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To the memory of my great-grandfather,
Trooper William Horsfield, medical orderly, 2nd Australian
Casualty Clearing Station, Palestine and Flanders.
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October, 1916

Point Cook Air Base

Melbourne

… And then we’re flying! There’s a bump or two as we leave the runway, my stomach lurches a little, but then we’re airborne. I’ve never felt anything like it. 

Wish you could have seen me, Sis.

We cleared the pine trees at the end of the airfield, circled round so I could see right across the bay, and then Charlie took her up. He climbed slowly, nursing the old bus towards the clouds.

I was supposed to be listening to the engine, but I didn’t pay any attention for the first few minutes. I couldn’t. I was too busy gawking. Everyone on the ground shrank to the size of my old toy soldiers and everything else got smaller and smaller—the hangars, the control tower, all of it. From up there I could see clear across Melbourne: the ferries on the bay, and fishing boats, a big ship under full sail charging towards the Heads, and the city spires in the distance. Oh, how you’d have loved it. 

Then finally I heard the engine shudder. Actually, it’s as if I felt it, deep in the bones of the plane. I worried then, thinking it’d stall and we’d fall out of the sky. Sometimes they do, you know. That’s how it must feel for all the pilots, way up in the blue and at the mercy of weather and clouds and, soon enough, enemy fire. And us. 

That’s why I’m here.

I know it’s hard for you to understand. You’ve never even seen an aeroplane. But I’m good at this, Sis. I was born to do it, I reckon. Aircraft can’t fly without mechanics. If I don’t do my bit, then Charlie just might fall out of the sky one day. Him or someone else. And that’s too terrible to think about.

But enough of that serious stuff. I figured out what was wrong with the old kite, and we’ve been working on it all day. It wasn’t the engine at all, but one of the rudder bolts. Couldn’t tell when it was on the ground. Still, we replaced all the valves and put in a new magneto just to be sure. 

So now every time a pilot reports a fault in a BE2, I’m going to say I can’t sort it out for them unless they take me flying. It’s the best feeling I ever had in my whole life. 

If I was a pilot, I’d fly all day every day. I suppose they do, at the Front. Imagine.

Anyway, I’ll see you next Saturday. I’ve got weekend leave, so tell Ma I’m hoping for a roast chook, or there’ll be trouble!

Your airborne brother,

A



‘Finished yet, Ace?’ Charlie burst into the tent shouting, as always. 

‘Just about.’

‘Did you tell her how we nearly died?’

‘Of course not.’ There was no way I’d admit to Charlie or anyone else how scared I was when that plane shuddered and twisted in the sky. I reckon I died a thousand deaths by the time he wrestled it back under control. I crossed out the sentence in my letter about planes falling out of the sky. No need to worry everyone.

‘Don’t see why you write to her so often,’ Charlie said. ‘She’s only an hour away.’ 

‘She misses me,’ I said.

‘If I wrote to my family, they’d think I’d gone barmy.’ 

‘They think that anyway,’ I said.

‘Hey!’ He cuffed at my hair. ‘Actually, you’re not far wrong.’

‘Anyway, she has to get used to the idea of writing to me, in case we get posted soon.’

‘Which we will,’ Charlie said. ‘Any day now. Get that through your noggin.’ He knocked on my head like it was a door. 

‘I know.’ I nodded, pushing his hand away. ‘But it’ll be hard on her. She’s only little.’

‘Nonsense. She’s what? Fourteen?’

‘Fifteen.’

‘Mate, I hate to tell you this, but fifteen isn’t little. By the time we get back, she’ll be walking out with some fella. I might even call on her myself. She’s a lovely girl, that Maggie.’ 

‘Oi! That’s enough out of you.’ I jumped to my feet. ‘Don’t you talk about my sister like that.’

Charlie took a step back, crouched down, and raised his fists like some bloke in a boxing ring.

‘Oh, really? Going to take me on, are you?’

I threw my writing pad onto the table.

‘You’re a pushover,’ I said. ‘I wouldn’t want to hurt you.’

Charlie snorted. ‘Like your chances, eh?’ He stood tall, his hands held so high they brushed against the canvas. ‘Against me, the champion of the Flying Corps?’

‘Champion git, that’s what you are.’

He turned round slowly, arms up, like Les Darcy after a knockout fight. 

It was too tempting. I reached out and tickled under his arms. 

‘That’s cheating!’ yelled Charlie.

We were still laughing when the bugle sounded for us to fall in.
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Major Blake looked around the room and grinned.

‘Well, lads,’ he said. ‘We’re off at last.’

Someone cried ‘Hurrah!’ but one glance from Blake stopped anyone else from shouting out loud. Charlie was sitting at the front with the other officers. He turned, threw me a wink and signalled thumbs up. I smiled back, but I didn’t feel much like celebrating. All those weeks waiting for this moment. Now here it was. The call to war.

I should have been happy like the others. But I felt a bit sick inside. I glanced at Charlie. He looked a little green too. Not just me, then.

‘Enjoy your weekend off,’ said Major Blake. ‘Because when you get back, we’ll be busy as a ship in a storm. We’ve got to get all our kit packed up and ready for transport. You’ll be in England for Christmas.’

So that was that. We spilled out of the hut, everyone talking at once. The blokes behind me teased one another about kissing their girls while they still had the chance, and Banjo sang, ‘Goodbye, Piccadilly. Farewell Leicester Square …’ 

I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t worried about getting torpedoed on the way over or killed at the Front. First, I had to face something worse. 

I had to tell my mother.
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There was a roast chook. The best ever. My ma is the greatest cook on the face of the earth. I’ll give her that. But apart from the actual food, you couldn’t say my last supper with the family was a roaring success.

Maggie knew as soon as she saw my face. She grabbed my hand and led me out the back door, into the wash house. It was where you always went if you had to tell someone a secret.

‘When do you leave?’ she asked.

I had to gulp a bit to get the words out. ‘Next week.’

‘So soon?’ She blinked back sudden tears.

I sent up a little prayer: Please don’t let them cry all over me.

‘The Army needs us,’ I said. ‘We can’t sit around here forever.’

‘But why you?’ said Maggie. ‘Why you in particular? They could send anybody. You don’t have to go.’

‘I do,’ I said. ‘You know that. I signed up—’

‘There you go,’ she said, crossing her arms. ‘That’s the first mystery.’

I sighed. Not this again.

‘You didn’t need to,’ she said. ‘You were in a protected occupation.’

I turned away from her. That wash house was our hidey-hole when we were tiny. We used to crouch in there, and I’d tell her stories I’d read or made up. But now it smelled of mildew and old soap flakes and boot polish. On a shelf, shoved away almost out of sight, was the model of a Sopwith Pup I’d made on my evenings off. A spider scuttled into the corner behind the copper. 

I couldn’t lie to Maggie—not then, not ever.

‘You don’t know what it’s like,’ I said. ‘People talk about you. That woman in the grocer’s.’

‘She lost both her boys at Gallipoli.’

‘I know,’ I said. ‘But still … she called me a coward.’

‘That wasn’t fair. But she’s grieving.’

‘How do you think that felt?’ It burned like acid—the shame, the guilt, the sorrow for her, her sons, everyone. ‘She only said aloud what everyone else thinks.’

‘Who cares what people say?’ said Maggie. ‘It’s not true.’

‘How do you know?’ I said. That was what kept me awake at night. What if I really was a coward? How could any of us know? ‘All the other blokes are already over there, or going … or dead.’

‘Not all of them.’

‘Almost. And those of us who are left—’

‘Are needed here.’

‘Not really,’ I said. ‘Oh sure, the Tramways need mechanics. But working on trams isn’t nearly as much fun as working on planes. And nowhere near as important as what’s going on at the Front. People are dying.’

‘They’re not simply dying.’ Ma stood in the doorway, hands on her hips. ‘They are getting slaughtered. On purpose. And they are forced to kill other human beings.’

I sighed. ‘But I don’t. I won’t.’

Ma held my gaze for a long moment. ‘Dinner’s on the table,’ she said. ‘I’ve been calling. I should have known you’d both be in here.’

The evening got worse from there. Surely I was the only member of the entire Australian Imperial Force with pacifist parents. Ma wore her Women’s Peace Army rosette pinned to her apron. Dad ranted about General Haig’s war plans and waved the carving knife so theatrically he nearly sliced off one of my eyebrows. Come to think of it, he probably meant to. Then I’d be kept home. Wounded in action. By a man shouting with his mouth full of roast spud. Maggie sulked. The little ones were sent to bed early, crying because they missed out on pudding. And Ma—well, Ma kept up a barrage so heavy the Kaiser would have been proud.

‘Promise me you’ll stay out of the fighting.’

‘I promise,’ I said, patting her hand.

‘I’ve always hated this war,’ Ma said. ‘I hate it even more now that you’re in the middle of it.’

‘I’m not in the middle of it,’ I said. ‘I’m going to be safely set up on an airfield way behind the lines. Miles away from the action.’

‘You don’t know that,’ she said.

‘I do. Honest. They don’t put valuable aeroplanes anywhere near the trenches.’

‘Except for the ones that get shot down,’ she said. ‘I read about it all the time in the newspaper. All those famous flying aces keep scores of how many men they kill, as if it’s some kind of game.’

Fair point. I walked right into that one. I tried another tack. ‘Luckily, I won’t be up in the air at all.’

‘But you were,’ said Maggie. ‘Just last week.’

I was outnumbered three to one. The Red Baron himself couldn’t outfight my family.

‘Look,’ I said. ‘You don’t need to worry. I’ll be on the ground, in the workshop, leaving all the hard work to blokes like Charlie.’

‘Him!’ said Ma. ‘He’s always been trouble. Since the first day you met. You came home from school with a black eye.’

I grinned at the memory. ‘Well, you always taught me to defend the defenceless. So I stuck up for the scrawny kid who got belted up by his own brothers at lunchtime. It turned out to be Charlie.’

‘Violence solves nothing,’ said Dad.

‘Neither does arguing,’ said Maggie. ‘Please. Let’s not spend our last evening together like this.’

‘She’s right,’ I said, giving Maggie a grateful smile. ‘I might be gone for months. I don’t want to leave you all cranky.’

Ma stood up and threw her arms around my neck. ‘We just worry, that’s all.’

‘Not to mention the fact that the government should never have gone to war in the first place,’ said Dad.

Maggie glared at him.

‘And we’ll miss you,’ he said. ‘Terribly.’

‘Thanks, Dad,’ I said, and I knew he meant it, deep down.


late October, 1916

HMAT Ulysses

At sea

Dear Maggie,

I’ve never in my life had to do anything so hard as hugging you all goodbye and walking up that gangplank. We all threw our kit bags in a big pile and rushed to be the first up on deck. Charlie didn’t have anyone seeing him off, so he wanted to wave to you too. We could see you there, crammed in as we were among all those other fellows and everyone waving, arms going everywhere, and you jumping up and down on the pier until I thought you’d pop.

You should see this setup. So much food, every meal. I swear I’ve put on two pounds already. Mind you, there’s all sorts of games and races, and drill every morning, and the top brass gives talks about different topics every day—military tactics and history sometimes, other days more boring things like how to behave when we get to wherever we’re going (no clues yet, and I couldn’t tell you even if I knew, in case some German spy reads this letter).

The pilots are up on the top decks with the other officers, of course, and all of us mechanics and fitters are bunked in below, with the infantry. So I don’t get to see Charlie much but he sneaks down to say hello from time to time. He reckons we have more fun than the officers—the Army types, anyhow.

Flyers are different. I hadn’t thought about it before, but it’s obvious when you see our lot next to all those other chaps. Charlie and the pilots depend on us. So we are pretty close already, just from all those weeks of training at Point Cook. The Army boys don’t really trust one another yet, but I expect that’ll come soon enough.

You’ll never guess who’s on the ship. Young Ralphie! I haven’t seen him since he was about four, but he remembered me. What are the odds? Ma always says he’s her favourite nephew. Mind you, she says that about all of them. Ralphie signed up with the 47th Battalion in Hobart and got shipped out almost straight away. I can’t figure out how he’s suddenly old enough to enlist, but it’s years since we’ve seen them, and so hard to keep track of all those cousins’ birthdays. He thought he’d be sent to Egypt like his brothers. He reckons Tom’s in the Light Horse! I wouldn’t have picked him for a cavalry man. But anyway, it doesn’t look like that’s where we’re headed.

There are blokes from all over the place: farmers like Ralphie, and milkmen and bank tellers and even a middleweight boxing champ from the circus tents. (I’ll keep out of his way, don’t worry.) They’ve all got a story to tell, and half of them wish they were in the Flying Corps. They reckon it’s cushy. So aren’t I the lucky fellow?

Don’t you worry about me, old girl. Look after Ma and the little ones, and give Dad’s whiskers a tickle for me.

Yours,

A

PS They’re sending the mail from Fremantle so by the time you get this I’ll be out in the middle of the ocean somewhere, heading for the nearest bit of the war, I expect.
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Nobody in our house felt much like celebrating.

The whole country had argued about conscription for months. Friends turned on each other and families split apart, all over the question of whether or not Australia should force men into the army instead of waiting for them to volunteer.

Prime Minister Billy Hughes said it was our duty to the Empire and to the boys who’d died at Gallipoli. He called a referendum and wanted everyone to vote Yes to conscription. Other people said it was wrong and everybody should vote No. And among those people were my parents.

Ma  got  caught  up  in  the  Women’s  Peace  Army, handing out leaflets on street corners and badgering politicians at public meetings. I’m surprised Mr Hughes didn’t give up immediately. He obviously hadn’t met my mother, or he’d have known he had no chance. He campaigned all over the country, thundering about it in the newspapers and plastering posters all over the city. Well, I’m sure he didn’t put the posters up himself. But it felt like he had. And Ma and all her friends spent hours plastering their own posters over the top.

Dad kept his debating skills for the dinner table and a weekly letter to the editor of The Argus, none of which were ever printed.

There they were, Ma and Dad, worrying about other people’s sons being made to fight overseas, arguing about whether or not it was right for a country to go to war, and all the time Alex was getting ready to leave. Their son.

By the time the votes came in on the referendum from all around the country, neither of them had much heart for it. They’d won. Australia voted No. The country would never force men to fight on the other side of the globe. Some people held parties and there was a big rally on the riverbank.

But our boy had already left.

This  may  sound  strange,  but  it  never  actually occurred to me that he’d be shipped out. I’d imagined him spending the entire war fiddling with aeroplane engines over at Point Cook and coming home on Sundays for lunch. I mean, I knew in my head that he might be posted overseas, but my heart really never accepted it.

And then he was gone, the ship getting smaller and smaller and my arm sore from waving, and we all went home and cried, even Dad.

Though we’ll never tell Alex that. 


late October, 1916

Station Street,

Coburg

Dearest Numbskull,

I can’t quite believe you’ve gone. We stood on the pier and waved and waved until the troop ship was tiny in the distance and Ma dragged me away. I would have kept waving until you vanished completely, but it did take a very long time and I got hungry. We couldn’t see you after you went up the gangplank, in among all those faces, but we waved anyway.

Ma locked herself in her bedroom the moment we got home. Flossie and Bertie are playing tiddlywinks quietly on the carpet in the front room. That’d be suspicious on any other day, but I think they’re just missing you. Dad’s out in the garden. He’s not digging or anything. Just sitting there staring at the chooks. They’re good company at times like this. I’d go out there myself but I have to write to you like I promised.

I suppose you heard the big news about the referendum. No doubt Billy Hughes curses the day that women got the vote. Serves him right.

Nothing else has happened since you left. Wasn’t it fine, though, standing on Station Pier with all those thousands of people—men in uniform like you, and that handful of nurses all proper in their capes, and everyone waving and crying and laughing at the same time?

I shouldn’t talk about it like that, I know, what with how we’re supposed to be opposed to the war and everything. But I did think, when I was in the middle of all those people, seeing their tears, watching your friend Charlie throw his arm around your shoulders and laugh so hard, that maybe I can understand a bit why you felt you had to go. I said so to Ma and she gave me one of her hurt looks.

It’s all very well for you, going on a steamship and getting to see London and maybe even the pyramids, but it’s hard on us to be without you, and hard on Ma especially. I know nothing bad will happen to you over there and you’ll be far away from the fighting, but I’ll worry about you until the day you step back on the pier and we get to wave hello instead of goodbye.

Yours sincerely,

Your loving sister Maggie
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Ten days out to sea, Major Blake sent for me.

‘Crikey,’ Charlie said. ‘What have you done now?’

I shrugged. ‘Probably wants me to report on your recent crimes.’

‘You wouldn’t.’

‘How much is my silence worth to you?’

He grinned. ‘Best not keep him waiting,’ he said. ‘Good luck.’

It wasn’t until I was halfway up the stairs to the Major’s cabin that I wondered why Charlie had wished me luck. What had I done now? 

I knocked on the door and heard a sharp reply, so I took a deep breath and walked in. The senior officers weren’t living in luxury, but the cabin was a sight larger than the bunk room I shared with the rest of the ground crew. Major Blake sat at a small makeshift desk under the porthole.

I saluted.

‘You wanted to see me, sir?’

‘Indeed I did,’ he said. ‘Stand at ease, Robinson.’

I didn’t move a muscle. Not at ease. Not one little bit. I’d never been alone with the Major before. In fact, I’d never even seen him so close up. His hair was shot through with grey, although he can’t have been that old, and his nose was sunburned, just like mine.

He smiled. ‘I understand the chaps call you “Ace”?’

‘It’s a joke, sir,’ I said. ‘Because I’m slightly obsessed with aircraft.’

‘Just slightly?’

I smiled too. ‘Maybe more than slightly, sir.’

‘That’s what I heard,’ he said. He leaned back in his chair until it creaked. ‘Do you know what else I hear?’

Now I’m in for it, I thought. ‘No, sir.’

‘You can tell what ails a plane just by the sound of it,’ he said. ‘You anticipate problems before they happen. And you’re the best fitter we’ve got, so the story goes.’

I blinked. ‘Don’t know about all that, sir.’

‘Of course you don’t,’ he said. He glanced down at one of the papers on his desk. ‘You were an engineer before enlisting?’

‘Almost, sir,’ I said. ‘A fitter and turner.’

‘Put yourself through trade school?’

‘Yes, sir. At the Mechanics Institute. Night class. Worked for the Tramways during the day. But then … Well, I signed up for the Flying Corps.’

He nodded. ‘Just so you could get your hands on an aircraft engine?’

I chuckled. ‘That’s about the truth of it, sir.’

‘Exactly as I thought.’ He looked up, right into my face. I shifted my gaze straight ahead. There was nothing outside the porthole but ocean.

‘When did it start?’ His voice was gentle.

‘My dad took me to see Harry Hawker fly.’ I smiled at the memory. ‘It was before the war started. There were thousands of people there, at Caulfield Racecourse, just to watch one man and his machine.’

‘I remember it well.’

I glanced down. His smile widened, so I went on. ‘Then a few months later, Guillaux came to town with his  Bleriot.  I  watched  every  display.  Everyone  was mad for him because he looped the loop and landed at Government House. But that plane … Ah!’

‘I remember that too,’ said Major Blake. ‘The days of sunshine and glory. I suspect that one Frenchman convinced more men to enlist in the Flying Corps than any recruitment poster.’ 

‘Too right,’ I said. ‘I would’ve joined up that day if they’d declared war. But I was still an apprentice then.’

And my parents would never have given permission for me to enlist. They were opposed to the war from the very start. But I didn’t tell Major Blake that. Instead I said, ‘Guillaux had three mechanics. None of them could speak much English, but I hung about all day every day, and eventually Monsieur Cominos took pity on me and sneaked me into the hangar to look at the plane. I’d never seen anything so beautiful.’

‘Well, I don’t know what we’re going to do with you, Robinson,’ said Major Blake. ‘On one hand, we need fellows like you in the workshop, keeping our aircraft in the air.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘But on the other,’ he said with a grin, ‘I think we might make a damn fine pilot out of you.’
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Charlie was waiting for me outside. He looked as stunned and nervous as I felt. A couple of the other pilots were there too, milling about.

‘So?’ asked Charlie.

I shook my head, trying to make the news stick in my brain.

‘He’s sending me to pilot training,’ I said. ‘Me!’

‘Now the Hun’s in trouble.’ Charlie grabbed me, twisted me round, and lifted me right up to face the others. ‘Gentlemen, I give you Cadet Robinson!’

‘Hoorah!’ They all shouted and carried on like pork chops, jostling and shoving me outside onto the deck. Banjo Boyd sang an impromptu song in my honour: ‘Ace is going to be an ace!’ The ground crew on the deck below sent up a cheer.

‘How did you know?’ I asked Charlie when the ruckus died down. 

‘I tried to talk Major Blake out of it,’ said Charlie. ‘But he wouldn’t listen.’

‘Rubbish,’ I said. ‘You never.’

‘Well, maybe I did recommend you,’ he admitted. ‘But I needn’t have. Apparently I was only one of several.’

‘I can’t believe it’s happening,’ I said. ‘Blokes like me don’t get to be officers.’

‘And why not?’ said Charlie. ‘For goodness’ sake. This is the modern world. Blokes like you should be promoted on merit.’

Easy for him to say, of course. He never had to win a scholarship to go to a fancy school, or leave it at fourteen to be an apprentice. There was no doubt, when Charlie enlisted, that he’d be an officer, like all his brothers. University cadets, father a lawyer. That’s how the world works.

And that’s what Ma always said: this war churned through the working classes as if all those thousands of men were just cannon fodder. Officers had it better. Officers—

I sat down suddenly on the nearest bench.

‘What’s wrong?’ Charlie asked. ‘Good news too much for you?’

‘My mother’s going to kill me.’

He sat down next to me. ‘Ace,’ he said, ‘given all the people who are about to try to kill you, your mother is the least of your worries.’

‘That’s what I like to hear,’ I said. ‘A positive attitude.’

‘Seriously,’ he said. ‘You’re going to be an officer. A pilot. It’s a great honour. Girls will fall adoringly at your feet. Men will admire and envy you.’

‘You’ve been reading too many enlistment pamphlets. How many girls have ever fallen adoringly at your feet?’

‘Never you mind.’

‘Anyway, girls aren’t that daft.’

He patted my arm. ‘You’ve grown up around fierce women. It has affected your view of the world.’

‘Too right,’ I said. ‘And I wouldn’t have it any other way.’


November, 1916

HMAT Ulysses

At sea

Dear Sis,

I wish I could tell you where I am but it’s a secret. See if you can guess. It’s a port halfway to England, and I hoped there might be lions and elephants here but I haven’t seen any.

Not likely to either, since they won’t let us off the ship. We’re floating about waiting for more troop transports to join the convoy, and then we’ll be off again. I have to admit, I like aircraft a lot more than boats.

Now, I have some news, and I want you to break it to Dad and Ma as gently as you can. I’ve been promoted! The CO has offered to put me through pilot training once we get to England. That’s not a thing that happens every day. I never imagined it’d happen to me. But he reckons I can make a go of it, so I’ll try my very best. They’re already cramming my head full of navigation and map reading and goodness knows what.

Just think of it, Sis. When the war’s over, I’ll come home an officer. Maybe I can even start my own business. I’ll put aside a bit each week (I get paid more!) so I can buy a garage, and fix up cars and trucks and planes. Have a car of my own. Maybe even a plane. Imagine that.

That’s what I tell myself anyway. Everything will be all right. But I know Ma will worry about me flying, so tell her not to fret. And Dad won’t be happy because he hates the war. But you tell him … I don’t know. Tell him a man has to do his bit. Just like it says on the posters. I know I promised I wouldn’t get into any danger, and I’ll try not to. We’re a reconnaissance squadron, so all we have to do is fly around taking photos. And we don’t have to shoot anyone. It’s the scouts that get into those famous dogfights. Not us.

Anyway, we have to spend months and months in training and the war will probably be over by the time we’ve finished. You bet it will.

Your loving brother,

A
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It was a blazing hot summer. The war had ground on for more years than we’d ever dreamed was possible. In every suburb, sometimes in every street, there were families in mourning. After Gallipoli, we thought we’d seen the end of suffering. But there was fighting in Palestine and those endless trenches through Flanders and France, battles in Italy and all along the Russian Front. The war seemed to take over the whole world.

It had even taken over our little family. Every evening, Dad spread the newspapers out on the table and read out the news from the Front. There were stories about battles in the desert and in snowstorms, between ships far out at sea, or across the rivers and mountains of Serbia. We learned the names of villages, forests and hills we’d never heard of before, and Bertie made Dad read out all the news about the British pilots flying high over France and Belgium. Flossie wanted to know all about the Light Horse.

‘What are the horses’ names?’ she asked.

‘Not listed,’ said Dad.

‘That’s not fair,’ said Flossie. ‘They do all the running around. The soldiers just sit there, and get medals and everything.’

Dad nodded. ‘I’d never thought about that.’

‘If I had a horse,’ Bertie announced, ‘I’d call him Bertie.’

‘If I had a horse,’ said Flossie, ‘I wouldn’t let her get taken for the war.’

‘Me neither,’ said Bertie. Then he started crying. ‘Don’t let the Army take him away.’

