beauty. Be nice to her, Mum, because when I get back she is going to be your daughter, I promise you.


Well, dear Mum, we have been here a week now and I haven’t seen any of my brothers yet. I think I might be going up to the frontline on Wednesday. They kept us younger ones back for a bit longer. I’m not sure why. I can handle myself as good as anyone. I’m itching to have my turn at the Hun. I saw some the other day, on a train; they were prisoners, big fellas I can tell you. We were cattle class and they were first – we told the Serg what we thought about that.


We can hear the guns going off from here, there must be something big going on as they roar like thunder. At night, the sky lights up like daytime and the horizon glows with the flash of the guns.


Jack wrote and he was with Harry. Matthew was off at a training school. They hadn’t had any luck getting Luke into the 38th Battalion. It would be good if we were all together. Jack said he hadn’t given up and was going to see his lieutenant. He knows him from his work at the store in town and from the football. I could do with a footy right now – missing that a bit. We had a bit of a game the other afternoon. Missing your lunches too, Mum. Some of your scones or shortbread would be just the thing. Jacob will be enjoying them. It’s a shame about his eyes, but it is best for one of us to stay at home because you will need all the help you can get.


I guess you’ll be getting ready for the frosts. Has Dad turned over the ground for the fallow?


Take care of old Bessie for me; she’s slowed up and hangs back a bit with the sheep. I reckon she thinks she’s trained Mac up well enough now and he can do the hard work. Her bark is as good as ever, though, isn’t it? What do you reckon?


I’d better sign off now as my mate just told me the mail is about to go and I don’t want to miss it. I hope you have been getting my letters and they are not in Davy Jones’s locker. Give my regards to Evie when you see her. Write to me with all the news when you can.


Farewell for now


Your loving son


Thomas XXXXX


PS – I haven’t got any letters since I got here. I think they are back in England, I hope they turn up before I go to the front. I could do with some news from home. I might swim over the channel and get them. Did you get the photos I sent from London? You can give one to Auntie Myrtle if you like.


The song of the skylarks chattering up high drew Tom’s eyes through the canopy. He hadn’t seen the elusive bird yet, but its song was carefree and danced with the gentle warmth of the breeze. He breathed in the scent of the blossoms that floated from the tree as the breeze shook them from their source. Spring had arrived early on the French coast after a bitter winter – the worst for forty years, so people said. Tiny petals fell to his letter; it was the last of the writing paper he’d collected in London.


I’ll have to hunt for some more before I head to the front, he thought.


He took care not to crease the delicate flowers as he folded them into his letter. Hopefully the censor would care for them. Mum would like them. He’d put some in Evie’s letter as well.


Tom felt deep in his pocket for the tiny key that Evie had gently placed in his hand – the gift he’d tied with the thin pink ribbon she had taken from her hair as they stood beneath the shady tree. He turned it over in his fingers and that day returned, as clear as if it was only the day before.


‘I won’t be conscripted, Evie. I won’t let that happen.’ The spreading branches of the scarred tree were swaying and dipping. Evie grasped his hands as he continued. ‘Father signed the papers. They can’t refuse me this time – I’m eighteen.’


‘Please, no, Tom. There are so many of you already gone. Surely you can stay. Conscription mightn’t be voted in.’


‘I’m sorry, Evie. I want to do my bit. I’m not a cold-footer.’


‘But four of your family already, Tom? Surely that’s enough. The war doesn’t need you as well.’
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