Mum squeezed his arm. ‘Darling,’ she said gently, ‘you don’t have a horse.’

‘Oh yeah. I forgot.’

But usually Ma pretended not to listen. She didn’t like all the news of attacks and casualties, and Pushes and artillery barrages. She especially didn’t like to hear about plane crashes. The newspapers printed all the stories of Great Deeds by Our Men and Australia’s Finest in Action, but they also published news from places like St Petersburg and the latest reports from German newspapers. Most mornings, the news from the Front was all of New Breakthrough and Glorious Victory, but then the next day it didn’t seem as if anything had changed. We would look carefully at the maps, and the trenches stayed where they were, pretty much. 

The hoo-ha of the conscription debate died down— for us, at least. Not for the politicians, who bickered and split and voted and carried on. Billy Hughes hung on as prime minister, even though he was kicked out of his own party.

His life was simple compared to mine.

‘Dad,’ I said one evening, over treacle pudding. ‘Is it all right if I don’t go back to school this year?’

His spoon, halfway to his mouth, stopped in mid-air. ‘You what?’

Ma told the little ones to go to bed. Now. That was not a good sign.

‘The thing is,’ I said, ‘with Alex gone, everything seems so different.’

‘What’s that got to do with your education?’ asked Ma.

‘A very good question,’ said Dad.

They waited for my answer. They like a good debate, those two, but when it comes to important matters they can be terrifyingly patient.

‘I know we don’t support the war,’ I said, ‘but we do have to look after the people who are in it.’

‘Of course,’ Ma said. ‘But I still don’t see what that’s got to do with you. You and Alex are the first members of this family to have a proper education.’

‘I know,’ I said. ‘I really do.’

‘Most girls your age have already left school,’ said Dad. ‘If you finish this year, you can get a job then. You might work in an office.’

‘That’s not enough,’ I said. ‘Not any more.’

‘Then you could be a teacher,’ said Ma.

‘You can’t afford to send me to teachers college,’ I said. ‘Let’s face it.’

‘We do our best,’ said Dad.

I touched his hand. ‘I know you do. Truly.’

‘I’ll never get rich working for the Railways,’ said Dad. ‘Nobody’s rich now. Except people making explosives.’

Ma stared at me, her face grim. ‘We want you to set an example for other girls.’

‘But I still could, just in a different way. Women are getting jobs in other places—building things and working machinery—with all the men away.’

‘That’s true in Britain,’ said Ma. ‘Not here. The government doesn’t want to encourage young ladies to work.’

‘But that’s the sort of job I want. Something a man might do.’

‘That doesn’t sound very ladylike,’ said Ma—the same woman who shouts at politicians and marches in the streets chanting slogans. 

‘It might be my only chance,’ I said. ‘When the soldiers come home, we’ll all have to go back to working in offices and shops. So we ought to have interesting jobs in the meantime.’

‘Hmmm,’ said Dad. ‘That is a splendid political argument.’

They swapped glances. I could feel them weakening— it was the biggest strategic defeat of the war so far.

‘Say we agreed to this scheme,’ said Ma. ‘Where on earth would you get a job?’

‘Somewhere  exciting,’  I  said.  ‘Herding  cattle  or working in the shipyards or driving trucks.’

‘I know just the place,’ she said.


January, 1917

Station Street,

Coburg

Dear Dingbat,

Oh yes, very funny. Get promoted to fly aeroplanes at the Front and leave your poor sister to tell the parents. Maybe you are a coward after all (just joking).

They took the news as well as can be expected. Ma smashed all the good china and Dad drove his fist through the kitchen wall. Just joking again. That’s one good thing about growing up with pacifists. Instead, they both went very quiet and didn’t say much for a few days. I could hear them whispering to each other in the evenings, but I couldn’t make out what they said. After a while, everything returned to normal. You can get used to anything, I guess. Even missing your brother every moment of the day, which I do, by the way.

Your letter reached us just after New Year, so I hope by now you are happily ensconced in some luxurious English castle, being waited on by minions, and spend your evenings wearing full dress uniform and making toasts to the King before smashing your brandy glass in the fireplace. Do they still do that? Are there minions?

Bertie wants to know if it’s snowing where you are. It’s roasting here, as usual. And Flossie wants to know if you’ve seen a Zeppelin yet, and could you please bring one home for her? I think she imagines they are the same size as their photographs in the newspaper. I explained to her that they are enormous airships and twice the size of a sea-going ship, but she still asked that you bring one home if you can. 

As for me, I have news of my own. You aren’t the only one to get a promotion. I’ve promoted myself right out of school and into Cardigan’s House of Quality. You know, the ladies wear shop on Lygon Street, just near the bank? I work there five days and a half day on Saturday, and have to wear my best clothes all the time, which is awkward because I don’t have that many. 

So when you come home, you can pop in and buy one of those fancy silk scarves the flying aces wear. But don’t expect a discount. The boss watches me like a hawk.

Love,

Mags
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It was dark by the time the train pulled into Oxford station. There was nobody to meet us, just a clutch of officers waiting to get on board and head back to London. A paperboy about Flossie’s age shouted down the platform.

‘Get your copy here! Hun submarines back in the hunt.’

Banjo rummaged in his pocket for some coins.

‘How much?’

‘For you, sir, threepence.’

‘How much for anyone else, eh?’

‘Tuppence.’

Banjo chuckled. ‘Here.’ He gave the kid sixpence and took a copy of the newspaper.

‘Thanks, mister.’ The boy sprinted off before Banjo could change his mind.

Banjo held the front page up to the lamplight. ‘Looks like the Germans are attacking our ships again.’

‘We got here just in time,’ I said.

‘Not soon enough,’ said Charlie. ‘We have to get over there and stop them.’

Banjo shivered. ‘Imagine being a submariner. Under the water. Dark all the time. How do those things even work? Wouldn’t be one of those blokes for quids.’

‘They probably think the same about us,’ I said.

‘At least we have a bath every week,’ said Charlie. ‘Imagine how bad a submarine smells!’

We stood about for a while, waiting, but there was a rotten wind, and sleet coming down sideways, so Charlie badgered the ticket bloke into calling a taxi. We bundled into it, luggage and all, and off we went. We thought it’d be like driving to Point Cook from Flinders Street, and settled in for a long haul. Instead it took about five minutes and we only seemed to drive a few streets away. We could have walked it. But the cabbie charged us an arm and a leg for making him come out in the cold and tried to talk Charlie into letting him keep the change.

‘Bloomin’ colonials,’ said the cabbie under his breath.

‘What was that?’ I asked.

‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Didn’t say a word.’

He dumped our bags in a puddle and drove off.

‘Charming,’ said Charlie. ‘Welcome to England, chaps.’

‘You sure this is the right place?’ said Banjo.

‘King’s College.’ I read out the words on a brass plaque beside the gate. ‘That’s what it says on our orders.’

‘Fancy.’ Banjo gazed up at the stone walls and let out a whistle. ‘Looks like a medieval castle.’

‘Bloomin’ colonials,’ Charlie teased. ‘Haven’t you ever seen an old building before?’

‘Come on,’ I said. ‘Let’s find a nice warm fire and a cup of tea.’

I yanked on the bell pull. No answer. Tried again. Someone on the other side turned a key in the ancient lock. Slowly the gate opened and a face appeared in the crack. Whoever it was wore three different scarves wrapped around his head. He looked like an Antarctic explorer.

Charlie saluted. ‘Lieutenants Boyd and Driscoll and Air Mechanic Robinson reporting for duty.’

‘Nonsense,’ said the bundle of scarves.

‘I beg your pardon?’ said Banjo. ‘This is King’s College?’

‘Oh, you’re in the right place, sure enough,’ said the bundle. ‘But you’re wrong about who you are.’

‘Can you just let us in, please?’ I said. ‘It’s too cold for riddles.’

‘Certainly,’ he said. ‘But you have to leave your ranks at the door. Once you enter, you are all cadets. No more, no less.’

‘Fine,’ I said, and shouldered my bag.

‘Hold up,’ said Charlie.

‘Don’t argue,’ I whispered. ‘It’s freezing.’

But of course Charlie wouldn’t listen. ‘What are you on about, old chap? We are officers of the Australian Flying Corps. And one about-to-be officer.’

‘That may well be, but not here,’ said the gatekeeper. ‘While you’re in training, you’re all cadets and you’ll be treated as such.’

‘But—’

‘Same for everyone?’ I asked.

‘Yes. Australian, Canadian, Irish, English. All sorts.’

‘In that case …’ said Charlie.

At last the door opened properly and we stepped through onto a perfect quadrangle of lawn and into our new lives.

An hour later, in dry clothes and sipping on strong tea, Charlie was still sore about being demoted.

‘I already know how to fly,’ he said. ‘Why would they make me start all over again?’

‘Maybe there’s some mistake,’ said Banjo, hopefully.

But he was wrong.

At six-thirty the next morning, the bugler sounded reveille.

‘What on earth is that?’ said Charlie. ‘It’s the middle of the night.’

Banjo groaned in his bunk and rolled over. But there was no escape. Someone pounded on the door. 

‘Fall in at seven for roll call!’

‘Those poet fellows are right,’ Charlie said. ‘War is hell.’

Somehow  we  got  ourselves  into  uniform  and downstairs  by  seven,  and  there  we  saw  our  fellow trainees for the first time. Mostly pale chaps—British, by the looks. There were a few sunburned faces, perhaps Australians either straight off the ship or back from the fighting in Palestine. Standing steadfastly to attention at one end was a tall Indian man with a fantastical set of whiskers.

A party of three officers and a sergeant marched smartly into the room and turned as one to face us. I drew myself up into the best imitation of a soldier I could manage. Everyone else did the same.

‘Welcome,  Cadets.’  One  of  the  officers  drew  a clipboard out from under his arm and shouted out our surnames in alphabetical order. Then he turned and marched off.

‘Right then, you lot,’ shouted the sergeant. ‘Time for drill.’

Drills before breakfast? Or maybe we weren’t getting breakfast. Someone moaned. I had to agree. But that’s how it was, every morning, all through that terrible winter. Some mornings we’d wake up to find the water in the wash basin frozen solid. At times like those, we looked forward to the morning’s drill, because at least it warmed us up. Sergeant Jones had us jumping and bending and squatting and running on the spot. It was just like being back at footy training with the Coburg under-sixteens. I quite liked that part, but Charlie hated every moment. He’d never been much of a footballer either.

‘What is the point of all this?’ he said, a little too loudly, one morning.

‘The point,’ said Sergeant Jones, coming so close that we could smell his hair cream, ‘is to help you survive, Cadet.’

‘I don’t see how push-ups are going to make us better flyers,’ said Charlie.

‘You ever had to drag a plane out of three feet of mud for an emergency take-off, Cadet?’

‘No, Sergeant.’

‘Ever tried flying for four hours straight without so much as a canteen of water?’

‘No, Sergeant.’

‘Had to crawl back across No Man’s Land to evade capture?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Then you can do fifty more push-ups this morning, Cadet. And be thankful you’re not sitting in a frozen trench on the Somme like all the other poor blighters.’

Charlie was still doing push-ups when we headed off to breakfast.

He wasn’t having the best time of it. He hated that his previous training didn’t count. He’d flown solo for ten hours, but none of that mattered. At King’s College, we were mere cadets, just beginners. For all of us, it felt like being back at school—a graceful, centuries-old sandstone school with stained glass windows, mind you, with pudding every night, and servants called scouts to light the fires and wash our clothes. There were rooms filled with nothing but books, and one lined with maps, and an even bigger library around the corner if we wanted to read anything that wasn’t about planes. I poked my head in there one day but all the books looked so old I got shy and ran straight out again. I suppose some of the fellows were used to things like that. But not me. 

We  had  to  parade  in  our  best  uniforms  every mealtime, keep our boots so shiny we could see our faces in them, and behave at all times like gentlemen. 

Ha!

Me, a gentleman? If only Ma could’ve seen me.

Not just a gentleman, but a pilot and a scholar. I couldn’t believe it. But we really did have to study hard, all day and most evenings. They taught us how to read maps and send messages in Morse code, how to take photographs from a moving aeroplane with these fancy new cameras, and all about the weather and the wind and the different kinds of artillery each army used. There were endless classes about planes, of course, and how they work, how to repair them, and all the little technical details you need to know to fly. I knew most of it already, but I’d never seen some of the planes that were now in action over the Front, and new models came out all the time. 

If I’d been a bit obsessed with planes before, I was almost crazy now. I spent hours poring over specifications for all the newer aircraft, reading about their weaknesses and weaponry. Designs had changed radically in just a few months, since the Dutch inventor Fokker had figured out how to get a machine gun to fire through the propeller without shooting the blades off. 

The air war had changed too. All along the Western Front, the Germans reigned supreme. Everyone called it ‘the Fokker scourge’, but it wasn’t just because the Germans had one genius inventor of fast, lethal planes. They also had great pilots, skilled ground crew, and brilliant engineers. That was why we were in Oxford. That was why we were being trained so carefully. In a few months, we’d face the most daunting air force in the world. We had to be smart. We had to be ready.

But we didn’t fly. Not once. That was to come later. It was all books and lectures and drills, over and over. At night, Banjo and I argued endlessly about whether the Sopwith Pup or the DH2 was a better plane, and the best tactics to try to defeat the brilliant German aces in their fast fighters.

‘Will you two shut up?’ Charlie said one evening. ‘Or I’ll shoot you down myself.’

‘Sorry,’  said  Banjo.  We  were  lying  about  in  our room, Charlie slumped in an armchair and Banjo and I sprawled on the carpet near the fireplace. Banjo spread his notebooks out in front of him.

Charlie flung his head back and sighed.

Banjo looked at his notes and then up at me. ‘What’s your opinion on the Immelmann Turn?’ he asked. ‘You climb quickly, then reverse back, and take another pass at your target before he knows what’s happening.’ 

‘Possible but tricky,’ I said. ‘Unless you’re flying an Eindecker, as Immelmann did. In a Pup you can climb much higher, so you’d be more likely to—’

Charlie threw a pillow at me.

‘I can’t stand it another moment,’ he said. ‘All this talk. I just want to get over there and do something.’

‘You’ll get your chance soon enough,’ I said. ‘Sergeant Jones says—’

‘Don’t tell me—fifty extra push-ups for you, Cadet,’ said Charlie, in a fine impersonation of Jonesy’s Welsh accent. ‘And you’ll never be able to carry a plane in one hand across No Man’s Land if you don’t eat your porridge.’

I laughed.

‘It’s all right for you,’ he said. ‘You love all this aeronautical thingummyjiggery.’

‘Don’t you want to know how—’

‘No!’ he shouted. ‘I don’t. Just give me a plane and a Vickers gun and stand clear.’

‘Ooh, tetchy,’ said Banjo.

Charlie threw a whole encyclopaedia at him. Banjo didn’t duck in time.


February, 1917

King’s College,

Oxford, England (Yes! England!)

Sis,

You should see me. Flat out on a leather sofa in front of the fire. Banjo’s making toast—burning it really, but if you slather enough butter on, it’s delicious. It’s like really being at university, or at least this is how I imagine it would be, except all we ever have to think about is aircraft. What fun.

So you don’t need to worry about me at all. The only danger I face at present is choking on burnt toast. Or failing my exams.

I feel a bit guilty thinking about cousin Ralphie and all the other infantry over there in the trenches in all this cold weather. It’s even worse in France, apparently. Here’s me living the high life, with an extra blanket if I feel a bit chilly, while Ralphie’s probably up to his knees in snow. Poor fellows.

We’re off to start practical training in a few weeks, and not a moment too soon. They reckon all this training will take eight months. Eight! Charlie’s going to punch someone if they don’t let him fly soon. I’m getting impatient to try my hand at it too. Soon I’ll have wings.

Your loving brother,

A
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I’d  always  imagined,  when  I  was  Flossie’s  age,  that when  I  grew  up  I’d  be  a  famous  adventurer  like Gertrude Bell, riding through the desert on my camel and digging up ancient cities lost in the sand. Or a writer like Miles Franklin, living in Paris or London and going to art galleries and fancy restaurants. 

But no. This is what my days were like. Up early to help Ma with the little ones. I do love them, but they never slept in. Nor did she. I chopped the kindling and got the cooker going, then fed the chooks.

While  Ma  made  breakfast,  I  helped  Flossie  get ready for school and dressed myself for work. Then I’d convince Bertie to eat his egg yolk instead of painting the tablecloth with it. Dad spent ages reading the newspapers, sipping at his tea, wondering aloud if the Americans would finally join in the war.

‘The Germans have sunk another American ship,’ he said. ‘Hundreds of people on board.’

‘What happened to them?’ asked Bertie.

‘I’m sure they were all rescued,’ said Ma quickly. ‘Isn’t that right, dear?’

‘No, it says here …’ Dad glanced up into Bertie’s face. ‘Um, yes. They’re all safe and well.’

‘Good,’ said Bertie, and resumed the attack on his boiled egg. ‘They probably didn’t like getting wet though.’ 

Dad jumped to his feet, buttoning up his waistcoat, kissed each of us on our foreheads, and rushed out of the kitchen.

‘I have to meet the eight-twenty-seven from town.’

Every morning he sounded surprised by that, even though his whole life ran according to the train timetable. And then off he’d go. 

All day Dad got to blow his whistle and wave flags and shout ‘All aboard!’ Even when there were no trains due, he could order the signalmen about, help ladies with their parcels, sell tickets and meet all kinds of people. The train platform was always lively. Bertie spent untold hours sitting on our front veranda waving to the train drivers as they pulled into the station and watching all our neighbours come and go. If Dad wasn’t looking, he’d run across the tracks to talk to old Mr Grant who was in charge of the railway crossing and sometimes let him stand on the gates as they swung shut. Or he’d sit up in the signal box with Fred, munching on sandwiches and pretending to be in charge of the entire train system. Which is a scary thought.

But me … in fact, my days were so dull I can’t stand even thinking about it.

Instead  of  going  to  fascinating  parties  full  of charming people, it was washing day on Saturday and a roast on Sunday, or lining up at the butcher’s shop for whatever sad fatty chops were left, since all the decent food was sent over to the soldiers, even though it must’ve tasted perfectly horrible by the time it got there.

I’d also thought—silly me—that going to work would be more interesting than going to school. Far from it. Instead of reading wonderful novels like Seven Little Australians and Anne of Green Gables and trying to remember the date of the Battle of Hastings, I had to measure linen and pin up hems and help old women decide between tan or beige gloves.

Life wasn’t how I thought it would be—like the lives I’d read about in books. 

How I wished that I could be in England like Alex, learning fascinating things and flying through the air and seeing the sights. 

Women had won the right to vote. At least some women  had.  But  we  still  weren’t  allowed  to  have adventures.


March, 1917

Station Street,

Coburg

Dear Dunderhead,

I do wish I was in Oxford with you. Is it just as you imagined? 

I’ve always dreamed of going to university. Have you? I suppose so. You could’ve studied engineering, like General Monash, and I could be a famous philosopher. Everything might have been different if there wasn’t a war, and we weren’t as poor as church mice. But I don’t suppose it was ever likely, not for us.

I enclose a scarf I knitted for you, and one mitten from Flossie. She insisted. 

You may never get the other half of the pair. She seems to have lost interest in knitting now, having accomplished such a triumph so early in her career. It’s a little bit lumpy, but please don’t let on. Also, she couldn’t quite manage the thumb. So you might be better off using it as a tea cosy. But it’s a lovely blue, and it made her happy.

Dad sends a tub of his special boot polish and Ma sends her love. 

Bertie has nothing to say on the subject at all, but he does miss you.

As do I.

Your sister,

Mags
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The  week  before  we  left  Oxford,  the  instructors called us in, one by one, to give us our orders. The cadets  who  ranked  highest  in  the  exams  were  sent through to fighter pilot training. The next group would learn how to fly slower two-seater observation planes on reconnaissance missions over the frontline, looking out  for  flashes  from  the  big  guns  or  photographing troop  movements.  Cadets  who  got  a  low  pass  mark might be sent straight to gunnery school. They’d never be  pilots,  but  observers  in  a  two-seater,  manning  a Lewis  gun  while  the  pilot  did  all  the  flying.  Blokes who failed their exams completely would be posted to ground crew or even sent into the Army.

‘They could have told us that earlier,’ said Charlie. ‘I might have tried harder.’ He’d just scraped through the  exams—lucky to pass at all, Jonesy said. 

‘Too late now,’ said Banjo, in a mournful voice.

We waited in a cold, dark-panelled hallway for our names to be called. Charlie was first, and flashed us a grin before vanishing through the door.

‘There’ll be hell to pay if he doesn’t get through,’ said Banjo.

‘Don’t even think about it,’ I said.

‘I don’t care what happens to me,’ he said. ‘If they reckon I’m not up to it, I’d rather be an observer. We can’t all be aces.’

I nudged his shoulder with mine. ‘You’re a good bloke, Banjo.’

‘Just realistic.’

‘But you’re dead wrong about the Sopwith Pup.’

He chuckled. ‘That’s what you’ll be flying soon,’ he said. ‘You’ve got the best marks of all of us.’

‘We’ll see about that.’

‘Don’t you do anything stupid,’ he said.

Good thing they called my name just then.

‘Cadet Robinson.’

‘Sir.’

A panel of three officers sat behind a long wooden table, like judges ready to pronounce a death sentence. Major O’Brien, the Squadron Commander, sat in the middle, with Flight Instructor Gibson on his right. He winked at me. I’d never seen the chap on the left before. He wore an eye patch which only partly hid a ragged red scar, and the crutches propped against the wall behind him told a familiar story. Flying was a dangerous business. He’d lived to tell the tale, and to train more pilots to take his place. Not every flyer’s story ended like that.

A coal fire burned feebly in the corner. It somehow made the room stuffy but no warmer. I waited while Major O’Brien shuffled a few pieces of paper. At last he looked up. A muscle in his cheek quivered. 

‘Congratulations, young man,’ he said. ‘Your results are excellent, and I understand your technical abilities are second to none.’

I let out a sigh of relief. ‘Thank you, sir.’

‘So I’m pleased to inform you that you’ll be posted to train as a scout pilot with RFC squadron—’

‘Excuse me, sir,’ I said before he could finish. ‘I’d prefer reconnaissance. If I could. Please.’

The injured man snorted. ‘That’s not how it works,’ he said. ‘You go where you’re posted.’

‘Might I know why?’ Major O’Brien asked me.

‘My friend, Charlie Driscoll,’ I said. ‘He was just in here.’

‘Yes?’

‘Where did he get posted?’

‘Ah,’ said Captain Gibson. ‘I see. You Australians want to stick together?’

‘We’re best mates,’ I said. ‘Since school.’

‘Then perhaps you should have helped Cadet Driscoll with his homework,’ said O’Brien. ‘He’ll be lucky to make observer.’

‘Charlie’s a great pilot,’ I said. ‘I swear. He’s just not keen on studying.’

The man with the eye patch leaned forward. ‘Listen to me,’ he said, his voice croaky. ‘I don’t care how good a man seems in basic training. Any fool can fly a damned plane. Anybody can crash one too. We need experts now. Not lazy chaps who can’t be bothered opening a book. We need pilots who can find their way cross-country over enemy territory. Who can spot the difference between a machine gun post and a lavatory at a thousand feet and send a message in Morse before anybody else gets shot. Who are reliable, and quick, and won’t lose their nerve. Not heroes. Just steady men who can look after each other in the sky and make it home in one piece.’

I gulped. ‘I can do that, sir. And so can Charlie.’

He sat back. ‘I’m sure you can. I’m not so certain about him.’

He was right, in a way. Charlie was one of those people who’d love nothing better than to fly around all day trying to shoot Germans out of the sky. He wouldn’t be happy with less exciting reconnaissance work. But it suited me. I was not a hunter, desperate to notch up kill after kill. I was no ace. That wasn’t how I’d been brought up. It wasn’t who I was. I just wanted to fly, and do the best job I could. I’d defend myself if push came to shove and I’d stick up for my mates too. Even if they never knew.

Major O’Brien cleared his throat. ‘My colleague Captain Ferguson is quite right,’ he said, with a nod to the captain. ‘But the reconnaissance units need officers of your calibre too. I recommend Cadets Robinson and Driscoll for training with 48 Squadron at Waddington Air Base.’

‘I agree,’ said Captain Gibson.

‘So do I,’ said Ferguson, with an odd grin.

‘How about Cadet Boyd?’ I asked. ‘He’s my mate too.’

‘Don’t push your luck.’

I saluted and left the room as fast as I could.


March, 1917

King’s College,

Oxford, England

Dear Maggie,

I just realised I always prattle on about aircraft and whatnot, when you probably want to know about England. I wish you could see it. It’s springtime now, or so they reckon. Still freezing cold, if you ask me.

I’ll be sorry to leave Oxford. It’s like a perfect little fairytale city. All the buildings are about a million years old (that might not be strictly true) and there are lots of spires, which must be very handy for navigators. They make us go to church—serious High Church with incense and everything—on Sundays, and there’s a schoolboy choir that sings like angels. But we have the run of the town because most of the students our age are away at the war or never coming back. Some of these colleges must have lost a great many young men, when you think about it. The streets are quiet, except for us.

But they don’t let us out much. Probably just as well. We do get a bit rowdy sometimes, but only because all the rest of the time we study and sleep and drill and study and drill some more. And eat. Oh, you should see the meals!

A
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‘Going out this evening?’

‘There’s a public meeting, dear,’ said Ma, pinning on her hat. ‘At Guild Hall. I’ll take the tram and be home by nine.’

‘What’s it about?’ I asked.

She  wriggled  her  hands  into  her  gloves.  ‘Miss Goldstein is speaking on the role of women in the world of the future.’

‘Can I come?’

She blinked. ‘But who will look after your father?’

‘He doesn’t need looking after,’ I said. ‘The little ones are fast asleep, and he’s happy enough sitting there muttering at the newspapers.’

She ducked her head around the kitchen door and peeked at him. He did look quite content. He held the front page up to the lamplight and peered at it through his spectacles.

‘Damned Nationalists,’ he growled. ‘Country’s going to wrack and ruin.’

‘Very well,’ said Ma. ‘You won’t be bored?’

‘Not if Miss Goldstein is as interesting as everyone says.’

‘Oh, she certainly is.’ Ma smiled. ‘Why not, then? Get your hat.’

All the way into the city, she looked at me as if I was about to change my mind. I kept up a steady stream of questions about the famous Vida Goldstein and her Women’s Peace Army. Miss Goldstein had campaigned for years for women to be able to vote, and sometimes she even ran for Parliament.

‘The Prime Minister says she’s dangerous.’

‘Only to him, dear,’ said Ma. ‘To everyone else, she’s absolutely charming.’

And so she was. Guild Hall was full of people, mostly women about Ma’s age, with a few young women and a handful of gentlemen. Some of them were very well-todo, wearing fancy hats and fabric I now recognised as horribly expensive per yard. Ma pointed out the notorious suffragette Miss Pankhurst, sitting in the front row with the lawyer Mr Maurice Blackburn, whose good works were often reported in the newspapers. He raised his hat to Ma and she bowed her head graciously.

Goodness, I thought. Ma has her own little world and it’s full of clever, famous people. I’d never realised.

We got good seats on the balcony so we could see the stage. It was awfully stuffy. Everybody was talking at once, but then a hush fell over the crowd. 

A  man—a  doctor  of  some  sort—stood  up  and started talking about advances in medicine and the new X-ray machines that let the doctors see right inside to people’s bones, which was interesting. Ma whispered that the celebrated scientist Madame Curie has had trucks fitted with the X-ray machines and drives through the war zones in France to help the surgeons operating on wounded soldiers. Madame Curie’s niece helps her, driving around close to the trenches, even though she’s only seventeen. 

I don’t know why I don’t have brilliant, famous relations who take me on adventures. My aunt once went to Geelong on the train, but that’s about as daring as it gets in our family. Except for Alex, of course. 

Then another bloke rattled on about automobiles of the future. Alex would have liked hearing about that, but I thought it was boring, and anyway I was waiting for Miss Goldstein. Then she stood up and walked to the lectern. She wore a simple dress of grey silk, with a fine shawl around her shoulders. Her hair was drawn up into an elegant bun, just the way Ma wore hers, and her hat was in matching grey straw with a black ribbon. She looked for all the world like a fashionable lady out for a Sunday stroll. But then she started talking.

There should be an International Court of Justice, she argued, and instead of fighting wars, all the countries could go to court instead. Then the government wouldn’t be allowed to declare war at all unless the people voted for it. And women should have equal political rights everywhere. No men ought to be forced to fight in a war overseas, she said, and other things which also sounded very sensible, although they would have made the Prime Minister bite his hat in rage.

Miss Goldstein had the most magnificent voice, rich and musical, and she knew how to use it well. She didn’t shout, but you could hear every word. It was almost like singing. Her ideas all sounded so clever, and yet so obvious, that half of me wondered why I hadn’t thought of it myself, and half felt like I’d known it my whole life. Her gaze touched one person and then another, so somehow you felt she was looking straight at you, and talking only to you, in the middle of that crowded hall, and her words and her voice lit you up from the inside.

No wonder the Prime Minister is scared of her, I thought. She’s a hundred times better at this than he is.

She  finished,  and  everyone  applauded  wildly, especially me, although I felt a little sorry for the automobile chap, because nobody paid him any attention at all. Then we all stood up and Ma took my elbow and we swept down the staircase and into Swanston Street.

If Miss Goldstein has an army, I decided, I’ll enlist on the spot.


March, 1917

Station Street,

Coburg

Dear Knucklehead,

Don’t be in too much of a rush to finish your training. It sounds fascinating and much better than being shot at. Trust you to think of those famous Oxford spires as mere navigational points. 

It’s very hard to know what’s going on in the war. We try to follow it, and Dad has a map set out on the dining room table. But the newspapers just print little snippets here and there and it’s confusing. Last week General Haig announced A DRAMATIC GERMAN RETREAT, so we looked on the map and it hardly seemed any distance at all. But what would I know? I’m just a girl.

Speaking of which, I am now a fully fledged member of the Women’s Peace Army on my own account, after two years of listening to Ma banging on about it. We go to meetings together and she insists on introducing me to everyone. I even met Miss Goldstein. My goodness, what an impressive woman.

She and Ma are thick as thieves. Not surprising, I suppose. They think alike. I’m sure they believe that once women got the vote, the world would change for the better. Instead, look at everything that’s happened. Now there are other battles to fight here on the home front. More sedate than the battles in the trenches and a lot less bloody, but important all the same. So you see? I’ve signed up just like you.

Billy Hughes has formed a new political party since he got thrown out of his old one. Miss Goldstein is sure he’s going to try again to bring in conscription, even though THE COUNTRY HAS SPOKEN. But Mr Hughes will have another go, shouty wee thing that he is. And that moustache! I’m sure it must be full of cake crumbs.

At any rate, the world’s smallest prime minister has me to deal with now. He wants a vast army, so we’ll give him one. Just not quite the army he imagined.

Oh dear. I sound like Dad. That’s what you get for leaving me alone with them.

Good luck with your exams. I’m sure you’ll do brilliantly.

Your sister,

Maggie

PS Did you hear? They’ve brought back those men from Sir Ernest Shackleton’s Antarctica expedition. And several dogs. Fancy being stuck on an island in the ice for all those months. Without a bath! They had to eat penguins. Poor things. The penguins, I mean. Not the men. Although I do feel sorry for them too.
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At last the bugle sounded. No chance of sleeping in. I’d been lying awake for hours in the dark listening to everyone else snore and thinking about what was about  to  happen.  My  first  time  at  the  controls  of  a plane. My first flight as a real pilot.

I won’t pretend I wasn’t nervous. I was. Plenty of pilots crashed in training and quite a few died—more, rumour had it, than were killed in the fighting. But that wouldn’t happen to me. Would it?

That’s why they’d made us spend so much time in training before we were allowed off the ground. Too many men never made it to the battlefield. But I knew everything there was to know about our aircraft, in theory and from all those months as a mechanic, taking apart the old Boxkites and BE2s and putting them back together again. Here, we’d fly the latest and fastest training plane in England—the Avro 504. She was a beauty. I’d spent hours inspecting one in the workshop since we arrived. Real aircraft—fine, two-seater biplanes. Perfect for learning in, and a lot more advanced than the planes we’d had back at Point Cook. Faster too.

But when all’s said and done, any aircraft is just a bunch of sticks and fabric held together with wire and stitches and glue, powered by an engine that I knew, better than anyone, needed to be mollycoddled. 

Maybe that made it worse. Knowing too much. Charlie didn’t care about all that. He just trusted the ground crew to keep him in the air as we always had. Maybe that was why he was so cranky lately—as if learning all about struts and rigging and engine failure dented his faith in pure flying. 

Charlie reckoned he wasn’t worried.

‘Warn the Red Baron I’m on my way!’

So there we were, all three of us, as it turned out. Ready for flight training.

After breakfast and roll call, we milled about in front of the hangar, hoping that the morning mist would clear enough for flying, and half-hoping it wouldn’t.

There were about twenty of us in the new intake. Charlie, Banjo and I still wore our Australian Flying Corps uniforms and cadet insignia, but the British blokes were all spanking new officers with shiny Sam Browne belts and leather flying helmets, and their wing badges sewn above their tunic pockets.

‘I don’t see why they get their wings before us,’ said Charlie. ‘I bet I can fly better than any of them.’

‘It’s just to remind us of our lowly colonial status,’ said Banjo. ‘Pay no attention.’

‘They get paid more too,’ said Charlie.

‘Rich boys in fancy duds,’ I whispered. ‘Doesn’t mean they’re any good.’

‘We’ll find out soon enough,’ said Charlie. ‘I’ll show them.’

‘I hope you will,’ said a familiar voice. I spun round. There, leaning heavily on a walking stick, was Captain Ferguson.

We all snapped to attention.

Ferguson didn’t bother saluting. ‘At ease, men.’

He motioned to the waiting ground crew, who pushed aside the hangar doors and wheeled out two beautiful Avros.

‘Ripper,’ said Banjo.

‘Today and for the next few days you will fly with an instructor,’ Captain Ferguson announced. ‘At some point you will attempt a solo flight. If you survive that, you will continue to fly for the next three weeks, sometimes alone, and sometimes with an instructor. Our aim is to get you off the ground and back down again without injury to yourself or others. It’s fairly simple. Is that clear?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Break my aircraft,’ Ferguson said, ‘and I’ll break your necks. Or perhaps you can do that for yourselves.’

‘Is he supposed to be scaring us?’ Banjo whispered in my ear.

‘Yes, I am,’ said Ferguson. ‘Fear is a very sensible reaction at this point in your careers, and will keep you safer than any parachute.’

‘Actually, sir, where do we get our parachutes?’ asked Banjo.

‘You don’t,’ said Ferguson. ‘The damned things weigh as much as you do. Our machines would never get off the ground if everyone wore a parachute.’

Banjo gulped loudly.

‘Right, then,’ Ferguson said. ‘Looks like we’re ready. Who’s first?’

Charlie and a couple of others stuck up their hands. ‘I’ll go, sir.’

Ferguson ignored them and stared straight at me.

‘You’ll do, Robinson.’

Banjo punched me gently in the arm.

I climbed up the ladder, slipped on the top rung, nearly fell face first over the other side of the plane, and somehow managed to collapse sideways into the cockpit. Charlie snorted. I’d seen other blokes drop casually into the pilot seat a thousand times. I’d done it myself, spanner in hand. But not with a couple of dozen officers watching. If I was going to be a pilot, I should at least look like I knew what I was doing. I’d have to work on that.

I scrambled upright and somehow managed to get myself into the seat. It was a tight fit. I’m not the tallest bloke on earth, but I had trouble folding my legs into that tiny space. Captain Ferguson, even with his crook leg, slid easily into the instructor’s seat just behind mine.

‘Ready?’ His voice echoed through a copper tube near my ear.

‘Ready as I’ll ever be, sir.’

‘You just relax, Robinson. I’ll do all the work.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘That was a joke, Cadet. Start the engine.’

Right. This, at least, I’d done a million times, although only as a mechanic. A pilot had a lot more things to worry about, and it’d all been drummed into my head in those endless classes at Oxford. But this wasn’t theory. If I got anything wrong, we’d both end up dead. Or embarrassed. Just then, I wasn’t sure which was worse.

I took a breath and ran through all the processes one by one. I felt for the rudder bar with my feet, and took the control column—the joystick, they called it here—in my right hand. Unlocked? Check. Made sure all the switches and gauge needles were where they ought to be. Fuel levels? Check. 

The ground crew grabbed on to the top blade of the propeller and swung it down—once, twice, and then a few times more. The engine was primed. We were ready.

I glanced over the side to make sure the ladder was gone.

‘Clear.’

I threw the magneto switch and shouted, ‘Contact!’ The engine spluttered into life.

‘Sound all right to you, Cadet?’

‘Most beautiful noise in the world, sir.’

He waved to the crew to haul away the wheel chocks.

‘Hold on to your hat, Cadet. I’m taking her up.’

I took off my cap and shoved it under my leg. With the others watching, we trundled out onto the grass. I sneaked a look at Charlie. He was squinting into the morning sun, his face like thunder. I hoped he’d calm down once he had a chance to fly.

Captain Ferguson let the engine idle for a few minutes to warm it up, then headed the Avro down to the end of the runway and turned her nose to the east. 

‘What shall I do next, Cadet?’

‘Throttle her, sir?’

‘You Australians have such a charming way of putting things,’ he said. ‘Let’s get up in the blue.’

So we did. The Avro roared down that runway like a dragon, all the canvas shuddering and the wires whistling in the wind. One small bump, then another, the nose pitched up, and we were off. We cleared the old stone wall around the field with six feet to spare, and then a cypress windbreak on the farmland beyond. A hundred feet up in the air, two hundred. I felt like weeping or laughing or both. Flying at last! 

Captain Ferguson banked to our left and brought us back around over the hangars. Another two Avros lined up far below, trainees and instructors on board, ready to take off. Everyone else stood gazing up at us, hands shielding eyes against the sun. Charlie’s pale hair was easy to spot. He wasn’t flying yet. I lifted one hand to wave, but thought better of it.

We circled up higher and higher, and the wind grew colder as we went. I was going to need a lot more clothes. Those girls back home would have to get busy with the knitting.

‘Altitude?’  asked  Ferguson,  after  about  twenty minutes.

I checked the altimeter on the panel in front of me. ‘One thousand feet, sir.’

‘Air speed?’

‘Sixty miles per hour, sir.’

‘Fast enough for you, Cadet?’

It was faster than I’d ever travelled in my life. Our BE2s at Point Cook only managed that on their best days.

‘How fast will she go, sir?’

‘Let’s see, shall we?’

The captain banked to the right, dropped the nose a little so we soared around in a long elegant swoop and levelled out. He shouted to me, ‘Why don’t you give her a bit more throttle?’

I didn’t need to be told twice. I cranked it up and the Avro took off.

‘Excellent,’ came the reply. ‘You can take us down now.’

‘Me, sir?’

‘Well, I got us up here. You can’t expect me to do everything.’

‘Oh, dear God.’

‘What was that?’

‘Nothing, sir.’ The joystick suddenly jolted in my hand. He had handed over control. To me. Hundreds of feet up in the sky.

I peered over the side. The aerodrome was about two miles away, to the east. I very gingerly put a little pressure on the rudder bar and the plane swung slowly around in the right direction. A tiny push on the stick brought the nose a little lower. I could see green fields through the spinning propeller. Sweat trickled down my back. 

‘I’m still here, Cadet,’ said Captain Ferguson. ‘I have every faith in you, but I will not let you kill me. So you have faith in yourself, but also remember that I am here to make sure we both get down safely, in spite of anything you might do.’

That was exactly what I needed to hear. I grinned.

‘I’ll try not to kill either of us, sir.’

‘Glad to hear it, Cadet.’

Slowly but surely we circled back down towards the earth. Every moment I felt as if I learned a thousand lessons: how much pressure to use on the rudder, how to correct any tiny mistakes, when to level out and when to keep the nose down, how the plane felt in the wind, how your body can be both freezing and sweating at the same time, how you can feel terrified and happy all at once, and so intensely focused that there’s nothing else on earth or in the air but you and your aircraft and the clear blue sky.

And then the grass. Closer than I planned—pull the nose up a little, the flaps down, the landing gear touching once, twice, three times. And landed. I felt as if I might throw up. Or cry. In the end I did neither.

‘Good work, Cadet,’ said Ferguson. ‘We live to fly another day.’

Banjo came running out, arms waving. ‘You did it!’

Behind him stood Charlie, hands in pockets, glaring at me.


March, 1917

Air Base Waddington

Lincolnshire, England

You’ll never believe it, Sis. I can fly!

We got here four days ago and I’ve been up several times every day since. We have to start and land the planes ourselves, and fly around with the instructor doing any tricky bits (he sits in the back with his own set of controls, thank goodness).

But then, this morning, I’d just landed and Captain Ferguson jumped out (well, he didn’t really jump because he’s got a sore leg) and said, ‘Right-oh, Cadet, off you pop.’ So I had to take off and fly and land all by myself.

I won’t admit it to anyone else, but I flew around in circles for much longer than I needed to because I was too scared to land. If I’d had more petrol in the tank, I might still be up there now.

My first solo flight! I’m glad I’ve got it out of the way. I was dreading the thought of it, but Captain F made it seem so ordinary that I was in the air before I could start worrying. I’m the first of our lot to fly solo, but the others will all have a crack at it in the next few days.

Charlie, of course, has flown solo back home so he’s raring to go. Banjo, on the other hand, has been feeling sick about it all week. But they’ll both be fine. Captain F won’t let anybody try it unless he’s sure they’ll succeed. He teases us, but I’ve noticed he is really very cautious. No wonder. He’s lost an eye and half his foot getting shot down over France—by the Red Baron, no less.

So now he’s training us to fly safely. I don’t think I ever met a better bloke. You’d like him.

But that’s enough from here. Tell me everything from your side of the world.

A

XX
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I woke up early on my birthday. Silly, really. I don’t know what I expected, but I felt the morning held a kind of promise. It was Sunday, so I didn’t have to work. The whole sun-drenched day stretched before me. A magpie sat on the fence outside my window, carolling and carrying on, as they do.

I sneaked out of the bedroom without waking Flossie. The whole house smelled of toast and bacon. Ma and Dad were in the kitchen, drinking tea as usual. 

‘Glad you’re up,’ said Dad. ‘I have to go to work soon. Didn’t want to miss you.’

Ma vanished into the pantry and reappeared bearing a parcel all wrapped up in brown paper and tied with string.

‘Happiest of birthdays, dear,’ she said, and kissed my hair. I squeezed the parcel. Clothing of some kind. A new dress, perhaps, to wear to work?

‘Thank you, Ma.’

Dad  leaned  over  and  squeezed  my  elbow.  ‘Your mother’s been sewing in secret for weeks. Wait till you see them. A triumph!’

‘Shush now,’ she said, blushing.

Them?

I picked at the string impatiently, then just wrestled it off sideways and unfolded the paper. Inside was something made of heavy brown fabric—tweed, and not a cheap material either. 

‘A skirt? It’s lovely, Ma, thank you ever so.’

‘Not quite,’ she said.

I held it up.

‘Bloomers!’

Dad erupted in laughter. ‘All the modern girls are wearing them now.’

‘For me?’ I held them up against my waist. ‘Am I allowed to wear them in public? Really?’ 

Ma grinned. ‘Only in certain circumstances,’ she said. ‘We don’t want to shock the whole neighbourhood.’

‘Which circumstances?’ I asked.

‘Ah,’ said Dad, rising from his chair. ‘That’s the second part of the birthday surprise.’

He took my hand and led me out into the hallway and through the back door. Ma followed closely behind. There, leaning against the fence, was the most astonishing thing I had ever seen in my entire life.

‘A bicycle!’

[image: image]

None of us could believe it. Bertie and Flossie ran around in circles all morning, laughing. None of us knew how to ride it, either. I kept trying, watched closely by the little ones, but it wouldn’t stay up. 

‘Silly machine!’ said Flossie.

‘Make it go,’ said Bertie. Over and over.

‘It can’t be that hard,’ said Dad. ‘Lots of people ride them nowadays.’

Many bruises later, and a helping hand from Dad running along behind, I figured it out. I gripped the handlebars and soared down Station Street, peddling as fast as my legs would go.

‘Hoorah!’ shouted Flossie.

‘Mags has got a bicycle,’ sang Bertie. Over and over.

[image: image]

‘Miss Robinson?’ A voice cried out to me across Guild Hall, just as we were leaving a meeting. Ma and I paused, craning to see who had called. The crowd parted. Miss Pankhurst rushed across the room, hands outstretched. To me.

‘I hope you don’t mind,’ she said, drawing close. ‘I so wanted to meet you. I hear you have a bicycle.’

‘She does,’ said Ma, with a sniff.

‘How thrilling,’ said Miss Pankhurst. ‘Can you really ride it? And do you wear bloomers?’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘It would be impossible otherwise— my petticoat wouldn’t last a moment.’

I’d only ever seen her at a distance, standing on a stage giving rousing speeches or shouting down hecklers. She was tiny and very pretty, impossibly glamorous really, apart from being one of the most famous people in Melbourne, and a member of one of the most notorious families in the Empire. It seemed miraculous that she was standing there talking to me. About bicycles. 

‘How wonderful.’ Miss Pankhurst took one of my hands in hers and gave me a charming smile. ‘You’ve convinced me. I’m going to buy one too.’

‘You should,’ I said. ‘Every young woman needs a bicycle.’

‘Do you know,’ she said, pressing my hand, ‘I’m sure we’re going to be the best of friends.’
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Ma fumed all the way home on the tram.

‘Presumptuous.’

‘Now, Ma. Everyone is fascinated by bicycles. Maybe I can teach her to ride.’

‘I know what she’s up to.’

‘What?’

Ma stared out the window. The street lamps threw yellow halos up into the foggy night.

‘Be careful, that’s all I ask.’

‘If you’re worried she’ll break her neck —’

‘No,’ Ma said with a sly grin, ‘that doesn’t worry me at all.’

‘Then what are you up in arms about?’

‘Miss Pankhurst is trying to gather the younger women in the Peace Army around her,’ said Ma. ‘She thinks some of us are not active enough.’

I snorted. ‘You? Not active? You spend every evening at meetings.’

‘Hardly,’ she said. ‘But I fear Miss Pankhurst wishes to overthrow the government. I only want to stop the war.’

‘Perhaps she’s lonely,’ I said. ‘It must be very hard on her, being all the way over here when her mother is still in London.’

‘Mrs  Pankhurst  was  happy  to  be  rid  of  her,  I understand.’

‘Ma!’

‘They disagree on matters of politics,’ she said.

And I thought our family was fiery. Imagine Sunday lunch at the Pankhursts’, with your mother and sisters all celebrated suffragettes who’d been to prison and everything, but now disagreeing with each other over the stupid war. The newspapers were always reporting on their family arguments. Being the youngest would be even more rotten. 

‘I feel a bit sorry for Miss Pankhurst, really.’

‘Don’t you worry about her,’ said Ma.

‘Anyway,’ I said, ‘I can’t imagine that I’m part of her fiendish plan.’

‘Time will tell,’ Ma said. 
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Miss Pankhurst’s—I was allowed to call her Adela—bicycle was much fancier than mine, and the shop that sold it to her even gave her riding lessons. So two weeks later, she was ready. We met on Princes Bridge and steered our machines down the path to the riverbank. Half of Melbourne seemed to be there, strolling in the sunshine.

‘What fun we shall have,’ Adela said. ‘Let’s go!’

She wobbled a little at the start, but then charged through the Domain as if she was being chased by a tiger.

‘You do have brakes, remember,’ I called after her.

‘Brakes are for cowards,’ she shrieked.

Gentlemen  jumped  out  of  her  way,  shouting indignantly and waving their hats. One woman tried to hit her with a parasol. Adela dodged around an ice-cream cart and swerved to miss two small children in sailor suits, who sang out to her happily.

I followed close behind, and eventually the crowd thinned out and our pace settled down. Adela hadn’t ridden as much as me, and her legs were tiring.

I sped past her and up towards the gate to the Botanical Gardens. A warm wind tugged at my hat and hair. I leaned over the handlebars and pumped my legs even faster. 

This must be how it feels to fly, I thought. No wonder Alex loved it. But this didn’t depend on an engine or a mechanic, just my legs and lungs and my own strength.

‘I can’t afford a carriage,’ I sang, as loudly as Gladys Moncrieff on stage at the Princess Theatre. ‘But you’d look sweet, upon the seat of a bicycle built for two!’

I felt as if life might burst right out of me, like fireworks, here in the middle of the city. I could go anywhere. I could have my own adventures. 

And one day, maybe I would ride a camel or visit Paris or write a book. Anything. 

Everything! Why not? 


April, 1917

Station Street,

Coburg

Hey!

What do you mean you’re being taught to fly by a man with one eye? Is that entirely safe? 

I’m not sure I want to hear any more about flying until you’ve graduated and I can be sure you’re not a risk to yourself and others.

We’re all agog here about the news from Russia. Did you hear? You probably didn’t take any notice because it’s not about aeroplanes, but there were all these riots and the government has been completely overthrown. The Tsar has abdicated. Shocking. Well, I’m shocked, anyway. Imagine if our king just stopped being the King? I didn’t think it was possible. Dad reckons it’s about time, and there should be more of it. I don’t think he means it. Not really. 

But I wonder what difference it will make to the war? What if the Russians stop fighting on our side? Nobody seems to have any idea what will happen next. The world is such a strange place lately.

Closer to home, Bertie decided to climb the lemon tree and pick all the fruit at once. He was very proud of himself, but you can imagine how happy that made Ma. We have been making lemonade for days, but at least we have rows of lovely bottles in the pantry and enough lemonade to last for years. 

Don’t crash your plane, please.

Mags
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It seemed to take forever for Banjo to make his solo flight. He didn’t mind. 

‘Better safe than sorry,’ he said, more than once. I was flying regular solo flights by then, and Charlie had flown an Avro twice by himself.

But at last the moment came when Banjo’s instructor walked away from the aircraft and motioned to him to take her aloft. Charlie and I stood and watched as he ran though the start-up and taxied out onto the runway.

Banjo gave us the thumbs up signal, and the plane thundered  down  the  runway,  bounced  twice,  and lumbered into the sky just in time to clear the far fence.

‘Phew,’ said Charlie. ‘That was close.’

‘He’s nervous,’ I said. ‘I was too. Still am.’

‘Really?’

‘Aren’t you?’

‘Not at all,’ said Charlie. I didn’t believe him for a moment.

He pulled a battered copy of The Times out from under his arm and unfolded it. ‘You won’t be nervous when we’re in action, will you?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I really don’t know.’

He sniffed. ‘You’ll be fine.’ He didn’t sound at all convinced.

Banjo’s plane buzzed in wide circles above our heads.

‘Look here,’ Charlie said. ‘Our chaps have been in the thick of it. Place called Bullecourt.’

‘Where’s that?’

‘No idea,’ he said. ‘Sounds like a bit of a mess. Huns reckon they captured a thousand of our blokes.’ 

‘Rubbish.’

‘Can’t be true,’ he said. ‘Can it?’

‘Surely not. They just want to put the wind up us.’

He rustled the newspaper, trying to read while the wind flapped at the pages. ‘Forty-seven and 48 Battalions—that’s your cousin’s lot, eh?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Young Ralphie’s with the 47th.’ I tried to grab the front page but he pushed me away. ‘Does it say anything about casualties?’ 

‘You don’t want to know,’ said Charlie. He glanced up into the sun. 

‘Look out,’ he said, shoving the newspaper under one arm. ‘I think Banjo’s coming in.’

‘Already?’

The Avro was low in the sky on the western edge of the airfield. Banjo banked sharply to line up to land. Then the plane seemed to falter. The engine spluttered.

‘Don’t slow down now, Banjo,’ I said out loud.

‘Dear God,’ said Charlie. ‘It’s stalled.’

There was silence. No engine noise, nothing.

‘Banjo!’ I shouted. ‘Level her out! Glide back in.’

But he couldn’t hear me. And it was too late.

The plane seemed to hang on its side in mid-air for a few heartbeats. Then it dipped, flipped upside down, and plummeted to earth.

‘No!’

We ran, all of us. The ground crew charged past in a truck and the rescue car screamed out of the garage. We all raced towards a crumpled heap of wood and wire at the far end of the field.

By the time Charlie and I got there, the crew had pulled Banjo’s body from the wreckage. The first aid chap shook his head.

‘Stand back,’ he said. ‘You don’t need to see this.’

‘Yes, they do.’ Captain Ferguson’s voice sounded behind us as he climbed out of his staff car. He limped over.

‘Take a proper look,’ he said. ‘It’s horrible, isn’t it?’

It was. Both of Banjo’s arms were smashed, and blood streamed from his head and soaked his uniform in several different spots. 

‘Some of you, I know, will grieve deeply,’ said Captain Ferguson. He sighed. ‘Cadet Boyd will be sorely missed. But this is reality. This is what happens, day after day, to young men just like you. You’ll need to get used to it, and you need to learn from it.’

‘That’s a bit harsh, don’t you think?’ Charlie’s face was wet with tears. ‘Banjo is our friend.’

I expected Ferguson to snap at him, but instead he said softly, ‘I know, and he will be the first of many friends that you lose.’

A wave of pain and sorrow hit me. I sank to my knees in the mud and watched while the crew lifted Banjo onto a stretcher. He was as broken as the plane. Never to be repaired.

So this was flying. The heights and the depths. Ferguson was right. We had to get used to it. But not now. Not yet. Banjo deserved more than that. Planes can be replaced. Friends can’t.

We buried him the next day in a small cemetery next to the airfield. I’d seen it from the air, but up close it too told a story. Most of the headstones were makeshift and new: the graves of young men like Banjo who’d crashed into trees or failed to clear the fence or fallen from the sky. Pilots. Killed in training. Nowhere near the Front. 

The chaplain read out all the usual words but I didn’t listen. I remembered Banjo making toast over the fire at Oxford, singing until his voice was hoarse on those long evenings on the troop ship, hanging about the workshop asking about air speeds and horsepower, and arguing into the night about aeronautics and engines. Banjo should have been a mechanic, not a pilot. He should have been safe on the ground, up to his elbows in grease. 

He should be alive.


April, 1917

Air Base Waddington

Lincolnshire, England

Oh, Sis,

How can I say this? How can I write down the words? My friend Banjo is dead. He was killed last week on his first solo flight.

Another chap, an Englishman, was killed this morning. He had ten hours of flying time under his belt, but he decided to try a loop and … well, it didn’t work.

Don’t worry. I don’t try any fancy manoeuvres like that. I’m no daredevil. Never will be. And don’t say anything to Ma and Dad. They’ll only fret.

But I needed to tell you. It doesn’t make it feel any better, but at least you know a little of what it’s like for me here. We move up to Scotland next week for gunnery training, and then on to advanced flying lessons. It’s all challenging and fascinating, but now we all feel pretty wretched. I hate it that we have to leave our friends behind in the cemetery.

I keep expecting Banjo to walk into the hut any minute and start up about the new Sopwith. He was a good bloke, was Banjo. The best. I can’t believe he’s gone.

Your brother,

A




May, 1917

Station Street,

Coburg

Dearest Alex,

You sounded so sad in your last letter that I wept and wept. I’m so sorry to hear about your friend, and especially to read the grief in your words. 

I won’t bang on now. Just sending you these few quick lines so you know I’m thinking of you. I enclose a little kangaroo I knitted especially for you—it’s a silly thing, really, but perhaps it will help you remember your home and everyone here who loves you.

Our spirits here had been lifted a little in the last weeks, after hearing that the United States had joined the fight, declaring war on the German Empire. But that has now been dampened by more bad news. We’ve just heard that Ralphie was killed too, at a place called Bullecourt. We’re not sure exactly what happened—Dad has written to ask for more details—but there was a telegram from the Army which said Ralphie fell on the field of battle with honour. That’s all very well, Ma reckons, but honour is no compensation for the family. Not really. It turns out you were right—he was much too young to be fighting, and lied about his age to enlist. He wasn’t even eighteen. And now… 

So we know a little of what you must be feeling, and we send you all our love.

Take care of yourself, please.

Maggie

PS What do you mean, gunnery training? I thought you were just going to take photographs?




May, 1917

Turnberry School of Aerial Gunnery

Scotland

Dear Sis,

Don’t worry. We are here because we have to learn how to shoot so we can defend ourselves. Just in case. That’s all. What if some Hun took it into his head to attack me? What should I do? I can’t tell him my mother won’t let me play with guns. Or wave a white flag.

We are going to be taking photographs, do not fear. That’s my job as pilot, once we get back to the squadron. The observer has to fend off enemy planes while I’m doing the hard work of flying and working the camera. So he’ll do all the shooting while I do everything else. Not that anybody will be firing at us. Unless they take us for grouse, which is what everyone shoots up here in Scotland. Or pheasant, or something. The rich people do, anyway.

I miss Banjo terribly. He’d love it here. He used to sing all these sad ballads in a broad Scottish accent he learned from his grandma. Don’t think I’ll ever get used to him not being with us. I’ve named your little kangaroo after him. He’ll be my lucky charm. Thank you, Mags. It’s wonderful to know you’re there and alive.

Sorry to hear the news of Ralphie. I suppose I was expecting it. Don’t expect to hear any particulars of what happened—everything is so confused once the shooting starts. Sad to say, that’s just how it is for the chaps on the ground.

We’ve lost two of the best. But now the Yanks are to be fighting with us at last. It may take some time before they get here but I hope it’ll all be over soon, before many more lives are lost.

With love to everyone at this sad time,

A




May, 1917

Station Street,

Coburg

Dear Alex,

You may think that I have gone completely mad, but I have thrown in my job selling calico and thread in thirty different colours. I don’t think the world of haberdashery and I were made for each other. You’ll never guess what I’m going to do instead. Wrong! I’ve got a job at an orchard.

Yes, me. Don’t be so dismissive. I can hear you snorting from here. But I’ll have you know I’m very good at growing things. I help Dad in the vegetable patch all the time now. He says I have a gift for it. It’s certainly a lot more fun than measuring petticoat material for Mrs Brown down the road.

One of Dad’s old friends needs a hand around the farm, now all the men have gone to the Front. So I volunteered. It’s part orchard, part market garden, out near Box Hill. Dad says the people who run it are ‘interesting old characters’. He used to work there at harvest-time when he was a lad. I need boots and everything. They’ll pay me in pumpkins, I expect. But never mind. You’re having an adventure and so shall I.

If you’re lucky I shall send you a pumpkin. 

Love,

Mags
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It was love at first sight. She was gorgeous, sleek and powerful. The moment I saw the RE8, I knew she was the plane for me.

‘Welcome back to Waddington, gentlemen,’ said Captain Ferguson. ‘Meet your new best friends.’

I couldn’t stop smiling.

‘These are new aircraft,’ said Ferguson. ‘Fresh from the factory. Do not break them.’

‘No, sir,’ we chorused.

‘I hope you’ve had a lovely rest in Scotland,’ he said. ‘You are now highly trained officers, God help us, and in the next few months here you will become so used to these planes you could fly them in your sleep.’

‘Months?’ spluttered Charlie beside me.

Ferguson twisted around to see who had spoken. ‘Is there a problem, Cadet Driscoll?’

Charlie had a look on his face that meant trouble. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Let me guess,’ said Ferguson. ‘You want to fly over to France tomorrow and give the Hun a good punch in the nose, is that it?’

‘Exactly, sir,’ Charlie said. ‘All this practice—’

‘Is to help you stay alive and unharmed.’

‘But I know what I’m doing,’ said Charlie. ‘We all do.’

‘We’ll see about that.’

Captain Ferguson turned away. ‘Any more questions?’

Nobody spoke. Charlie clenched his fists and looked down, glaring at his boots as if they’d committed a crime. 

‘Proceed, Sergeant,’ said Ferguson. He sat down at a folding table, took a pencil out of his pocket, and started scribbling in his log book. 

The Flight Sergeant called out a few names and assigned each name to a plane. I knew which one I wanted. She was on the far end of the line, her nose gleaming in the morning sunshine. At last, he called my name. 

‘That’s you, son, right down the end,’ he said. ‘Happy flying.’

I sprinted down the row and skidded to a halt in front of her, looking up.

‘You beauty.’

I walked the length of the plane, sliding my hands across the fuselage. It was tight as a drum, all the wires and frets gleaming, the timber freshly varnished. We’d spent weeks skimming around in flighty little scouts in the advanced course, so the RE8 seemed like a monster. Powerful engine, four-blade propeller, forty foot top wing span. A dragon. She’d easily do ninety miles an hour, maybe more, even with two blokes aboard. 

I ducked under the propeller, reached up and patted her nose.

‘Hello, sweetheart,’ I said.

That was when Charlie started shouting.

He stood over Ferguson, waving his arms about. He let go a few choice Australian swear words as well. You could get court-martialled for less than that. I raced back.

‘Charlie! What are you doing?’

His face was so red he looked about to explode. ‘Ask him!’ He pointed an accusing finger at Ferguson.

I grabbed his shoulders and swung him round to face me. ‘What’s wrong with you?’

‘Everything, apparently,’ he said. ‘It seems I’m not good enough for the Royal damn Flying Corps.’

‘What?’

‘He won’t give me a plane,’ said Charlie.

I turned to Captain Ferguson. ‘There must be some mistake, sir.’

Ferguson didn’t even glance up. ‘Do you really think I’d make such a mistake, Cadet?’

‘But Charlie’s a splendid pilot, sir. Better than me.’

He closed the log book and struggled to his feet. Even leaning on his cane, he was a lot taller than me. ‘Is that what you think?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘That’s  very  loyal  of  you,  Robinson.  But  you’re wrong.’ His gaze shifted between me and Charlie. ‘You underestimate your own abilities, and you overestimate young Driscoll’s.’

‘But, sir—’ Charlie started to argue but Ferguson silenced him with a wave of one hand.

‘Did I tell you there was no place for you in the Corps?’

Charlie’s shoulders drooped. ‘No, sir.’

‘No, I didn’t. I simply said you weren’t getting your own plane. That is because—and all your instructors agree—you  will  make  a  better  observer  than  a reconnaissance pilot.’

‘But I don’t want to be an observer,’ said Charlie.

‘And I don’t want to be hobbling around with a walking stick,’ Ferguson snapped. ‘But we’re in a war. And you, Driscoll, will do as you are ordered. Understood?’

Charlie sighed. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘You got the highest marks for gunnery training, but the lowest for aeronautics,’ Ferguson said. ‘I hear you nearly killed yourself twice during the advanced course and tore the undercarriage off a very expensive Bristol.’

‘I was dodging a cow, sir.’

‘Really? And why were you flying at the level of a dairy herd?’

Charlie blushed. ‘Forced landing, sir. Ran out of sky.’

‘Exactly. But on the gun range, you are second to none. Much better than your friend here.’

I bowed my head. It was true.

‘So the decision was made for us. You will have to do what you can to stop people from shooting at your friend Robinson. And he will make sure the machine gets up and down without hitting any cattle. Is that clear?’

‘You mean, we’ll fly together?’ I asked.

‘For now.’ He sighed. ‘I’ve been told to rush my three best crews out of here, without any more training. Your orders should come through this week. Both of you. In the meantime, I suggest you get used to flying that huge bus. You’ll be taking it with you.’

I knew Charlie would argue until the cows came home, but there was no point. I tugged at his sleeve. 

‘Come along, mate,’ I said. ‘We’ll sort it out when we get back to the squadron.’

‘Wrong again,’ said Captain Ferguson. ‘Lieutenant.’

I looked up. ‘Sir?’

‘You heard me,’ he said. ‘You two aren’t going back to your squadron. You’ve been promoted—and posted to the Front.’


May, 1917

Hotel Wellington,

London, England

By the time you read this, Mags, I’ll be in Flanders. Try not to worry, won’t you? It’s all happened pretty suddenly, so there was no time to warn you. We fly across the Channel and make landfall at a place called Dunkerque, then hop onward to our airfield near Ypres. I’m not allowed to say which one.

Charlie’s coming with me. He’s decided to be an observer, so he can look after me. We hope they’ll let us fly together.

We’ve been posted to a British squadron. The rest of our Point Cook boys are still in training all over the place, and won’t be coming across for a while yet.

Anyway, the brass seem to think me and Charlie have done enough practice, so it’s time to get stuck in.

We’re in London now, getting kitted out. Not much time for sightseeing, but we ride around on the buses and it’s amazing what you can see without trying. There was one street where a Zeppelin had dropped its bombs and all the houses and shops were just rubble. Scary to think of it, that instead of fighting armies, the Germans are aiming at families at home having dinner. There you are, then BANG! They counter-attack with incendiary ammunition—which is like it sounds. Ordinary bullets don’t work, so these ones set the gas on fire. It makes me shiver to think of it, but it must look like the most incredible bonfire in the sky. We’ve seen marvellous things too—the Houses of Parliament, St Paul’s Cathedral, London Bridge, thousands of ships and boats in the river, and the Tower! I try to remember it all so I can tell you when I get home. I’ve never seen so many people, Sis, all rushing from place to place.

Anyway, it’s a jolly expensive business being an officer. We have to pay for our own uniform and all this regulation kit, and then on top of that we need our flying gear and what-have-you. They must think we’re loaded. All right for the British flyers—they get a whacking great allowance, and most of them are genuine officer types anyhow. Not us, not on your life.

I spent two days trudging around the streets trying to buy gear that doesn’t look like it came up in a fishing net. Got back to the hotel and guess what? There, laid out on the bed like the King’s coronation get-up, was a brand new Sidcot flying suit and a pair of leather mittens. Stops you from freezing when you’re up in the air. Sheepskin lining and everything. Charlie swears black and blue he doesn’t know where they came from, but I have a pretty good idea. If I try to thank him, he tells me to shut my gob. Funny bloke.

So my next letter will be from Europe. How about that? Remember how I used to show you all those places in my school atlas—Paris and Rouen and Brussels? In a few days I’ll be there, swanning around in my lieutenant’s uniform and flash new boots. Can you believe that? Me neither.

Might even try some of that famous French food. We’ve been stuffing ourselves silly the whole time we’ve been in England. You never saw such meals. I’ll be lucky if my plane gets off the ground.

Tally-ho!
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It was a long way out to Box Hill, past market gardens and miles of fruit trees. I noticed some people living in tents beside the train line. Mr Cartwright stood on the railway platform waiting, nodded to me, and shook hands with Dad, who passed me over as if I were a prize heifer. Dad gave me a kiss, told me to behave, and ran across the lines to catch the next train back to town. And that was that.

Mr Cartwright and I stood and stared at each other. He was about as old as God. Or Father Christmas. No wonder he needed help with the orchard.

‘Come on then, lass,’ he said.

I picked up my bag and followed him out to the road, where an even older horse stood patiently, harnessed to a wagon that was probably used to build the pyramids.

‘In you hop.’

I threw my bag in the back and climbed aboard. Four hundred hours later (I might be exaggerating here) we pulled up in front of a timber farmhouse painted a shade of bright blue I didn’t even know was possible.

‘Nice colour,’ I said.

‘Paint was on sale at the general store,’ said Mr Cartwright.

He ushered me into the kitchen, where his wife bustled about making dinner.

‘Bring her in, bring her in,’ shouted Mrs Cartwright. ‘Don’t let her freeze, you old fool.’

‘Stop yer nagging,’ said Mr Cartwright.

‘Let me look at her,’ she said. She peered over her spectacles at me. ‘Skinny thing, isn’t she?’

‘Hope she’s strong,’ he said.

‘I am,’ I said, but it was as if I hadn’t spoken.

‘She looks like she needs fattening up,’ said Mrs Cartwright.

‘Your cooking’ll probably poison her,’ he said.

‘Oh, what would you know about cooking?’

‘More than you, I reckon.’

On and on they went, at the tops of their voices, all evening. But as it turned out, Mrs Cartwright knew a thing or two about cooking after all. We had roast pork with crackling and apple sauce, mashed potatoes and cabbage, and then apple crumble with cream.

‘She’ll have to get used to apples,’ she said.

My mouth was too full to answer.

She had one of those New Improved cookers that Ma would have killed for, and a flash icebox.

Mr Cartwright caught my admiring glance.

‘On sale at the general store,’ he said.

So were the wellington boots he lent me the next day, and the pruning knife he showed me how to use without slicing off any bits of myself, and his overcoat, and Mrs Cartwright’s pink dressing gown. 

My first night ever away from home was cold and bleak. I lay awake, wriggling my toes to try to warm them up. I missed the sound of Flossie breathing softly on the other side of the room. Instead, I could hear Mr Cartwright snoring down the hallway. Or maybe it was Mrs Cartwright. The rooster crowed in the dark and possums or monsters of some kind scrabbled on the tin roof. I got up, dragged on another pair of socks, then curled up into a ball and tried to go back to sleep. I must have dozed off eventually, because it was daylight when I wandered out to the kitchen.

Mrs Cartwright was waiting for me.

‘Sit, girl, sit,’ she said. She waved me to a chair at the head of the table. 

‘Where’s Mr Cartwright?’

‘He’s in the far paddock,’ she said. ‘Been at it for hours.’

That was the first lesson of the day. Life starts early on a farm.

‘Get this into you,’ she said. She plonked a bowl down in front of me. It looked like hot milk.

‘What is it?’ I asked.

‘Porridge, of course.’

I picked up the spoon and poked at it. Ma made porridge that sat in great lumps in the bowl, like soggy cake. This was disgustingly runny, with a dusting of—I sniffed at it—cinnamon on top.

‘Not what you’re used to, eh?’ asked Mrs Cartwright.

I shook my head.

‘I’ll have no complaints from you,’ she said. ‘Whack some honey on it, and get it down you. There’s work to do.’

I wondered if I would die of cold or overwork or misery. How could Dad send me here? 

I dribbled honey in circles on top of the porridge, as ordered, and stirred it in. Mrs Cartwright stood over me, supervising every move.

I sighed. But I had to eat something.

It was the best porridge in the whole world.

‘There you go,’ said Mrs Cartwright. ‘That wasn’t so hard to swallow, now, was it?’

I grinned. ‘Delicious!’

She turned away but couldn’t hide her smile. ‘Be off with you. And tell that old fool not to let you cut your foot off with the shovel.’

It took me days to realise they actually adored each other and only yelled because they were hard of hearing.

The orchard was bigger than I thought, the house surrounded by apple trees on the rising hills, and in the crop fields the mud clumped in lumps that stuck to my boots and made me four inches taller. 

Mr Cartwright was a lot like Alex. He could fix anything, or make anything, and he loved machinery and all sorts of equipment. If the tool he needed didn’t exist, he simply made it. His shed was like a museum of old metal, half-carved bits of wood, wire in great loops, fishing rods, and tools carefully hung on nails hammered in all around the walls, each with its own spot. There’d be hell to pay, he warned, if I got them mixed up.

He didn’t talk to me much during the day, which was fine by me. He showed me what needed doing and how to do it, and then left me to it. 

I cleared all the sodden straw and poo out of the chook house and the pig pen, and wheelbarrowed it over to the muck heap. We turned over a whole field, with the horse’s help, and raked it over ready for planting.

After a few days, my back ached, my hands were blistered, my nose ran the whole time, I might have had chilblains but I wasn’t sure what they were, and I’d never had so much fun in my life. I learned how to milk the cow, and Mr Cartwright showed me inside the bee hive, where all the little fellows were huddled around the queen bee waiting for winter to be over. And who could blame them? 

I took the train home every weekend. Our house seemed so loud, what with Flossie and Bertie squealing and singing and trains steaming past the front gate, and a trip into the city with Ma meant wearing a posh hat and there were tall buildings and people rushing everywhere and meetings where everyone talked at once.

Back at the orchard, the trees were bare of leaves now, lined up in neat rows as far as the eye could see, and the only sounds were magpies and kookaburras and Mr Cartwright muttering to himself as we worked. Each night Mrs Cartwright heated a brick in the fire, wrapped it in cloth, and slipped it between the sheets in my bed to keep my toes warm. Every morning I woke up before dawn, pulled on my boots and walked out, belly full of porridge, to start the day’s work.
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One day Mr  Cartwright sent me to the orchard next door to ask if they needed help pruning the fruit trees. All the men were away, and there was only Mrs Bennett and her two small sons left to look after the place. 

I rode the old horse up the lane and headed towards the sound of a saw. Mrs Bennett was up a ladder, hacking at a branch.

‘Morning, love,’ she said. ‘What brings you here?’

‘Wondered if you need a hand.’

‘Always,’ she said. ‘Got tools?’

‘Yep.’

‘Know what you’re doing?’

‘Mr Cartwright showed me.’

‘Good as gold,’ she said. ‘Find yourself a tree.’

Mrs Bennett and I pruned all day. Apple trees, they were, but different varieties from Mr Cartwright’s trees. She talked to me through the branches from time to time, but mostly we worked silently.

It was tough work standing on a ladder in the cold, sawing and cutting and throwing the branches down to the ground for the little boys to collect. But I loved it. I felt the muscles in my arm tire and then hurt, and a blister on my palm about to blister all over again. None of that mattered.

I was out in the world, doing something, earning my keep and helping somebody else. It wasn’t a big adventure, not like riding a camel or finding buried treasure, but I’d never done such a thing before. None of the girls at school had, either. 

I was working. At an orchard. Making sure the trees were ready for next year’s fruit. Doing a man’s work. And wearing overalls. That would never have happened before the war—not to me, anyway.

‘Is this the first time you’ve done this?’ I asked Mrs Bennett.

‘Bless you, no,’ she said. ‘Grew up in orchards. Done it my whole life.’

‘Really?’ I said. ‘I thought this was men’s work?’

‘That’s what they like to tell us.’ She winked. ‘But we know better.’

‘So when your husband’s here?’

‘We’re all up the ladders,’ she said. ‘Whole family, and cousins come over. Everyone pitches in for harvest and pruning.’

‘And are they all away at the war now?’ I asked.

‘War took ’em,’ she said, brushing her hair out of her eyes. ‘That’s for sure.’

‘My brother’s over there,’ I said.

‘Mine too,’ she said. ‘But that’s not where my lads are.’

‘Mumma!’ one of the boys shouted up at her. ‘I’m hungry.’

Mrs  Bennett  peered  down  at  him  through  the branches. ‘Fair enough.’ She motioned to me. ‘Get yourself down now, love. Let’s have a cuppa.’

She led me into the farmhouse, threw down her work gloves, and waved me to a seat. It was an old stone house, all whitewashed inside, with the flagstone floors covered in hooked rugs. There was a piano in one corner and a shelf crammed with well-thumbed books. The room was neat as a pin. Ma would have approved. Mrs Bennett blew on the coals to get the fire going, then sent one of the boys out to the pump to fill the kettle. 

As soon as I sat down, my tired muscles started aching.

‘You’ll sleep well tonight,’ she said.

‘Like a rock. I do every night, now I’m here.’

‘You like it then?’ she asked. ‘Lots of girls wouldn’t.’

‘I suppose not,’ I said. ‘But I’m different from lots of girls.’

‘Good for you, love. I was the same at your age.’

She reached into the dresser and pulled out a tin. Both boys’ eyes widened. She grinned at them.

‘Seen something interesting, have we?’

‘Fruit cake!’

‘Fetch me a knife then.’ She glanced over at me. ‘Bit of a treat nowadays, isn’t it, with all these shortages? But I think we’ve earned it today.’

It was just about the tastiest cake I’d ever had, better even than Ma’s, though I’d never say so, and full of fruit from the farm’s own trees.

Mrs Bennett settled into a chair by the fire. ‘Just catch our breath, eh?’

The boys sprawled on a rug in front of the fire.

‘They’ve worked hard too,’ I said.

‘They’re good lads. They keep me company.’

‘How long has your husband been away?’ I asked.

‘Since the start of it,’ she said.

‘All that time? Gosh. He must have enlisted early, then.’

Her laughter echoed off the stone walls. ‘Bless you, love, he didn’t enlist. They took him.’

I sat up straight. ‘Who did? He can’t be forced to fight.’

‘Mr Cartwright didn’t tell you, then?’

‘Tell me what?’

She rubbed her eyes. ‘Wonder if he’s being polite or ashamed.’

‘What’s wrong?’ I asked. ‘Is there anything I can do?’

‘Nothing  to  be  done,’  she  said.  ‘My  husband  is German, you see. Well, not really, but German enough for the government. He was born there but grew up here. Went to school just down the road. As Australian as you or me. But that’s not how they see it. They took him away, early on. Then they decided my eldest sons were German too. My boys!’ Her voice rose. ‘Born right here in this room. They wanted to join the Army with all their mates, but instead they’re called enemies of the state.’

‘Where are they?’

‘Government’s  shipped  them  north  to  Sydney now,’ she said. ‘They were at a camp in Langwarrin. We could visit, take them things. But not now. So many of the fellows around here are with them. Orchards are deserted, with one thing or another, from here out to Doncaster. So many of us have German blood, German husbands. All gone.’

I’d read all those newspaper stories about The Enemy Within. I’d never thought about who they might be. 

‘Bennett’s not a very German name,’ I said.

‘I had to change it,’ she said. ‘Young blokes came around here in the dark, throwing bricks and rotten food. Heroes. Attacking a woman.’ She sighed. ‘Bennett is my maiden name.’ 

I couldn’t imagine anyone who lived here and was married to Mrs Bennett being the Enemy Within.

‘I live in Coburg,’ I said. ‘They haven’t bothered changing that name.’

She smiled. ‘Just shows you, doesn’t it? No logic at all. Why, Queen Victoria herself had a German husband. Everyone loved him. Named streets and suburbs after him. Named their sons after him, for that matter. Now …’

She shook her head. One of her boys clambered up to sit on her knee, curling one arm around her neck. She sat, rocking in her chair and staring into the fire, and stroked his hair.


June, 1917

Appletree Farm,

Box Hill

Dear Nincompoop, 

(I suppose I have to stop insulting you, now you’re the dux of your flying school.) I wonder what you’re up to now. All your letters seem to take so long to reach us. But hopefully you’re wrapped up somewhere warm. Or is it summer there? I suppose it must be. I’ve lost track. Anyway, I hope that those Englishmen are keeping you out of harm’s way. 

Never mind Charlie being grumpy and impatient. We’re all in favour of you being trained and trained for years on end. Keep it up, we say. No need to rush into anything. 

It’s been two months now since the Yanks joined the war, although no sign of them actually doing anything yet. Soon, I hope. And then perhaps it’ll be over before you get there. 

Fingers crossed,

Mags

XXX
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Our new Flight Commander sent us up as soon as we arrived—to get our bearings, he said. I was paired with an observer, Burke, an Irishman who’d been in the squadron for six weeks. A veteran. He didn’t look any older than me. Charlie was sent off with Jimmy Grady, a pilot who’d been shot down the week before and managed to land safely. Or so they said. He looked a bit crook to me. Shaky hands. Eye twitch. Not my definition of safe. But Charlie went off happily enough and glad, at last, to be doing what we’d come all this way to do.

The airfield was a few miles behind the Front but we could hear the big guns pounding. They never stopped. And each time, I’d think: that’s another soldier dead or hurt, somewhere. Maybe more. I felt like ducking at each blast. One explosion was so massive it shook the bottles off the shelf in the Officers’ Mess. You could feel it in the air, as if the whole world was shifting: huge mines, we heard later, set off deep underground, all the way over at Messines, but we heard it and felt it miles away— shattering earth and sky and nerves. It was all I could do to climb into the cockpit and head into the clouds for my first look at the trenches.

They reckon Flanders is flat. I guess it is, compared to some places. It seemed flat from the air. But it isn’t. There are hills, ever so slight, and a little high ground. Not much. But the Germans held it all, and one machine gun on a slope made the ground below a field of death. One big artillery gun hidden behind the hill meant there was nowhere safe to hide, from shells or machine guns, no matter how deep they dug the trenches.

That was the problem with the whole area. The Salient, the newspapers called it. The hellhole. The British had pushed their way in here, forcing a bulge in the line, and then got stuck. They couldn’t take the hills, but they wouldn’t retreat. So they just got shot at all day every day, and every night too. Poor blighters.

From the air you could trace your way along the main roads by the avenues of trees. The trees were old. They trimmed them back, or at least they had in peacetime. But there weren’t any trees close to the Front. They were all gone. In some places, where there’d been a forest, there was nothing but craters. Along the Menin Road leading from Ypres there was an avenue of smashed stumps. But then, there wasn’t much of Ypres left either. Just rubble and smashed glass and a few walls here and there. The town had been shelled for months. Years, I guess. The Tommies called it Wipers and it was just about wiped out. 

But not everything was like that. Behind the trenches, life seemed to go on as normal, although I don’t suppose it was. Looking down from the plane, I could see canals, church spires, tiny villages, and lines of troops walking to and from the lines. There were windmills, and red tiled roofs, and little chapels way out in the middle of nowhere. The farmhouses were made of red brick, built in a horseshoe shape with stables and cottages joined up around a courtyard. The fields were a brilliant green, but in some places last season’s hay still stood, wrecked by storms. There weren’t any farmers to cut it down and bring it in. Further away from the trenches, I saw children hard at work alongside their mothers and grandmothers. On one hand, the countryside was full of men. Millions of them, dead and alive and somewhere in between. On the other, it felt deserted. 

Even when we flew over the lines, it seemed peaceful. Strange, but true. You couldn’t really hear the guns from thousands of feet in the air. The trenches looked like a smudge on the earth. Like a mistake that’d been rubbed out.

But when we got lower, I saw it all. The wire and the mud and the shell holes full of water. The earth was riddled with trenches, wriggling like woodworm trails from the sea to the mountains—as far as the distance between Sydney and Melbourne, they reckoned. The German trenches looked like spider webs, cleverly and deeply dug, indented every few yards so that an attacker could never get a clear shot. Every so often, a concrete pillbox or fortified post marked a machine gun or anti-aircraft crew.

Our  trenches  weren’t  as  deep,  and  they’d  been smashed so many times by shells that in places they were more like piles of scattered sandbags. But they too twisted and turned, with communication trenches leading back to the reserve lines and then away into acres of pulverised mud. And between our lines and the Germans’ was No Man’s Land. In some spots, the two rows of trenches were so close you could have thrown a cricket ball from one to the other. Or a grenade. That thin strip of land had been pummelled and bloodied and gassed for three years now. Even from the sky, it reeked of fear and horror and death. 

There was a huge battle going on further down the line. We’d been told to keep out of the way, but we could see planes circling and diving, shell bursts of dirt and shrapnel on both sides of the lines, and the lumbering machines they called tanks beetling their way over broken ground.

Our  daily  orders  were  to  zoom  back  and  forth above the German trenches, flying low enough to take photographs and spot troop movements or machine gun posts or ammunition dumps. Our blokes on the ground couldn’t see any of that. If they peeped over the top of their trench, they could get shot. We were the eyes of the Army.

Problem was, the Hun had eyes too.

They came out of a break in the clouds, right above us. Standard tactics. I was busy gawking at the distant battle. Didn’t notice a thing. Then I heard a shout.

‘Albatros!’

The Lewis gun clattered. I looked behind. Three German machines, swooping and weaving, all on my tail. A bullet smashed through the dashboard, just near my knee. 

‘Hell!’

I swerved left. Then right. Then pitched up her nose and climbed in wild zigzags back and forth across the sky. I had to get them off my tail. 

Burke fired fast, swivelling from one side to the other, up and down, trying to keep the Germans in his gunsight.

I glanced around. Charlie’s plane was below us, and he stood firing his gun and shouting his head off. I couldn’t hear what he said, but it was fierce. 

Two planes behind us now. Where was the third? I banked hard left, and hauled the stick back until we climbed into the clouds above. In an instant, raindrops drenched my face and splattered my goggles. I prayed the other Hun wasn’t waiting for us there. We circled back. Nothing. I twisted my head round as far as it would go, both ways. No sign of any planes. 

‘We lost them,’ Burke shouted. ‘Good work.’

Good for us. But not for Charlie. He was still down there. 

I signalled to Burke. Going down. He nodded.

We zoomed out of the clouds to find the world on fire.

A dozen planes now swooped and flashed, hurtling in all directions. Scouts from our side attacked the Germans, all of them rolling and diving and dodging. Bullets screamed everywhere. Charlie’s plane circled low and he sent up sprays of gunfire whenever there was a clear shot. 

‘Get us out of here,’ said Burke. He was right. This was no place for a slow two-seater. He motioned to Grady, and both our planes turned west, into the setting sun. A British fighter hurtled past into the fight, and I waved my thanks. He grinned. Thumbs up. Then he vanished from sight. 

Behind  us,  the  sky  blistered  with  machine-gun fire and black smoke as one machine—ours or theirs, I couldn’t tell—spun out of control and burst into flames.


June, 1917

7 Squadron,

Royal Flying Corps

Proven, Belgium

Dear Mags,

Here I am in Flanders. There is a lot of cheese. I’ve flown all over the place and it’s very pretty, except where the fighting happens. That’s not pretty at all. Just muddy and wrecked. I can’t imagine how the farms will ever recover. You might need to come over and lend them a hand.

In the villages, there are houses several storeys high, with sweet little attic windows. I can just imagine you sitting at one, gazing at the sky. I’ll ask Dad if we can install one in our roof when I get home. Some of the fancier houses have stepped facades, as if you could run up to the top of the brickwork and down the other side. Or sometimes the roof starts off on one angle, then plummets off on another. I wonder why? Snow, maybe.

It’s funny the things you notice. There aren’t many fences around the farms, for example. I guess they don’t have to keep out the roos. But you’d think they’d want to keep the cattle in. They must have smarter cows than we do. Sometimes there’s a line of wooden palings around an orchard, or to keep the geese out of the cabbage patch, but otherwise the livestock wanders everywhere. I like that. In England, there were old fences made of stones all piled up. We used to fly low over them—hedge-hopping, we call it—in formation. Devilishly tricky flying, but such fun.

All around the trenches are lines and lines of barbed wire. I’m sick of the sight of it. Maybe that’s why I like the open fields.

That reminds me, what are you doing at that orchard?

I sent you a present a few weeks ago, so fingers crossed it arrives in one piece. I hope you like it. There’s one for Bertie too, for his birthday. Give him a squeeze from me. I don’t suppose he even remembers me. Funny to think he starts school next year. Hope I’m home by then, but it doesn’t look likely at this rate.

Happy birthday, Sis.

Love always,

A
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Mr Cartwright drove the harvest to market every Friday, and I rode along to help him. It was all terribly interesting. There were lots of girls and women working there, buying vegetables for their greengrocer shops or market stalls, unloading wagons and trucks, and even running livestock auctions. 

Most of them had worked on farms their whole lives. I thought of Ma and Miss Goldstein, trying to change the world, and all the time these other women were just going about their business as if women’s votes and men’s wars didn’t affect them. But everyone was affected really, and there were plenty of girls like me, helping out because the men were away. 

One wintry morning, we unloaded the truck at the market and then Mr Cartwright wandered off to look at a block and tackle that was on sale.

I bought a cup of tea at a stall and sat on a crate nearby, my fingers wrapped around the warm mug. Steam circled up into my face as I sipped.

‘You work at Appletree?’

A young woman about my age stood over me. She wore cut-off overalls and a man’s tatty coat, so big that the shoulder seams hung down near her elbows. Her golden hair was tied up in a grubby scarf, and her boots were nearly as muddy as mine.

‘With Mr Cartwright,’ I said. ‘That’s right.’

‘When’d he get the Ford?’

‘A few weeks ago,’ I said.

‘Wish we had one. Way of the future. Old Cartwright knows what he’s doing.’ She plonked herself down beside me on the bench. I noticed her bootlaces were just bits of string off a hay bale. 

‘I’m Lizzie,’ she said.

We shook hands as if we were blokes. Her fingers were icy.

‘You been there long?’

I shook my head. ‘Where do you work?’

‘Schwerkholt’s,’ she said. ‘In Mitcham. Apples and pears.’

‘No truck?’

‘Nope. Takes us three hours to get here, an hour to unload, then three hours home again. Hardly worth it nowadays. Not like anyone’s buying much.’

‘He is.’ I pointed out a man in a grey flannel suit and dark coat who strode among the fruit crates. Another man, older and in a cloth cap and frayed jacket, ran behind him taking notes.

‘Maybe he’s buying for the Army?’ I suggested. ‘My brother says the strawberry jam is almost completely apple.’

‘Not him,’ said Lizzie. ‘He’s stockpiling.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Buys up the good stuff,’ she said. ‘Keeps it in storage till the prices go up. Then sells it for whatever he can get.’

‘To the Army? Or shops?’

‘Whoever wants it,’ she said. ‘I don’t suppose he cares.’

‘That’s not fair,’ I said.

‘Way of the world, isn’t it?’

I finished my tea. ‘It shouldn’t be.’

‘Radical, are ya?’

‘Little bit.’ I blushed.

Lizzie laughed. ‘Good on ya. Someone has to be.’ She rubbed her hands together and blew on them. ‘Could it get any colder?’

‘Probably will.’

‘We must be mad.’

I grinned. ‘Better than being stuck at home doing the laundry,’ I said.

‘True enough,’ said Lizzie. 
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After that, Lizzie and I met every market day and shared a cup of tea and one of Mrs Cartwright’s ham and pickle sandwiches while Mr Cartwright fossicked around in the rag and bone stalls. We talked about apple trees and farming and our families and, of course, the war. Lizzie had one brother in the infantry somewhere in Flanders and another one in the Navy, on a ship in the Mediterranean Sea. We both pretended not to be worried about them, because that’s what everyone always did, when really most of the time we were sick inside with fear.

I told Lizzie stories that I’d read, just like Alex used to tell me—all about lady adventurers and explorers— and about my bicycle, and the Women’s Peace Army and anything else I could think of. She told me about movies she’d seen, and the costumes people wore in them and everything that happened. I was never allowed to go to the cinema, because Ma reckoned it wasn’t dignified, but it sounded awfully interesting. 

Lizzie’s mum was mad about Douglas Fairbanks, so they went to the Saturday matinee whenever they could afford it. Lizzie said there was always somebody playing the piano, starting with ‘God Save the King’, then other songs at interval so everyone could sing along, but during the movie the music was sometimes scary or funny or dramatic or sad, so the person playing it must be terribly clever. She promised that one day she’d take me into Hoyts in town to see a Charlie Chaplin film.

‘Honestly,’ she promised, ‘you’ll laugh yourself silly. He’s the funniest chap you ever saw.’

‘It’s amazing, when you think about it,’ I said. ‘All these new inventions all the time. Trucks and movies and aeroplanes and what-have-you.’

‘World’s changing,’ Lizzie said. ‘Especially with the war. Everything’s different and only some of it good.’

‘I don’t want to go back to how things were before the war,’ I said. ‘I don’t suppose you’ll want to, either.’

‘No fear,’ said Lizzie. ‘Ten-hour shifts at the boot factory, stuck inside all day, staring at the inside of a machine.’

‘At least you had a job,’ I said. ‘I had to go to school.’

‘Easy enough to say,’ she said. ‘You had a choice. I never did. Had to find a job to help pay the rent. I’d rather be at school than in the bleeding factory, and rather be on a farm than anything.’

‘Funny, isn’t it? My grandparents were farmers. All anybody in my family ever wanted to do was get off the land and live in the city.’

‘And now look at you,’ she teased. ‘Australia’s a different place.’

‘Better or worse?’

‘Dunno,’ she said, with a loud sniff. ‘I really dunno.’

I snuggled deeper down into my coat. ‘When the war is finally over, I might get my own farm.’

‘You reckon you could?’

‘Small orchard, maybe. With a market garden to keep it going between harvests, and to feed yourself. Dairy cow. Maybe some pigs. Mr Cartwright’s got the right idea.’

‘How would you pay for it?’ she said.

‘Haven’t worked out that part yet,’ I admitted.

‘By yourself?’ she asked. ‘I expect you’ll have a husband by then.’

‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘But when you think about it, given all the boys who aren’t coming back from the war, we girls will probably have to make our own way in the world.’

We were both silent for a moment.

‘Lot of work for one person,’ Lizzie said.

‘Sure.’

I nudged her with my elbow. ‘Good thing you’ll be there to help.’

She looked up. ‘Could I?’

‘Who better?’

She beamed. ‘Imagine. No more rotten old factory, ever.’

Mr Cartwright appeared in front of us. In his arms was a fat white goose, honking its head off.

‘It was on sale,’ he said.


July, 1917

Appletree Farm,

Box Hill

Dear Alex,

You might be able to fly a plane. But I can drive a truck. Who’s envious now?

Mr Cartwright taught me last week, and I haven’t hit anything yet, so he’s quite happy with my progress. He didn’t think a girl could do it. I wasn’t so sure myself. But once I found a sack of grain to sit on so I could see over the bonnet, there was no stopping me. 

The truck was on sale at the general store. It makes life much easier for all of us, because I can roll it along very slowly while he shovels the manure off the back. He’s very elderly, you see, nearly fifty, and it saves him an awful lot of time. Of course, he could drive, and I could shovel, but that hasn’t occurred to him yet. Let’s hope he doesn’t figure it out for a while.

Apart from that, I do everything a farm labourer does, but possibly a little more slowly. I am in charge of the chickens, although they don’t take orders from me or anyone else, and I work in the fields. At present we are harvesting cabbages. Very Belgian of us, isn’t it? I have my own pair of overalls, and most excellent boots. 

Thank you ever so for the present. My own copy of Jane Eyre. I feel very spoiled. You know how I love that book, and Jane, and her strong will. I feel just like her so much of the time. Funny how you can feel like that about someone who doesn’t really exist. I shall treasure it, knowing that you bought it for me in Oxford, and that, most especially, it’s from you. 

Do look after yourself.

Mags




[image: image]

We flew every moment that the sky was clear. But good flying weather for us was good flying weather for the other side. Our job was to notice artillery placement or troop trains or places on the line where soldiers assembled to attack. The German scouts’ job was to stop us.

They were very good at it. They patrolled in packs called Jagdgeschwader—hunting squads—though the Brits dubbed them ‘flying circuses’. They sure put on a good show, I’ll give them that. Colour, gamesmanship, daring, skill—they had it all. They flew fast fighting craft like the latest model Albatros or Fokker, streaking across the sky in tight formation, and then darting out of the sunset or clouds to pounce on unsuspecting mice like me. Some of their aircraft were even painted bright yellow or blue, with pink and grey camouflage spattered under each wing. If I hadn’t been desperately trying to avoid them, I could have watched them fly for hours.

The greatest of them was the Red Baron, Von Richtofen, the deadliest ace on the Front, and famous all over the world. Just before Charlie and I arrived, he’d shot down twenty-one of our planes in a single month. And now we were right in his firing line.

‘Just let me get him in my sights,’ said Charlie. ‘He won’t know what’s hit him.’

‘If you’re lucky,’ said Burke, ‘you’ll never even catch a glimpse of one of those red planes.’

Charlie mimed firing his Lewis gun at an imaginary Fokker.

‘It’s no game,’ Burke said.

‘Tell that to Richtofen,’ said Charlie. ‘I read in the newspaper that he gets a little silver trophy made up for each plane he shoots down.’

The idea made my stomach curdle. ‘That’s horrible,’ I said. ‘Those are men he shot down. Human beings. Not machines.’

‘It’s easier to think of them as machines,’ said Burke. Sorrow rippled across his face. ‘Believe me.’

I clenched my hands into tight fists. My fingers trembled all the time since that first fight, and I hadn’t even fired my gun. It was all I could do to keep the plane in the air and out of trouble. Part of me never wanted to go through that again, and the rest of me knew that I had to, every day, for the rest of the war or until someone like the Red Baron notched me up as another trophy.

‘Richtofen doesn’t scare me,’ Charlie said.

‘He should,’ said Burke.

Richtofen scared the hell out of me. But I kept flying. I learned how to scan the sky in every direction, take photographs of the ground, look out for the flash of an artillery battery, send Morse code signals back to base, and fly the machine, all at the same time. I grew to trust that Burke was always watchful, keeping me safe while I went about the real work of the squadron. It was meticulous, urgent, heart-stoppingly dangerous work. There’s no way months of training could really prepare you for the feeling of it. Or the speed of it.

The ground troops were slugging it out in another desperate push out along the Menin Road in front of Ypres. Our orders were clear. Fly low and spy on the Germans. Report anything and everything. Keep out of trouble. Shoot anyone that tries to stop you. And then do it all again the next day.

But if it was misty, or raining, or too windy, we didn’t go up. Low cloud or rain meant we couldn’t take clear photos, and fuzzy pictures were no use to anyone, so we were grounded. I shouldn’t admit this, but sometimes I’d peek out the window of the hut in the morning and sigh with relief.

‘Sorry, Lieutenant,’ said the Flight Sergeant. ‘No flying today.’

‘Never mind,’ I said. ‘There’s always tomorrow.’

There was plenty to do on the ground. Some of the other pilots drove to town for lunch or a game of tennis, as if they weren’t in the middle of a war. Charlie sat about fidgeting.

‘I hate being stuck on the ground,’ he said. ‘Let’s get up there.’

‘Not today, mate,’ I said.

‘I didn’t come all this way to play cards.’

‘It might clear up later.’ I pointed to the low grey clouds, threatening summer squalls at any moment. Even weather was different in Flanders. I remembered the hot dry summers back home—nights waiting for a cool change, trying to sleep with mosquitoes buzzing around the fly netting, sunburn and lemonade and playing cricket in bare feet. Bushfire smoke and eucalyptus oil in the air, instead of the smell of damp uniforms and fumes from distant high explosives.

‘Why didn’t I get posted to Palestine?’ Charlie said. ‘It never rains there. Those chaps in 1 Squadron probably fly every day.’

Then they’re probably half-dead with exhaustion, I thought to myself. Or actually dead.

‘It’s hot as Hades there,’ I said. ‘Imagine. My cousin Tom’s in the Light Horse over there and he reckons every day on patrol is like being some old time explorer, lost in the inland.’

‘No rain, no clouds,’ said Charlie. ‘Sounds like bliss to me.’

‘Sounds like hard work,’ I said. ‘Tom’s only written once or twice but he’s always grumbling about the heat and the dust.’

‘Anywhere would be better than here.’ Charlie turned his face away and sighed.

A few chaps were like Charlie: always looking for trouble in the skies, like restless dogs barking at every noise. His pilot, Grady, was the same. They were well matched. I couldn’t tell if they were very brave or very frightened. They snapped at each other, paced up and down, argued with the Flight Sergeant about the weather, and checked their watches every half hour.

Not me. I spent the slow days in the workshop, patching up my own aircraft (now known to everyone as Matilda) or helping out with one of the others. Some of the ground crew were like us, Australians or New Zealanders loaned out to give the Brits a hand. We banded together, shared a cuppa or two, sat around the brazier swapping stories. One of the armourers, Len, was an Aboriginal bloke from up Healesville way. He told me that he and his brother had to pretend to be Maori to enlist.

‘We were desperate to sign up, but the local recruiters kept saying they didn’t want us,’ he said. ‘So we went into the city and fooled them easily. Now I’m just as desperate to get home.’

He chuckled and sipped his tea. ‘Some trick we played on them, eh?’

‘Where’s your brother now?’ I asked.

‘Killed,’ he said. ‘Last year. Somewhere south of here. Place called Fromelles.’

‘Sorry, mate.’

‘He was a stretcher bearer. I thought he’d be all right.’

‘Tough blokes,’ I said.

‘Strong as an ox, he was. Didn’t help him much, though, did it?’

Seemed like nobody was safe.

Len and I spent all our tea breaks together. I knew about planes, but he knew more about all kinds of machines than anybody I ever met. In the few years since the war started, so many new inventions had rolled out into the war zone: flying machines, and updated models of weapons that shoot bullets so fast they’re even called machine guns, and tanks and Zeppelins and trench mortars and enormous cannon that fired all sorts of powerful explosives.

‘Did you ever dream there were so many ways to kill people?’ said Len. ‘I don’t reckon there’s ever been so many machines made or used in one place at the same time— ever in the world.’

I reckon he was right. Every few months there was a new model plane, or an advance in tank warfare (which was just as well, said Len, because the first few were hopeless), or some new horror like gas or flame throwers or grenades that bounced. Since there were aircraft, somebody invented anti-aircraft guns. Since the trenches were covered with wire, somebody invented tanks to drive over the trenches and crush the wire. Because the trenches were so close, somebody invented bombs you could detonate and throw across No Man’s Land. People were smart. They had to be. It was brilliant, in one way, but also deadly.

The war was like one great big machine, Len said. We were all tiny parts in it, along with railways and trucks and weapons. It would just grind on, like one of those automatons that you wind up so it walks or plays the drums on and on until it falls over.

‘What if the war machine runs out of petrol?’ I asked.

‘We can only hope, cobber.’

For me, those quiet hours in the workshop were just the ticket. After each flight, every plane was checked over: the fitters cleaned the engine and soaked the carburettor in petrol; the riggers pored over the wires, struts and canvas. Len stripped down all the guns and put them back together again. He didn’t seem to mind doing it over and over, and seeing him in his tiny circle of lamplight was like watching a master craftsman at work, bent over the bench, machining new components and cleaning every tiny piece. If the guns jammed during a fight, the crew would be helpless. We all trusted Len with our lives. Every day. He was the best shot in the squadron, but the Corps still wouldn’t let him in a plane. Fools. Still, he reckoned he was better off on the ground.

I reckoned he was right.

In the air, everything was chaos. Even when we didn’t get jumped by enemy planes, there were shells whistling past, heading both ways, and anti-aircraft batteries firing at us. But in the workshop, we scavenged spare parts, mended frayed fabric and bullet holes, and replaced shattered timber. Got covered in oil. There were problems to find and solve. Repairs to make. It was methodical, focused, and intense. There was always something to do, to keep my hands busy and stop me from thinking too much.

None of us wanted to think about what we’d seen or what we’d done. None of us wanted to dwell on what might happen tomorrow.


July, 1917

7 Squadron,

Royal Flying Corps

Proven, Belgium

There’s a whole other world up in the sky, Mags. I never knew. I suppose, in peacetime, it’s full of swallows and bees and all those dandelion seeds we blew into the wind. I wouldn’t know. But here it’s full of different birds. Dangerous ones, like the German Albatros fighters.

There are balloons that look like enormous saggy elephants. They’re tethered to the ground with dozens of ropes, and some poor mug dangling below in a glorified shopping basket, hoping not to get shot at. Rotten job. It’s not like they can fly off if they get attacked. They just have to sit there. Or jump, I suppose. Either way, they’re dead ducks.

Around here, if you don’t have any high ground, you have to send somebody up in the air to have a look or take a photograph. It’s either us, or the balloon chaps. Or both.

When we take off, and climb a bit, we’re in another world. We do see real birds sometimes, crows mostly, and treetops and roofs, and clouds of all shapes and sizes. Once we saw a rainbow, and I was tempted to chase it to the end. It seemed almost as if I could.

There’s no sound around us, but the machine makes its own ruckus—the engine thumps and whirrs (hopefully more whirring than thumping), the wires squeal in the wind, our scarves and clothes flap, the fuselage quivers, and we can barely hear one another shout over it all. Once Burke had to fire off a few rounds just to get my attention.

Even now it’s chilly up there. I hate to think what it’ll be like in winter. So thank you, and thank Ma and especially Flossie, for the wonderful socks and mittens. Charlie was green with envy. I fly with my little good luck kangaroo tucked into my top pocket. I’m going to get one of the fellows in the workshop to paint a kangaroo on Matilda too, so everyone who sees us up in the sky knows that it’s us flying there, all the way from the other side of the world, doing our bit.

Yours truly,

(Also if Ma could send one of her legendary fruit cakes, that would make me the most popular chap in the Officers’ Mess. I have been boasting about them.)

A
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It was peaceful at the orchard. But everywhere else, it was a different story. The city, maybe the whole country, simmered. People were hungry and desperate. Everyone was cross. They were sick of the war, sick of the food shortages, sick of the endless political arguments. Even the Women’s Peace Army wasn’t all that peaceful.

Most of the ladies in the WPA were la-di-da. They wore a different dress every day, with matching shoes, and hats with long feathers. Ma tried to keep up, but there was no point. She was the wife of an assistant railway station master, and all the bits of ribbon in the world wouldn’t make our dresses look like those fancy ladies’ outfits. They probably had nannies to look after their children and maids to do their hair. Ma only had me. Not even that, since I was out at the orchard all week. Some of the women looked down on us, I could tell, but not Vida Goldstein. She called Ma her ‘rock in a turbulent ocean’.

We spent hours every Saturday handing out leaflets to people coming in and out of Flinders Street railway station. If Miss Goldstein was there, people would stop and chat to her, and men would doff their hats and shake her hand. Not everyone, though. Sometimes people got cranky with her and launched into arguments about the war and conscription and whether or not she was committing treason. But she was always gracious, even when they were horrible.

‘Watch and learn,’ said Ma. ‘One day you could be like Miss Goldstein.’

‘I doubt it,’ I said. ‘There’s only one of her in the whole of history.’

‘Times are changing, Maggie,’ said Ma. ‘Look at you. Riding that bicycle. Working on an orchard. Who would have thought, eh? Before long, a girl like you could be prime minister.’

‘Now you’re being silly.’

‘Well, maybe not right away,’ she said. ‘But one day. You never know.’

‘You should make Miss Goldstein some bloomers,’ I told Ma. ‘Then everyone would want a pair.’

‘Vida wouldn’t be seen dead in trousers,’ said Ma. ‘She’s too dignified.’

Dignified or not, when Miss Goldstein was there, you had to proclaim slogans about saving the children and stopping the war and feeding the poor, and attempt to engage passers-by in earnest conversation. That was what she did, so that was what she expected of us. Once she’d gone, I just quietly handed out leaflets to anybody who glanced at me, whether they liked it or not. I wasn’t the proclaiming type.

Miss Goldstein was a firecracker, but a clever one. Just like Ma. She never gave up, and she kept calling for peace. But a whole lot of other people were spoiling for a fight. Especially Adela.

Ma didn’t quite approve of Adela. After all, they couldn’t have been more different. Ma was so tall and graceful, with her dark hair swept up under a stylish hat, and her gloves and shoes always impeccably clean. Adela was too wild for Ma. She was only as high as Ma’s shoulder, her hair always straggling free, her head bare, and her gloves quite forgotten. She didn’t have time for all that nonsense, she claimed, which is easy to say when all your clothes are made by the best London dressmakers.

Ma was the daughter of a Collingwood bootmaker, who struggled each fortnight to make Dad’s pay cover the rent and the groceries. Adela had grown up in England, in the lap of luxury, surrounded by famous men and women. She might have gone to Oxford University, perhaps, or into Parliament—if women in Britain were ever allowed. Instead, here they both were, arguing with the world and with each other.

When Miss Goldstein made a speech, she held you in the palm of her hand. But Adela brandished her fist in your face. She meant trouble and strife. It was all rather exciting. I wondered if that was why Mrs Pankhurst had sent her to Australia—to keep her out of mischief.

Well, that certainly didn’t work. Adela made her own mischief.

‘Maggie!’ She waved to me from the other side of Flinders Street and sprinted across, narrowly avoiding being run down by an Army truck on its way to Victoria Barracks. The men in the back let out a cheer, and she grinned.

‘There you are,’ she said. ‘I’m here to relieve you.’

‘Oh, good,’ I said. ‘I do feel quite relieved. I’ve been here for hours. Ma and Miss Goldstein gave up ages ago.’

‘They certainly have.’

She grabbed a handful of leaflets from the box and waved them above her head. ‘Stop the food profiteers!’ she shouted. ‘Down with the government!’

Oh dear. I really wasn’t made for politics. I would never be another Miss Goldstein or Adela. I’d never even be another Ma. Just not very good at the shouting part. I threw my spare leaflets into the box.

‘I’ll be off then,’ I said. ‘Thanks so much for taking over.’

Adela turned to me. ‘Are you coming next weekend, to the protest?’

‘But the government’s banned it.’

‘That won’t stop me,’ she said. ‘Do come. It will be an historic moment.’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I’ll have to check with Ma.’

‘Don’t worry about her,’ said Adela. ‘This is a moment for us, for a new generation of women.’

‘Is it?’

‘Absolutely,’ she said, smiling. The winter sunlight flickered through her hair. ‘You can’t hide away on your orchard forever.’

‘I’m not hiding!’

‘Wake up, Maggie.’ She waved a handful of pamphlets in my face. ‘It’s time for action.’

‘Right.’

‘Only don’t tell your mother I said that, or they’ll try to stop us.’

Later, I almost wished they had.
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We gathered on the footpath on Spring Street early one afternoon for Adela’s protest against the price of bread. The Lord Mayor had ruled there were to be no protests or rallies of any kind in the city streets until the war was over. That was never going to work, not with Adela in town.

By three in the afternoon, 2,000 people were jammed into the intersection in front of Parliament House, waiting for Adela to speak. All sorts of people had come along: the younger set from the Peace Army like me, wharf workers, labourers, girls from the textile factories in Collingwood, and lots of people who looked like they hadn’t eaten a proper meal for weeks. I’d never been in such a huge crowd, especially not by myself. I shifted my weight from foot to aching foot, waiting for something to happen and trying not to accidentally elbow any of the people crammed in around me.

At last, Adela climbed up onto the steps. I couldn’t hear her at first, so I squeezed through the crowd to get closer.

‘Parliament will do nothing and it is left to ourselves,’ she shouted. ‘We have only one course open and that is to demonstrate.’

Everyone cheered, even the people at the back who had no idea what she’d said.

‘I am not afraid to fight,’ she said, ‘even if it does come down to the destruction of property.’

Goodness. A few people cheered that, but not as many.

‘Do you know where all the food has gone?’ she asked.

‘No!’ shouted a fellow near me. He looked older than Dad, his cheeks hollowed out by hunger.

‘I got none anyways,’ he muttered to himself.

‘Has it gone to the boys at the Front?’ asked Adela at the top of her voice. ‘That’s what the Prime Minister says. Do you believe him?’

‘No!’ The crowd chanted its reply.

‘Has it gone to the poor, to the needy, to the hungry?’

‘No!’ Everyone shouted that. Even me.

‘No!’ Adela cried. ‘It is piling up in warehouses, not far from here, ready to fill the pockets of the greedy, the profiteers, the exploiters. I say we take it back! We break down their warehouses and feed the hungry.’

‘Yes!’

I didn’t say anything then. I felt rather uneasy, as if I had strayed into a world full of arguments I didn’t quite understand. Of course I wanted to feed the starving and all that. But breaking into warehouses? Smashing windows? You could get into real trouble for that sort of thing. Apart from anything else, Dad would tan my backside from here to tomorrow. Adela didn’t care. She was a grown woman, and her mother and sisters had been in prison loads of times when they were protesting for the women’s vote.

She called out once more, ‘Feed the —’

Then she disappeared. A scrum of policemen scuffled around her on the steps. I glimpsed one waving hand as three officers picked her up and carried her, still shouting, off.

The crowd roared its support for her, and everyone pushed forward. More policemen linked their arms and pushed back. People behind me kept shoving. The old fellow fell to his knees.

‘Stop!’ I cried. ‘Everyone, please stop it.’

I clutched at the man’s arm and tried to drag him up onto his feet. A woman tripped and tumbled onto him. Someone else grabbed at my shoulder to stop themselves falling. We both crashed into the legs of the man in front. He twisted around and swore at me. It was madness. And in the distance, Adela was still hollering.
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‘What were you thinking?’ I was lucky Ma was making bread when I got home. She kneaded and then slapped the dough as if it had done something terribly wrong. ‘Look at you. Dress torn and grubby. Scraped knee. Shoes scuffed.’

‘That’s not my fault,’ I said. ‘It was the police.’

‘Going into town by yourself to attend a riot,’ she said. ‘What next?’

‘But people are starving!’

‘That’s no reason to break the law,’ she said.

‘But it’s a silly law. You said so yourself.’

‘All the same.’

At that moment, Dad walked in from the station, looked at us both, and froze.

‘What’s happened? And why do you look like a scarecrow?’

‘Your daughter,’ said Ma—I was always his daughter when I was in really big trouble, as if I wasn’t also hers, ‘has been brawling with the police in the middle of town.’

Was that a small gleam of pride in my father’s eye?

‘Shocking,’ he said. ‘What’s for supper?’

‘Bread and dripping for you, if you’re not careful,’ said Ma. ‘Speak sternly to your daughter, please. It was that Miss Pankhurst, disturbing the peace.’

‘Were you hurt?’ Dad asked me.

‘Only my dignity,’ I said. ‘And it wasn’t a brawl. They carted Adela off, and everyone tried to stop them and we all fell over, that’s all.’

‘I always knew she was trouble,’ said Ma.

I put my hands on my hips and glared at her. ‘You’re the one who taught me how to protest in the streets. You did exactly the same when you were young, campaigning for the vote.’

‘I do not rampage,’ said Ma, waving her floury hands about. ‘We hold peaceful processions, not riots.’

‘That’s not what the Lord Mayor says.’

‘We should never have given you that bicycle,’ said Ma.

Dad chuckled. ‘Says the one who has dedicated her life to the fight for women’s freedom.’

He looked me up and down, as if checking for damage. ‘Did you get charged with any serious crimes?’

‘No, they only arrested Adela. All these policemen carried her off.’

At last Ma smiled, a streak of flour on her chin. ‘I should have quite liked to see that.’


August, 1917

Appletree Farm,

Box Hill

Darling boy,

The legendary fruit cake was posted to you last week. I hope it arrives safely, and meets expectations in the Officers’ Mess. You have no idea what you ask. Ma had to go begging sultanas from everyone in the neighbourhood. Everything is in short supply now. I don’t know why, since the sultanas only have to come from Mildura. It’s not as if they’d get torpedoed on the way. But the world has gone silly, and there’s your proof. In the pudding, as it were.

(And fancy you in an Officers’ Mess in the first place. Do you also have a butler?)

Flossie has knitted you … well, I can’t really tell what it is. She says it’s a scarf. I think it’s more along the lines of a spider web. But never mind. It’s yours now, and you can either use it to keep your neck warm or to catch yabbies. Do they have yabbies there?

I’m cold. Life on a farm in winter is miserable. I write this with a rug around my shoulders and another on my knees, and my hands in mittens, which makes it very hard to hold the pen. I must ask Flossie to knit me a spider web.

I shan’t be here much longer, though, because there’s all sorts of trouble here over this General Strike, and the WPA are up to their elegant necks organising rallies about it. I do go home every weekend, but from now on I’m needed in town every day, to help Ma with the children or with the protests. I’m not sure which. Perhaps both.

The Prime Minister has gone quite wild. He said in the newspaper today that the strikers are Secret Agents of Germany and everyone who supports them is a Traitor to the Empire. I don’t think anybody’s ever called Ma a traitor before. She was more cross than I’ve ever seen her.

But it’s all anyone can talk about here, and perfectly normal people argue in the streets and in the shops about whether the strikers or the government are scum or heroes. The same page of The Argus reported a general strike in Spain too, and more trouble in Russia. What is taking hold of the world?

I am so much older than this time last year. Sixteen. I feel about thirty. And this war has been going on as long as I can remember. Surely it must end soon. Surely.

Mags
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I heard a yelp. The Lewis gun rattled. I glanced behind. Two bright red Fokkers on our tail.

‘Hang on!’ I shouted.

Both hands on the joystick, forcing us up, up. Then a sharp twist. Bullets smashed into the woodwork, twanged off the engine. Something tore at my boot.

‘Now!’ Burke yelled.

Hell of a way to learn how to loop the loop. We roared in a circle, hanging upside down, then rolling once, twice, and circling back towards our lines. Almost the Immelmann Turn. Banjo would be proud.

I twisted around in my seat. They were still there.

Damn.

Burke was slumped over his gun.

No time to think. Just fly. I banked left, fast—faster than I ever dreamed Matilda could fly—then dropped the nose sharply so the Fokkers soared past, over my head. And into my gunsights. One hand on the control, one on the trigger. And fire.

Missed.

Again.

The Fokker dipped and swerved. I couldn’t get him in my sights. He was good, this chap. Smart. Faster than me. Could it be? The Red Baron.

Bam! A cloud of black smoke just off his wingtip. And another.

Archie. Our gun crews had spotted us. Bam!

I had to get out of there. Much as I loved our anti-aircraft battery at that moment, I didn’t want to get caught in their line of fire.

I circled back over the ruins of Ypres, trailing black smoke through the air, and headed for home.
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It wasn’t really home. It was just a motley collection of huts and tents in a muddy field. But it felt safe. Well, safer than anywhere else on the Front.

Charlie ran out onto the runway as I taxied in. Ground crew and medic were ready. They’d seen us coming in, spewing oil and smoke.

Len and the boys lifted Burke out of his seat.

Charlie climbed up the ladder and offered me a hand.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Burke’s—’

‘I know.’

I gazed around me. The dashboard was splintered and puckered with holes. There was blood all over my flying suit. Charlie stood above me, one hand outstretched. Everyone else was waiting.

‘I don’t think I can move,’ I whispered.

Charlie called out to the men below. ‘He’s hit. I’ll need help.’

‘It’s not that,’ I said. ‘It doesn’t even hurt. It’s just …’

‘Come on, cobber,’ Charlie said gently. ‘Let’s get you back on the ground.’

He and Len prised me out of there somehow. I don’t remember much about it. The ambulance took me off to the hospital, and I was back at the airfield the next morning.

I was lucky, they said.

I guess that’s true. Every week, sometimes more often, one of the planes would go missing. There’d be a space in the hangar, but no news. Later, a call would come through from a hospital or a nearby regiment or from HQ.

‘Plane wreckage located. No survivors.’

Or: ‘Reports RE8 down over enemy lines.’

Or worst of all, we saw it happen, as bullets tore off the wings or the petrol tank exploded or the plane went into a tail spin and fell out of the sky.

Burke had been right. It was much easier to think about the machines, not the men.

‘No empty chairs.’ That was the motto. Empty chairs around the dinner table made us jumpy and morose. Not good for morale, old chap. Now there was a gap where Burke once sat.

So nervous new lads arrived every few days to fill those chairs. As if we didn’t notice the changing faces. As if our own faces weren’t pale and sometimes twitchy. As if we didn’t know that our life expectancy here on the Western Front was eleven days.

Eleven days. That’s how long most pilots lasted.

Every day longer than that was a blessing—a freakish, beautiful blessing.

After a month on the Front, I was a walking miracle.

A limping miracle, really. Matilda was hammered by gunfire and needed a week or so in the workshop. Burke was buried in the cemetery behind the hospital. And I had a nasty bullet graze down my leg. Yes, I was lucky. This time.

The Commander grounded me for a week. I could have asked for leave and scarpered off to Paris, but I didn’t want to leave all the work on Matilda to the other boys. Besides, making her right again, fixing the holes and replacing the damaged parts, working alongside Len and my other mates in the workshop, was exactly what I needed to do.

I couldn’t bring Burke back. But I could make Matilda fly again.


September, 1917

7 Squadron,

Royal Flying Corps

Proven, Belgium

Dear Sis,

First up, I’m all right. Don’t worry. Second, I did get a little bit wounded but it’s nothing to worry about. I’m back on my feet already. Didn’t want you to find out from anyone else and fret. All is well. Got a hole in my good boots. That’s the worst of it.

Thank you for all the birthday presents and the food parcel. Blimey! I’ll be the most popular fellow on the airfield. I’ll write to Ma in a mo and say thanks.

Can’t say I celebrated turning twenty-one in style. I was tuckered out after a day in the air and sneaked off to bed as soon as the sun went down. The other chaps celebrated for me, judging by their sore heads the next morning. I dreamed of summer days—teaching Bertie to swim at Sandridge beach, and sitting on the sand eating fish and chips straight out of their newspaper wrappings. I seem to do nothing but sleep nowadays, while Charlie and the others do nothing but let off steam. Everyone reacts differently, I guess, to this new world we’re in.

Just think, a few years ago most of us had never seen an aircraft. Now we live for them, live in them, and die in them too. Once they were things of wonder, now they are flying guns. Sorry to be morbid. But that’s how it is out here. We bury more blokes each week. Sometimes we never even know what happened to them—they simply never come home at the end of a run.

We’re not like those fighter squadrons, though. They go looking for a scrap every day. They have these new machines, Sopwith Camels, that fly like bats out of hell. We are their slow, steady cousins. They come out to guard over us now, to keep the Hun off our tails, so we’re a lot safer. They get all the glory, but we don’t mind that. I don’t anyway. I don’t want medals or kills to my name. I just want to make it home in one piece.

Soon.

A
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Everyone in the whole world seemed to be shouting at one another. It was a war of words. The newspapers thundered about traitors and slackers. The Prime Minister said anyone who doubted him was a spy. The Mayor’s ban on street protests made everyone decide to protest about that, which made him even crankier. The unions argued with one another and so did the peace groups.

It wasn’t just about the war any more. Everyone was sad and tired and grumpy. There wasn’t enough food. There wasn’t enough of anything. That winter it felt like Australia would explode. And then the railway workers in Sydney went on strike.

It spread south quickly. The Victorian wharfies went on strike too, and then the miners. The workers in the soap factories in Port Melbourne—some of them younger than me—went out, and so did the timber stackers. With no ships being unloaded, other factories closed down. The match girls all got laid off and so did people who made lollies. (This upset Bertie no end.)

Thousands of people suddenly had no money coming in. If they were struggling before, now they faced starvation.

So the Women’s Peace Army decided to feed them all.

Guild Hall turned into a food factory, sending parcels to people who needed them and dishing up hundreds of bowls of soup and stew every day. The hall was always full of people—women mostly—sorting and wrapping up food for people who were on strike or out of work. Dad and other men came when they could, and mended people’s boots or lugged around sacks of potatoes. Ma and I spent every morning there, and Flossie too on weekends.

‘We must be off,’ said Ma one day, picking up her gloves and basket. ‘We’re supposed to be rolling bandages at the Red Cross this afternoon.’

Miss Goldstein smiled. ‘Thank you for coming along this morning,’ she said. She put one hand on Flossie’s head and stroked her curls. ‘All of you.’

‘The Red Cross?’ asked Adela, with a theatrical gasp. ‘How can you support the war effort?’

‘I don’t,’ said Ma. ‘But that’s no reason for people to bleed to death.’

‘Your time would be better spent here,’ said Adela.

Ma’s eyes flashed dangerously. ‘I have a son in the firing line, Miss Pankhurst. I hate to think that one day he might need bandages and there wouldn’t be enough.’

‘Run along,’ said Miss Goldstein. She turned to Adela. ‘I’m sure Mrs Robinson can trust her own conscience on this.’

Ma grabbed Flossie’s hand and flounced right out of the hall. Adela flounced in the other direction.

Miss Goldstein winked at me. ‘War takes many forms, Maggie,’ she said. ‘And so does peace.’
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Flossie loved rolling bandages. Volunteering with the Red Cross was just like being at Guild Hall, with all the women sitting at long tables, heads bowed over their work, talking about this and that, laughing quietly every so often. Quite a few wore mourning clothes, while others proudly bore a badge pinned to their blouse: ‘Husband on active duty.’

But they didn’t talk about politics. Not even Ma.

‘It’d only upset them,’ she said. ‘And most of those women have been through enough already.’

By the time we got home that evening, Flossie was as droopy as a rag doll, and my feet hurt like blazes. It was hard work being on the Home Front. Bertie and Dad sat in the kitchen, warming their socks by the cooker.

‘Did you catch anything?’ Flossie asked.

‘Eels,’ said Bertie. ‘Great big yucky eels.’

‘Ew!’

‘I hope you’ve skinned them yourselves,’ said Ma. ‘I can’t face that tonight.’

‘We did,’ said Bertie.

Dad raised his eyebrows.

‘I mean, Dad did,’ Bertie said. ‘I don’t like it.’

‘Squeamish,’ said Dad, with a grin. ‘Like his mother.’

She kissed his cheek. ‘Only when it comes to eels,’ she said. ‘Now we’ll have to eat the blessed things, I suppose.’

‘Already in the smoker.’

She kissed him again. ‘My hero.’

‘Hear that, children?’ said Dad. ‘No need for anyone to go to war. I am a hero for conquering half a dozen eels.’

‘I know which I’d rather,’ said Ma.

‘Are you going on strike, Dad? ’ asked Flossie. ‘Everyone else is.’

‘It seems not, love,’ said Dad. ‘The railways union here has voted to stay at work.’ He and Ma swapped glances. ‘For better or worse.’

‘That’s a pity,’ said Flossie. ‘You should see the food parcels.’
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We went to Guild Hall every day to help with the strike relief. Sometimes we took Bertie, and he sat patiently counting out packets of tea. Ma didn’t trust him near the baked goods, she said, and the counting was good practice. He could only get up to thirty, then he had to start again.

Miss Goldstein moved among the volunteers, carrying boxes, lugging baskets, giving everyone a smile or a pat on the shoulder, and brewing up enormous pots of tea.

‘Doesn’t she ever get tired?’ I asked Adela.

‘Apparently not.’

‘There you are, dear,’ said Miss Goldstein. She motioned to me. ‘Could you give Miss John a hand with the apples? I understand you are something of an expert.’

‘Of course,’ I said, turning to Adela. ‘Are you coming to help?’

‘I have to go to a meeting,’ she whispered, ‘… elsewhere. With people much more interesting and much more radical. Do you want to come?’

‘I’d better do as she asked,’ I said.

‘You can’t always do what everyone else wants,’ she said.

‘What’s the difference?’ I asked, ‘between doing what you want and doing what she wants?’

‘I’m right,’ she said.

‘About what?’

‘Forget it,’ she said, and marched off. Honestly, had the whole country lost its temper?

I tiptoed down the stairs to the basement. I was a little in awe of Cecilia John. She’d started the Peace Army with Miss Goldstein and went on delegations to Parliament and gave wonderful speeches. But more excitingly, she was an opera singer, and she’d appeared on stage with the Philharmonic, and always sang our anthem at the end of every meeting. I loved that part.

Come, then, worn and weary,
Come, then, stout and brave,
Join this noble army,
Sworn our land to save …

That afternoon, Miss John was all by herself, sorting apples from wooden crates into small piles to be parcelled up.

‘Aha!’ she said when I got to the bottom step. ‘A child slave. Excellent.’

‘I thought the Women’s Peace Army opposed child labour?’

‘Absolutely.’ She flashed a wicked smile. ‘Except when we need it. But clearly you are old enough to hold your own, so I shan’t have to use the whip.’

There were stacks of apple boxes all along one wall, and I recognised a name stencilled on some of them.

‘Were these all donated?’

‘Certainly were,’ she said. ‘Growers would rather share the contents of their cool rooms with us than with the war profiteers.’

‘I helped Mrs Bennett with her trees,’ I said.

‘Did you now?’

‘She’s struggling.’

‘And yet she shares her produce with those who are in greater need,’ said Miss John. ‘What a woman.’

Indeed. I set to work.

‘That’s the spirit,’ said Miss John.
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The next week, the government brought in strike-breakers—schoolboys and farmers and men too old to enlist who were willing to do the work of the people on strike. Some of them, I’m sure, were men whose families were hungry. It was like declaring war on the strike. There were fights on the wharves, in the streets. The city seethed.

So the Prime Minister called in his heavy artillery— the most famous person in Melbourne, and maybe even the world, Nellie Melba.

The Greatest Singer Ever to Grace the Melbourne Stage supported the war effort from the beginning. She could, it was said, raise funds in an empty paddock. She sang, she talked and she waved her majestic hands, and donations appeared for the Benevolent Society war fund or the Red Cross. Nellie Melba was the soul of the city, named for her home town, and our ambassador on the world stage. And now she was supposed to help break the strike.

It wasn’t the Prime Minister’s most brilliant idea. They decided to have Madame Melba sing to the strikebreakers, down on the wharves.

‘Is that the best they can do?’ asked Miss Goldstein. ‘People are starving, and they respond with an opera.’

‘I have a plan,’ said Miss John.
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The next day we all met at Station Pier. I hadn’t been there since the day we waved Alex goodbye. The pier would always be a sad memory for so many people. But that day it was the scene of a possible riot.

We’d left the little ones with the neighbours, but I’d nagged Dad and Ma until they let me go with them. There were thousands of people there, many of them wharfies or people from the factories nearby who’d gone out on strike. There was a line of policemen, and on the other side, a crowd of men milling about a makeshift stage. Bunting flapped in the breeze, and seagulls circled and shrieked over our heads.

A few men, I noticed, had chunks of wood in their fists. The police held their batons at the ready.

Dad looked grim.

‘You two shouldn’t have come,’ he said. ‘This might turn nasty.’

‘I doubt it,’ said Ma.

Dad pushed his sleeves back, as if he might have to fight someone.

‘I thought you were a pacifist,’ I said.

He glanced down, put an arm around me, and squeezed me tight. ‘I am, sweetheart. But if anyone tries to hurt you or your mother …’

‘It won’t come to that,’ said Ma.

‘How do you know?’

‘Just wait.’

The crowd of strike-breakers beyond the police line sent up a cheer. A fellow in a black coat made a speech and then Nellie Melba took the stage. I could just see her if I stood on my toes.

‘Friends!’ Miss Goldstein’s familiar voice rang out behind us. We swivelled round. She and Miss John stood on a cart, surrounded by women and children—families, I guessed, of the strikers.

Behind us, Nellie Melba started singing.

‘Dear friends,’ cried Miss Goldstein. ‘The Prime Minister believes that music will win him votes or hearts or the war. Let us hope that music may also heal our sorrows.’

Then Miss John started singing too.

Once when a mother was asked would she send
Her darling boy to fight,
She just answered ‘NO’
And I think you’ll admit she was right.

Nellie Melba sang louder.

Miss John did too.

I didn’t raise my son to be a soldier,
I brought him up to be my pride and joy:
Who dares to put a musket on his shoulder
To kill some other mother’s darling boy?

‘My money’s on Cecilia,’ said Dad. ‘Old Nellie’s got no hope.’

Madame Melba may have been more famous, but Miss John’s voice was louder and she had all of us to help.

Miss Goldstein joined in first, then Adela and Ma and all the Peace Army ladies. Dad chimed in and soon everyone was singing, voices loud and clear.

It’s time to put the sword and gun away,
There’d be no war today if mothers all would say
I didn’t raise my son to be a soldier.

It was the best riot of all time.


October, 1917

Station Street,

Coburg

Silly boy,

Are you really all right or are you just being brave? I read your letter and thought my heart had stopped. But then we realised you had written it yourself, and you’d already been released from hospital, so you must be on the mend. Did it hurt terribly? Dad is sending you new boots immediately.

Please take more care of this pair.

Just this morning we were reading in the newspaper about poor battered Ypres and the Australians in action near there. Everyone’s had a go at breaking through the Line, haven’t they? Dad reckons if Monash and the Anzac Corps can’t do it, nobody can.

I showed Flossie and Bertie yet again where you are on the map of Belgium, and they realised for the first time how very close you are to the fighting. They have joined the Children’s Peace Army, which seems to consist mostly of singing songs with Miss John on Saturday mornings. But she told them about the Evil of War yesterday, and Flossie cried herself to sleep because you are In Its Grip. I know how she feels.

I wish I was still living at the orchard. It was easier being there. Here at home, missing you is a family concern. At every meal we are dreadfully aware of your empty chair. We keep your little sleepout on the veranda just like you left it, because we know that one day you’ll need it again. One day soon.

All my love,

Maggie

PS Bertie says please don’t get shot any more. So pass that on to the Red Baron and his henchmen, will you?
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It was always gloomy in the Officers’ Mess. They called it that, as if it was a bar in some flash London club. But it was just a wooden hut like all the others, except with a stash of bottles on a shelf in one corner and a pile of last month’s newspapers on the table. A couple of busted propeller blades hung on the wall, alongside a German bayonet, shell fragments dug out of one of our planes, and bits of junk people had picked up in the village or by the side of the road: a French circus poster, a clock that chimed at random hours, and a teddy bear with one eye.

Planes droned overhead and always, off to the east, was the sound of the guns. I wished I was in the workshop with Len and the boys, chatting quietly while we worked, making broken things whole again, setting things right. But I’d been told to wait in the Mess for orders. Hours ago. Everyone who wasn’t already in the air was there, waiting to fly or just back from a job. There was more waiting than flying. It was like that most days.

Charlie stretched out on a sofa, nicked from a nearby chateau, staring at the wall. He had a book in his hand— The Man with Two Left Feet, which usually made him laugh out loud—but he wasn’t reading and he certainly wasn’t laughing.

In the corner, three chaps from C Flight argued over a game of darts. Somebody’s dog scratched and snuffled. The gramophone played the same record, over and over.

If you were the only girl in the world,
And I was the only boy …

Some of the new arrivals sang along.

‘Shut up, will you?’ Charlie snapped.

They fell silent.

‘Go easy on them, mate,’ I said.

‘You’re on active service now,’ he shouted across the room. ‘You have to learn how we do things around here.’

‘Speaking of which,’ I said, waving a postcard in front of his face, ‘I heard from some of our boys in 3 Squadron.’

‘We should have stayed in England with them,’ said Charlie.

‘You couldn’t wait to get over here,’ I reminded him.

‘I was an idiot.’

‘Well, they’re all here now,’ I said. ‘At an airfield just outside Arras. I thought we might borrow a car and drive over to visit them one day soon. Hear some voices from home. Catch up on the news. And we could teach them a few tricks, maybe. Help them out. Remember what it was like when we arrived?’

‘No, I don’t.’ Charlie threw the book into the corner. ‘I barely remember yesterday.’

‘What d’you reckon?’ I said. ‘The boys’d like to say cheerio.’

‘Look at them,’ he said. He pointed at the noticeboard where, alongside official memos and the odd silly cartoon cut out of a newspaper, were photos of rows of men, posing with their aircraft or in front of the hangar. Me and Charlie, in those first few days, grinning in our spotless new uniforms. Burke, with his hair hanging down over his forehead, smiling into the camera. Jimmy Grady fooling around with the Squadron’s pet goat. Three days before, Grady had managed to land his aircraft in spite of two bullets in his legs. He got carted off to hospital. We hadn’t heard if he was still alive.

Dozens of men, all gone.

‘I don’t remember their names,’ said Charlie. ‘Any of them.’

‘You can’t have forgotten Jimmy,’ I said.

‘I do remember him.’ Charlie’s voice sounded as if he was miles away. ‘He got shot.’

‘Got you back here safely, though, didn’t he?’ I said. ‘And there’s good old Burke.’

‘Who?’

I didn’t say much more. Instead I went to the CO and asked for a few days off for both of us, to go visit our Australian mates.

‘Sorry, lad,’ he said. ‘There’s a big Push planned. It’s all hands to the wheel for the next few weeks. Maybe after that.’

I nodded miserably. Another big Push. Another few weeks. I hoped Charlie lasted that long.


September, 1917

7 Squadron,

Royal Flying Corps

Proven, Belgium

It’s time I told you what it’s really like, Maggie. Enough of the stiff upper lip. Odd things happen to a man here. I’ve seen it over and over. It’s happening to Charlie now. Perhaps it has been for months and I never noticed, never realised. We fly together now—me as pilot and Charlie in the back as observer. So maybe it’s just that now I can see how he is in the air as well as on the ground.

He’s twitchy. Shy. Shell-shocked, they call it, but in our case it isn’t shells that do the damage. Not usually.

It’s the waiting to die.

Those poor beggars in the trenches sit under shell fire for days on end. Then they have to charge out of their holes as if they mean it, and I suppose they do. They get mowed down like grass by machine gun fire. Or if they’re lucky they get to take another man’s life. Some luck.

They see things—we all do—that have never been seen before on this earth. Things that nobody should ever see. They crouch in a wasteland of mud and wire, and they quiver and wait to die.

We do the same. We sit about on the airfield where, most of the time at least, we’re relatively safe. But then the call goes out, and they chalk the sectors up on the board and off we go. And every day we think: will it be me this time? Will it be flames or plummeting or a quick bullet? Or if not me, then who? My best mate? My Wing Commander? That boy who just arrived this morning? (Probably him.)

It changes us. It has to. We try not to let it happen, but there’s no way out. Some fellows pray, some have little rituals they follow for luck, some go out all the time and try to forget, some dwell on it and talk about it all the time. It doesn’t matter what we do. We all get nervy, forgetful, angry. We unravel.

It’s not cowardice, although I hate to think how many men have been charged with cowardice when they should be sent to a hospital, or just home. Some of the twitchiest fellows we ever see are the bravest, because they get foolhardy, you see. They stop caring. They just want to get it over with, as if death is an enemy who will one day, inevitably, beat you. They want to bring it on. They become cruel and perhaps careless, because it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters.

Charlie doesn’t have anybody like you to talk to. His brothers are both in Palestine with the Light Horse, and his father sends letters that sound like they’ve been dictated by General Haig—do your best, boy, and don’t disgrace us. He throws them straight into the fire and asks if he can read your letters instead.

So write to me, as fast as you can, and tell me it will be all right. Tell me it will all be over soon, and then I can come home.

Please. I can’t ask anyone else, can’t tell anyone but you, Mags. Tell me—this time it won’t be me.

Alex
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Dad worked in the garden every night after he finished at the station. He always had, but now it was more important than ever. With the food shortages, we couldn’t survive without the vegetables he grew. It was hard work, but no matter what the weather, and no matter how dirty the job, he always wore his tie and collar and special gardening hat. He always said there was no need to let standards slip just because you were in the garden. The most he ever did was roll up his sleeves to keep his cuffs from getting muddy, but usually he wore an old jacket over the top of his clothes to keep himself clean.

I helped him, just as I had when I was younger, turning the soil and getting it ready for the new crops. I always got dirty. Honestly, that was half the fun. We pulled out the turnips and chopped up the leaves for composting, then sowed lettuce seeds in little pots for planting out later in the season.

‘You’re good at this, love,’ he said. ‘You must miss the orchard.’

‘I do,’ I said. ‘I even miss getting rained on and muddy. I miss wearing my boots every day, and driving the truck, and seeing my friends at the market.’

Dad stopped digging, took off his hat and wiped the sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief. His hair was thinning on top. This war had made all of us older.

He gave me a sad smile. ‘Sorry you had to come back.’

I shrugged. ‘I like being here with all of you too. I missed you. But I did love that feeling of being so tired at the end of the day I feared my arms might drop off, and then waking up the next day to a clear sky and the roosters crowing.’

‘And a big breakfast? With fresh milk on your porridge?’

‘Especially that.’

He grinned. He’d lost weight lately too, I noticed. His waistcoat buttons no longer strained to meet their buttonholes. ‘Pity we can’t fit a cow in the backyard.’

‘Imagine that,’ I said. ‘But it’s important work here too, helping with the food parcels. If only I could do both.’

‘Hmmm,’ he said. He bent over and stuck the spade into another clod. ‘I wonder …’
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There was a big meeting at Guild Hall the next Monday. The speeches were a bit dull, because Miss Goldstein was touring the countryside and Adela was in jail after trying to storm Parliament again, but we all clapped loyally at the end just the same, and sang ‘God Save the King’ very loudly in case anybody dared accuse us of treason. As we were walking out, Ma waved over one of the committee members, Miss Higgins. She was older than Ma, with a hook nose and her dark hair swept up under an enormous hat.

‘Is this her?’ she asked.

They both stared at me.

‘That’s her,’ said Ma.

‘I hear you’ve been working out at Cartwright’s orchard,’ said Miss Higgins. ‘Your mother says you can drive.’

‘She can,’ said Ma. ‘A truck, and all sorts.’

‘Pruning?’ said Miss Higgins.

Ma nodded. ‘And milking. Good with cows.’

I looked from one to the other, feeling a bit like I was in a cattle auction myself.

Miss Higgins nodded. ‘She’ll do.’

Then she walked off.

‘What was all that?’ I asked.

‘You,’ said Ma, ‘are the luckiest girl in the world.’
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The Women’s Peace Army had bought a farm. It was meant to be for young women who were poor and homeless, as so many were nowadays, with the menfolk away. Miss Goldstein thought that farm work would be good for them, and keep them fed as well. So the Peace Army took over fourteen acres at Mordialloc, and employed Cecilia John and her friend Miss Higgins to run the first ever Women’s Farm in the whole country.

And that was where I went to work. Ma said it was only to keep me out of trouble. But I didn’t mind. Not a jot.

It was good land, already farmed and producing flowers and asparagus. By the time I started, the women had planted thousands of bulbs for the flower market, and there was a vast area set aside for vegetables of all sorts. Miss Higgins was an expert in growing flowers, I learned. She’d even been to college and studied horticulture. Miss John was excellent with chickens and geese, and could drive. She used to run her own farm in Deepdene. ‘As good as a man,’ the newspapers said.

Miss John met me at the railway station in her automobile. I’d never been in one before—not a real one, only Mr Cartwright’s truck. Miss John’s automobile had windows you could put up and down and a proper roof, just like the ones you saw driving around town.

‘Is this one of those new Fords?’ I asked.

‘Yes, indeed, a Model T,’ she said. ‘Twenty horsepower. I did have a Buick, but now we’re on the farm we need something tougher.’

‘You sound like my brother,’ I said. ‘I’d rather have twenty horses.’

She smiled. ‘He’s a pilot, I hear?’

‘In Flanders,’ I said. ‘But when he comes home, he can fix your automobile for you, if it ever breaks.’

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Usually I fix it myself.’

Of course she did. I imagined Miss John and Miss Higgins could do almost anything they set their minds to.

‘I can drive a truck,’ I said.

‘Then I’m sure we’ll get on famously,’ she said.

‘And ride a bicycle.’

‘That’s more than I can do,’ she said. ‘Here we are.’

She swung the car off the road and into a long driveway edged by wire fences and rows of newly planted fruit trees. A flock of rainbow lorikeets swooped low overhead and settled down to screech in a gum tree. The farmhouse was small, but on one side a timber frame for a new section stood raw and unfinished. Behind it was the kitchen garden, circled by a paling fence, where Miss Higgins bent over a hoe, weeding. She took off her hat and waved.

We pulled up in front of a row of low sheds.

‘Stables,’ said Miss John. ‘I’m afraid we don’t have a truck for farm work. We don’t have twenty horses, either. Just two. D’you think you can handle them?’

‘It’s probably not very modern of me,’ I said, ‘but I’m really quite fond of horses.’

‘Modern or not, it’s what we’ve got.’

‘It’s all we’ve ever had,’ I said. When I was little, Dad delivered parcels for the Post Office in his old buggy. He wouldn’t let me take the reins out on the road, but I used to harness old Zelda, fill up her feed bag and brush her down at the end of the day. She was the slowest horse that ever lived, but strong.

They were golden days, I realised now. No war, no protesting. Bertie was the sweetest little baby. Flossie toddled around the garden in bare feet. The sun seemed to shine all the time, there was plenty of food, and Alex and his friends played football in the streets after school. Now half of those boys were gone and some would never come back.

Miss John stood, waiting, holding my bag.

‘Welcome,’ she said, ‘to our secret sanctuary.’

I nearly cried from happiness.

Between them, Miss John and Miss Higgins had already built chook sheds and fences, planted rows of trees, and tried to teach the girls in their care how to sow seeds and plant bulbs and prune berry canes and harvest asparagus. The berries and asparagus did nicely. The girls … well, that was where I came in.

I was to be a role model for the younger women, Miss John explained. She had so much to do, and so did Miss Higgins, that it was tricky to be both teacher and farmer at the same time. They’d realised that they were also just a little bit scary—and they were. Fiercely intelligent, well educated and outspoken, they were like people from another world to the poor girls who found themselves on the farm.

‘You will be the bridge between us,’ said Miss John. ‘But I warn you, it won’t be easy.’

She was right.


September, 1917

The Women’s Farm,

Mordialloc

I am quite convinced, brother dear, that you will come through this horrible business—if not exactly happy, then at least whole. I feel it deep in my bones. You are so precious to us all. We pray for you every night. I hope you can feel it all the way over there on the other side of the world.

You will come home to us. It will not be you or your dear friend this time, or the next, or the next. I promise.

I have knitted a little kangaroo for your friend Charlie too, since it sounds like he could do with a good luck charm. I am so happy to hear how you look out for each other. Dad has collected some books for you both, which are coming by parcel. We thought that Sherlock Holmes and Huckleberry Finn might help distract you from your heavy burdens, and Songs of a Sentimental Bloke, which everyone is still mad for. It might remind you of home and make you smile again.

I don’t know what else I can do except write and hope and send you all the love in the world.

Maggie

PS D’you see my new address? I’m a farmer lass once again. I’ve been brought in to be a Good Influence on Certain Young Ladies, and to help about the place. Let me tell you a bit about it, to take your mind off gloomy things—if that’s at all possible. Perhaps it isn’t. But I’ll try anyway.

We have excellent and enormous draught horses here, one called Ned Kelly (because he’s a bit of an outlaw, says Miss John) and the other Nellie Bly, named after the daredevil undercover journalist. Actually, she is rumoured to be reporting on the Western Front now— the lady, I mean, not the horse—so I wonder if she will interview you and write about Matilda. I wish I was a daredevil journalist like Nellie Bly. Or maybe Louise Mack. I’ve just been reading her book all about her adventures at the start of the war. Some women do such amazing things. Even flying planes! But until the day I can have an actual adventure, I have work to do here.

It’s quite a few acres, and we’re slowly turning all of them into orchards or flower beds or market garden. I get to do almost everything, along with Miss John and Miss Higgins. There are only two young ladies in residence now: Elsie, who needs a good feed or two, and Lila, who definitely doesn’t. Once we get better set up more girls will come. There are an awful lot of people who need homes and looking after at present. Not only do I get to be on a farm and learn a million new things every week, but we are helping other people, so Ma totally approves. I wish you could see it. I think you would be proud of me. I hope so, anyway. I’m very proud of you.

Love,

Mags
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The big Push. Another one.

The infantry had covered some ground at last. They’d used tanks to break through the wire and roll right over the trenches. The British lines pushed out across the old road to the town of Messines, or what was left of it. You couldn’t really see where roads were meant to be along the Front any more, because the earth had taken such a pounding.

So had we. Day after day the German planes roared out of the clouds and swept down on us while we tried to take photos or spot the artillery flashes. Our scouts took them on, time after time, driving them away so we could get out of the danger zone. Then it’d be like an allin fist fight at the Palladium on a Saturday night, with everything happening so fast you could hardly tell friend from foe, and bullets and planes screaming everywhere.

All the aces on our side went out on lonely scouting flights every day, scouring the skies for someone to shoot down, while the German hunting packs did the same. They said it was more chivalrous than the fighting on the ground, like old-fashioned duelling in the air.

Blokes like Charlie would get their blood up, desperate for a fight. Me, I was different. I realised after the first few scraps that I couldn’t really fly like a fighter pilot. The machine wasn’t up to it, for a start. All I could do was try to keep Matilda in one piece so we all lived to fly the next day. And if I’m honest, that suited me too. I was no ace. I’d stick up for myself and our blokes if anyone attacked us. But hunting other people down? Picking fights in the sky? I left that to other fellows and got on with my own job. It was hard and important enough for me.

Luckily, our new Squadron Commander thought the same thing. He arrived on a rainy afternoon. We were sitting around in the Mess, waiting for the sky to clear.

The door slammed open. ‘Bored, chaps?’

We jumped to our feet. A few men saluted, but I rarely bothered to do that nowadays.

The major looked each of us up and down. ‘Still here, Robinson?’ he said.

I grinned. ‘Yes, sir. I was trained by the best.’

Major Ferguson threw me one of his familiar lopsided smiles. ‘I tried. Glad to see it worked.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Relax, gentlemen,’ he said. He sat at the table. He didn’t need the walking stick any more, but still wore the eye patch. Some of the new pilots stared at him, in awe of the Military Cross ribbon and his obvious scars.

‘So, tell me how things are here,’ he said, looking around at each man in turn. ‘I’ve been briefed at HQ, but I want to hear it from you. What’s the situation in this sector?’

‘Pretty hot, sir,’ I said. ‘The Huns have got those new Fokker triplanes.’

‘Too fast even for you, Ace?’ he said, smiling. ‘Fastest aircraft in the air,’ I said. ‘The Red Baron and his whole circus have got them. In our RE8s, we’re like sitting ducks.’

‘That’s how they see us too,’ said Charlie. ‘Prey. Waiting to be picked off, one by one.’

‘But don’t you have a scout escort now?’ said Major Ferguson. His gaze lingered on Charlie’s face. I hoped he could see in it what I saw every day: a thin mask of courage over a swirling mess of frayed nerves.

‘It’s all right for those chaps,’ said Charlie. ‘They can give as good as they get, while we … we need faster planes, sir.’

‘To do what?’ asked Ferguson.

‘Take them on, sir,’ said Charlie. ‘Put up a decent fight.’

Major Ferguson glanced at me. ‘What do you think, Robinson? Now you’ve had a taste of combat flying, would you rather be in a scout patrol?’

‘Not really, sir,’ I said. ‘I don’t think it makes much difference. When there are twenty planes charging around in a small patch of sky, you’ve got as much chance of crashing into someone or diving into a spray of bullets as you have of getting shot down or shooting someone else.’

‘As I learned to my cost,’ he said.

Charlie leaned forward. ‘Don’t listen to Ace, sir. He’s got the wind up.’

It was like being punched in the guts—my best mate, telling everybody I was afraid.

‘Charlie—’

‘You’d be a fool if you’re not at least a little frightened,’ said Major Ferguson.

I glared at Charlie. ‘Of course I’m scared. We all are.’

‘I’m not,’ he said.

Perhaps it was true. Perhaps he’d gone beyond feeling scared. But the rest of us knew the truth. Nobody spoke for a moment.

‘We all feel fear,’ said Major Ferguson, at last. ‘Every man here and everyone on the entire Front, from the sappers to the artillery to the nurses in the Casualty Clearing Stations. I’m sure even General Haig has sleepless nights. It’s natural. What matters is how we act in spite of our fear.’ He cleared his throat. ‘But given that we are stuck with RE8s and we have reconnaissance work to do, no matter how boring that may be for some of you, let’s discuss tactics.’

We all gathered around the table. Nobody had ever bothered asking us for our ideas before. Major Ferguson unfolded a trench map.

‘In a few days, the infantry will start pushing out towards here.’ He pointed to a little village on the map. ‘It’s called Passchendaele.’

‘I’ve flown over there,’ I said.

‘I know,’ said the Major. ‘Your photographs have helped the staff plan the assault.’

‘Good to know we’re not wasting our time,’ said Charlie.

‘Far from it,’ said Ferguson.

‘Not much is left of that village but rubble and holes in the ground,’ I said.

‘But it’s on a hill, and the German gun posts there need to be knocked out,’ the major said. ‘They’ve kept our lot trapped for months. Worse. They fire on our men every day.’

‘Will there be artillery support for the charge?’ said Charlie.

‘A major barrage just when the attack starts,’ said Ferguson.

‘That never works,’ I said. ‘The Germans hide in their bunkers and come out again when the guns stop. Don’t the generals know that by now?’

‘That’s why I want some of you to visit some friends of mine in the New Zealand artillery before the battle,’ he said. ‘If we put our heads together, we might be able to coordinate things better.’

Even Charlie nodded. ‘Makes sense. I’ll go.’

‘Good lad.’ Major Ferguson reached out to touch his shoulder, and Charlie flinched.

‘But there’s still the small problem of the Red Baron and his mates,’ Charlie said.

‘We can’t beat them in the air,’ said Ferguson. ‘I want you to leave them to the fighter squadrons. Will you do that?’

‘Easier said than done,’ I said. ‘Richtofen uses his plane as a weapon, like a dart. That’s what makes him so good. He only fires when he draws close enough to be sure. And that’s really close. He can fly, I’ll give him that. They’re pretty sharp, those Germans.’

‘So if they can’t get close to you, they can’t get a clear shot,’ said Ferguson. ‘It’s that simple.’

‘And that hard,’ I said.

‘Of course,’ said Major Ferguson. ‘But each one of you is worth more than any number of Red Barons. What you all do is critical—not just for planning things like this, but for protecting the men in the trenches. So those are my orders. Keep out of the Red Baron’s way.’


7 Squadron,

Royal Flying Corps

Proven, Belgium

Dear Sis,

Things are looking up. We have a new Commanding Officer, our old friend Ferguson, now promoted to major. It’s good to have him around again. And there’s progress on the Front too.

Did I tell you about the mines they set off back in June? The explosions were so massive that people in London heard it. I hate to think how it felt for those poor sods in the German trenches. As if the world was ending, I expect. But they’re still there, holding the line, months later. Fewer of them, but still strong.

I’ve flown over the mine site plenty of times. I’ve seen a lot of craters in my months at the Front. The ground from Ypres to Passchendaele is nothing but shell holes, most full of water after the winter rains. But I’ve never seen anything like that crater. It was as if a great monster had taken a bite out of the earth and then spat it out again. Over and over. Incredible.

And somehow those mining blokes dug tunnels right under the German lines and planted bombs big enough to make a hole the size of a city block. They must have some nerve. I wouldn’t like that job, not for quids. Imagine spending your days and nights under the ground, with shells falling on top all the time. And the Germans were digging too, trying to do exactly the same thing. What if you came face to face, deep under No Man’s Land? Shivers.

Give me the sky any day. It’s full of Germans too, but at least I can see where they are. Most of the time.

Thanks so much for sending the lucky kangaroo for Charlie. He didn’t say much when I gave it to him, but he doesn’t say much about anything nowadays. Still, I noticed he tucked it away in his pocket. Every little thing helps. Every letter. Every thought. Every bit of love you send.

We need to know we aren’t forgotten.

Love

Alex
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‘What’s this?

‘It’s asparagus,’ said Miss John, handing around a platter. ‘This is what Miss Higgins and Maggie have been harvesting all day.’

The other girls stared at it as if it was some disgusting slime. I’d never eaten it before either, but since I’d spent the whole day slaving over it, I decided I’d better try some.

‘Looks like grass,’ said Elsie. ‘Fat grass.’

‘Tastes like it too,’ said Lila. ‘I bet.’

‘You could argue,’ said Miss Higgins in her Very Reasonable Voice, ‘that all vegetables are like grass.’

‘Not spuds,’ said Elsie. ‘I love spuds.’

‘Yeah,’ said Lila. ‘Why don’t we grow spuds?’

‘We will,’ said Miss Higgins. ‘But not quite yet.’

‘Try some asparagus with a spot of butter,’ said Miss John, still holding the platter in front of Elsie. ‘You might like it.’

‘Got any spuds?’

Miss John sighed. ‘How do you feel about peas?’
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‘Give us a hand, will you, Elsie?’

We were raking over the far paddock. Miss Higgins had turned over the ground with the horse and plough, and now fine furrows stretched into the distance. Next, we had to drop hundreds of bulbs into the groove and rake the sandy soil gently over the top. We’d been working out in the spring sunshine for an hour or two already. Or at least I had. Miss Higgins had taken Ned Kelly into the next field. They were moving slowly and precisely to and fro across the ground, Ned harnessed to the plough, and Miss Higgins walking behind to guide the blade through the earth and dig in last season’s lucerne.

Elsie sat on a tree stump by the fence. She was older than me but looked much younger, her legs skinny as sticks and scratched all over after a nasty collision with the blackberry patch.

‘I don’t see why we have to plant all these onions,’ she said.

‘They aren’t onions,’ I said. ‘They’re lilies.’

‘You what?’

‘Flowers. Lovely flowers.’

‘Seriously?’

‘You’ll know them when you see them,’ I said. ‘They pop out of the bulb in summer.’

‘Don’t look like much,’ she said.

‘Nor do I.’

‘Truer word never spoken.’

I straightened up, stretched my tired back, and pushed a few stray strands of hair back under my hat. Somewhere a kookaburra laughed—probably at me. I took off my jacket and hung it on the wire fence. Elsie plucked at a loose thread on her cardigan.

‘I’m famished,’ she said. ‘The ladies are starving us on purpose.’

‘Nonsense.’

‘Trying to make us eat grass and all.’

I sighed. ‘That asparagus is worth a fortune in fancy restaurants,’ I said. ‘People go to the market specially to buy it fresh.’

‘Rich folks are crazy,’ she said. ‘Why would you eat that if you could buy as many spuds as you like?’

I rolled up my sleeves. It was one of Alex’s old work shirts, soft and pale blue.

‘If we can just get this row done, it’ll be time for lunch,’ I promised.

‘I’m too weak with hunger to work.’

‘Elsie, please at least try to help.’

‘Why should I?’ she said. ‘I don’t want to be here.’

‘Then why are you?’

‘Dunno, really,’ she said. ‘Mum put me on the train in Bendigo. When I got off in the city, this bloke tried to grab me. Miss Higgins was there, and she belted him on the head with her umbrella. She said it wasn’t safe to walk around the city by meself.’

‘She’s probably right,’ I said.

‘Didn’t have any choice about it though, did I? Needed to find work, see. Have to send money home to Mum. Anyway, Miss Higgins brung me here and I been stuck here ever since.’

Her voice was defiant but she wrapped her cardigan tightly around her as if she was chilly.

‘You could always go home,’ I said.

‘Mum wouldn’t take me back.’ She shook her head. ‘She’s got enough mouths to feed as it is.’

‘Where’s your dad?’ I asked, but then understood, too late, that I shouldn’t.

‘Silly beggar got blown up at Gallipoli.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

Elsie shrugged. ‘Nothing to do with you.’

‘My brother’s in Flanders,’ I said.

She shrugged again. ‘So’s everyone’s. You want me to feel sorry for you?’

That was exactly what I did want, I realised. Maybe we all did. Even Elsie. I decided to start again.

‘Well, you’re here now.’ I held out the rake. ‘And I’m supposed to be supervising you.’

‘Like to see you try,’ she said. She crossed her arms. ‘You can’t make me do nothing.’

‘I shan’t force you,’ I said. ‘Still, you wanted a job and now you’ve got one. You have to earn your keep.’

‘But I wanted to be in town, and go to the pictures and see all the fancy folk,’ she said, her eyes filling with tears. ‘Work in a shop, maybe. Or a biscuit factory. Not stuck out here, shovelling horse muck. I can do that at home.’

‘I used to work in a shop, but I’d rather be here.’

‘It’s all right for you,’ said Elsie. ‘You go home at weekends.’

She grabbed the rake out of my hand and stabbed at the soil as if it was the enemy. So she was homesick. I would be too, in her place.

‘It won’t be forever,’ I said.

‘That’s what they said about the war.’
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Miss John, Miss Higgins and I had a secret meeting in the stables.

‘I don’t think I’m a very good role model for Elsie and Lila after all,’ I said. ‘We need reinforcements.’

‘You sound like Billy Hughes,’ said Miss John.

‘Don’t tell Ma that.’

‘What do you suggest?’ asked Miss Higgins.

‘Perhaps we could persuade another daughter of a Peace Army member to come and stay with us?’ said Miss John.

‘I have a much better idea,’ I said.
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My old friend Lizzie raced out of Mordialloc station, bag in hand, waving wildly and smiling fit to burst.

‘A women’s farm?’ she shouted. ‘Truly?’

‘It’s not easy,’ Miss John told Lizzie, when we got back to the farm. ‘We face significant barriers.’

‘Called Elsie,’ I said.

‘We’ll sort her out,’ said Lizzie. ‘Never you mind.’

Miss Higgins turned to me. ‘Yes, she’ll do nicely.’

Lizzie was just what we needed. Together, we mucked out the stables and helped Miss Higgins finish off the asparagus harvest. We drove with her to the market and sat on our old bench, drinking our tea and watching everyone go by.

‘We need a plan,’ I said, ‘to tackle Elsie.’

‘You can’t tackle her,’ said Lizzie. ‘She’s not livestock.’

‘Could have fooled me.’

‘See?’ she said, her green eyes clear in the sunlight. ‘Why would she respect you when you don’t respect her back?’

‘I guess you’re right,’ I said, though I didn’t like to admit it. ‘But still—’

‘You leave young Elsie to me.’

When we got back from the market, Lila and Elsie were sitting on the front porch dangling their feet in the horse trough. They looked like they hadn’t moved from the porch the whole time we’d been away.

‘Hey, there,’ Lizzie called to them. ‘Why did the chicken cross the road?’

‘I’ve heard that one,’ said Lila. ‘Everyone has. To get to the other side.’

‘All right,’ said Lizzie. ‘Then why did the horse cross the road?’

‘Dunno,’ said Elsie.

‘Because it was the chicken’s day off.’

I groaned, but Lila and Elsie burst into giggles. It was the first time I’d ever seen them smile.

‘That’s not all,’ I said, catching on to Lizzie’s ingenious plan. ‘How do you make an octopus laugh?’

‘Dunno,’ said Lizzie, with a big wink as if she was on stage. ‘How do you make an octopus laugh?’

‘You give it ten tickles.’

They all just stared at me.

‘That doesn’t make any sense,’ said Lila.

‘Tentacles,’ I said. ‘Get it?’

‘What’s an octopus?’ said Elsie.

‘D’you know any jokes, Elsie?’ asked Lizzie.

Elsie craned her head to make sure Miss Higgins wasn’t in earshot.

‘It’s a bit rude,’ she whispered, ‘but …’

‘Did you make that joke up?’ I asked Lizzie later.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I heard Roy Rene tell it at the Tivoli one time. You?’

‘My brother.’

‘Got any more?’ she asked. ‘We’re going to need a lot. Might need to be better than that one, though.’

Lizzie told jokes to the other girls every chance she got. But most of all, she laughed. We all did. Lizzie and I laughed at everything. Miss John and Miss Higgins laughed with us while we were harvesting the carrots. And eventually Elsie and Lila made sure they were with us all day too, working and laughing lots. That’s what we needed, each of us, in the middle of so many things that were sad and hard. Miss Higgins had lost her beloved nephew in the war. Lizzie and I were worried sick about our brothers. Elsie and Lila were homesick and grieving—a few jokes couldn’t fix that, but laughter did make us feel more like friends, almost like family. And maybe that, in time, would help us start to heal a little.

Then the flower harvest started. It was back-breaking work, and we moaned and groaned, but nobody really complained too much. Everyone just got on with it.

Before market days, we all bent over the fields for hours, cutting the blooms low to the ground so they had lovely long stems.

‘They’re so pretty,’ said Elsie.

‘We grew them,’ said Lila. ‘Fancy that.’

Miss Higgins resisted saying that Lila hadn’t been much use at all in the growing phase, which was kind of her, I thought. Instead, she offered each of them a bouquet.

I don’t think anybody had ever done that before.

‘You can put them in your room,’ said Miss Higgins.

‘Really?’ Lila’s smile was as wide as the sky.

‘I have entered us in the Agricultural Show next week,’ said Miss Higgins. ‘I quite like our chances in the Mixed Bouquet with Bulbs.’


October, 1917

Women’s Farm,

Mordialloc

Dear Alex,

Do you think I could be a newspaper reporter like Louise Mack? If so, this would be my scoop of the week.


Dramatic Scenes at Agricultural Show Dramatic Scenes at Agricultural Show There was a frenzy in the winners’ circle at last week’s show, when Miss Elsie Lang and Miss Lila Gibb of the Women’s Farm won first and second prize in the Junior Mixed Display section. Never, in the history of prize-giving, have there been two more proud (and loud) recipients of a blue and red ribbon, respectively.



Do you think I have a future in newspapers? Must do, since Dad reckons they’re full of lies, and just between you and me, those two had a little help from Miss Higgins making their spectacular floral displays. But never mind. Between Miss Higgins and her flowers and Lizzie and her jokes, the Battle of Mordialloc has been won. Elsie and Lila have been well and truly captured and we are now fighting on the same side.

Just in time too. Ma reckons Mr Hughes wants another referendum on conscription. If that’s the case, this time I’ll help Ma with the campaign against it. I don’t think I quite understood what she and Dad were on about last time.

But now, with you away, I feel it much more strongly. We all do. Before, especially for Ma, whether or not a man should fight was a matter for his own conscience and faith. It was like a debate about ideas. Now this war has dragged on for years and years and looks like continuing forever more. And we know how it feels to have someone you love in danger on the other side of the world, and we are very sure that no family should be forced by their own government to endure such pain—or worse. I shall climb off my soapbox now. For the moment, anyway.

It’s a busy time here, with the spring harvests and different flowers coming into bud all the time. Now the days are getting longer, I ride my bicycle down to the beach in the evening, with Lizzie perched on the handlebars, so we can watch the sun go down and paddle our feet in the shallows. Sometimes Miss John takes us all there in the Ford for a picnic tea. We seem to be always tired and always hungry!

I’ve learned so much about running a farm and building things and growing all sorts of plants. I think it’s quite as fascinating as your planes and engines. It will come as a shock to you, but I have completely given up reading all those novels about Anne of Green Gables. Instead, Miss Higgins has a million books about trees and bulbs and livestock, and lets me read them after supper. But she seems to have memorised every word. She can answer any question I ever ask her. Amazing.

Then I look at the books and those flowers have completely different names to the ones we use, fancy Latin words you’d never be able to guess unless you were some kind of genius. Or Miss Higgins. She knows every single one. Aren’t people clever?

Must stop writing now. Elsie wants to tell us one more time about how she won a ribbon at the show.

Love

Mags
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I’d never really seen the battlefield from the ground. It was a mess. There was rubbish everywhere, broken wagons by the side of the road, and sometimes dead horses too. We drove through the old lines, where the trenches had been before the last Push. All the way from Ypres to Hooge was a bog of deep mud, churned up by shells, and bits of barbed wire, and signs pointing the way. The troops always came up with cracker names for places, even when there wasn’t much to laugh about. There were signs pointing to Piccadilly Circus and Petticoat Lane, but they didn’t look at all like places you’d want to go to. But chaps liked to keep their spirits up. As Len always said, you had to laugh, because if you didn’t you’d cry.

This Aisle for Front Seats, said one sign. Fireworks Show Every Night. But some were deadly serious. Do Not Stand About Here was shot through with bullet holes. Walking Wounded This Way led to a first aid station. Other signs bore names that we knew had cost thousands of lives. Menin Road. Polygon Wood. Sanctuary Wood. Suicide Corner. Places fought over, back and forth, and shelled into nothing for years. The whole place smelled of death.

But today it was alive—trucks and wagons loaded with supplies and ammunition drove in long, slow lines as far as the eye could see. Motor cyclists weaved in and out of the traffic, racing to deliver messages from generals to their units.

‘Where are our planes?’ said Charlie, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel. ‘They should be up above us, making sure the Germans can’t see all this preparation.’

‘Funny to think that they watch us as much as we watch them,’ I said. ‘Scary, really.’

‘Annoying, that’s what it is,’ said Charlie. He honked the horn at the truck in front, even though it was stuck behind another truck, which was stuck behind a water cart, which was stuck behind an ambulance.

At last Charlie turned off the main road and nosed the car in behind a camouflage net strung over the top of the biggest cannon I’d ever seen close up. A soldier waved us further in.

‘Drive under the net,’ he said. ‘They have planes, you know, that can spot vehicles from the air.’

Charlie laughed. ‘We know.’

‘You’re those pilot chaps, then?’ As we climbed out of the car, the soldier glanced at the wings on our uniforms. ‘What’s it like, eh? Up in the air, away from all this murdering?’

‘Still murderous,’ said Charlie.

The sound of shelling was like thunder here, even without that cannon firing. I didn’t like to think how loud it would be when it went off.

The soldier motioned us to a hole dug into the earth a few yards away.

‘Our fancy headquarters,’ he said. ‘Just like General Haig’s, except with rats.’

I’d flown over General HQ. It was an old chateau in the countryside, well behind the lines. Somehow I couldn’t imagine General Haig getting his boots dirty sliding around in the mud. We clambered down some slippery steps cut into the ground in what must have been an old trench, and Charlie called out a greeting.

‘Hello, hello!’ A captain, about our age, popped his head out through a flap of canvas and waved us inside. ‘We don’t get many visitors here. Happy to see you. Come on in.’

We shook hands all round and introduced ourselves. Nobody bothered saluting.

‘Tea?’ said Captain Owen. ‘Afraid that’s all there is.’

The dugout was only just big enough for us to stand up. Charlie had to stoop a little so he didn’t bang his head. A few planks on an upturned ammunition case made a desk, with an empty kerosene tin as a chair. It was dark, with the only light a couple of candles hammered into a timber upright.

Charlie’s nose crinkled. The place smelled of old boots and wet woollen uniforms and putrid water. They must be used to it, I figured, though it seemed impossible that anybody could ever get used to living in a stinky dark hole, with bombs dropping all around. But these chaps had it better than those in the forward trenches.

‘You’ve come at a good time,’ said Owen. ‘We’re not firing today. Resting up before the big Push.’

‘Glad to see you get days off,’ I said.

‘We don’t really,’ Owen said. ‘Tell you the truth, we’re out of ammo. Wagon got bogged just up the road. Everyone else is over there digging it out. Damned tricky.’

‘I bet.’

‘Maybe we could drive up there, give it a tow?’ said Charlie.

Owen shook his head. ‘You’d only get bogged too, and then we’d have to dig you out as well,’ he said. ‘We’re used to it. Flanders mud. Look at these boots. Ruined.’

He was the colour of mud. So was everyone we’d seen all day. Mud was everywhere. Even the tea tasted of it.

‘But never mind that,’ said Owen, ‘let’s get down to—’

Thump! The ground trembled all around us. Charlie grabbed at my arm.

‘As I was saying, we—’

Thump!

‘Shouldn’t we go to the bomb shelter?’ asked Charlie.

‘We don’t have one,’ said Owen. ‘Do you?’

‘Of course.’ Charlie’s fingers dug into my wrist. ‘In case the Hun shells the airfield.’

‘How interesting,’ said Owen. ‘Well, we don’t bother digging extra holes around here, I’m afraid. We can’t. Any deeper than this and it’s just water. So we’ll just have to make do.’

Owen’s glance took in Charlie’s pale face, the fingers clutching at me, and eyes darting around the dugout.

‘Steady up,’ Owen said, ‘those shells fell at least half a mile away. Nowhere near us.’

‘Sounded pretty close to me,’ I said.

‘You chaps must have to get used to different things,’ said Owen. ‘You wouldn’t get me up in one of those contraptions of yours, not for love nor money.’

I threw him a grateful smile. ‘It’s not so bad, when you get used to it.’

Charlie took a few deep breaths and let go of my arm. ‘Let’s get this over with,’ he said. ‘I don’t like being underground when half the German Army is trying to bury me alive.’

‘Sensible fellow,’ said Owen.

We bent over the trench map—the same one Ferguson had showed us.

‘Here’s us,’ said Owen, tapping the map, ‘and over here’s the hill they call Passchendaele.’

‘We know it,’ I said.

‘Very well?’

‘I’ve been as close as I can get without attracting Archie fire.’

‘We want you to fly even lower if you can,’ said Owen. He slid his finger along the contour on the map. ‘We think there’s an artillery battery somewhere out the back here. We can’t see it on your photographs, but there are shells falling onto our trenches from that direction.’

‘But they could come from anywhere,’ said Charlie.

Owen shook his head. ‘I’ve figured out the trajectory, and that’s the only thing that makes sense. It must be there, well hidden. Maybe dug in, with some kind of camouflage over the top. And it must be found before our attack starts, or it’ll be a bloodbath.’

‘Won’t it be a bloodbath anyway?’ said Charlie.

‘Perhaps,’ said Owen, ‘but let’s try to stop it being any worse.’


October, 1917

7 Squadron,

Royal Flying Corps

Proven, Belgium

Good news, Sis! The Australians are here. New Zealanders too. General Monash and his new ANZAC Corps are going into action right in front of us, and Charlie and I have to help them out.

It’s wonderful to hear so many voices from home when we go into town. They’re all mucking about, buying souvenirs to send back home, and eating everything in sight. They reckon it’s about time we showed Kaiser Bill we mean business and are busting for a fight. But I worry about them. They don’t know what it’s like out there, with the mud and the … well, everything. Some of them were at Gallipoli, so I suppose they can guess what they’re up against, but the new recruits look so fresh.

Still, there’s nothing for it but to just get on with it. I only hope that it helps bring an end to this war. So hopefully soon you’ll be reading in the newspaper about our victory at Passchendaele, and you’ll know your brother played a small part in it.

Think of me tomorrow,

A
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We were all having afternoon tea with Miss Goldstein, as a special treat, at the Hopetoun Tea Rooms. There were women in aprons who brought your tea and served the cakes and everything. Bertie was on his third scone, but none of the adults had noticed because they were too busy talking about the Prime Minister’s thunderbolt. Another referendum on conscription, in just a few weeks’ time. The country was in an uproar. Again.

Later that afternoon, the Prime Minister was to hold a debate on the topic at the Town Hall. There were rumours that gangs of men would turn up to disrupt it.

‘Must we fight violence with violence?’ Miss Goldstein asked.

Miss John grimaced.

‘I feel as if that path leads us nowhere,’ she said.

‘If we do,’ said Ma, ‘how can we also argue that war is wrong? We are no better than the warmongers.’

Bertie slathered jam and cream onto another scone. I wiped a smear of cream off the end of his nose.

‘Some people,’ said Miss Goldstein, dropping her voice to a whisper, ‘suggest that we must take up arms ourselves. Fight.’ I was pretty sure she meant Adela.

‘People are angry,’ said Dad, shaking his head sadly. ‘But that’s not the answer.’

‘Smashing shop windows, throwing rocks,’ said Ma. ‘Nastiness. Where will it end?’

‘Indeed. Is hatred ever justified?’ asked Miss Higgins. ‘Under any conditions?’

‘We’re supposed to hate the enemy,’ said Dad, ‘but I just don’t understand the whole idea of it.’

‘You’re a good man,’ Ma said, and squeezed his elbow.

‘I suppose we’d better get to this meeting,’ said Miss Higgins. ‘Though I do worry it’s going to be a debacle.’

‘Do we have to?’ Bertie moaned. ‘I don’t feel very well.’

‘How many scones did you have, exactly?’ asked Ma.

‘Four. Or maybe five.’

‘You’ll recover,’ she said. Everyone stood up, our chairs scraping on the wooden floor.

‘Maggie, wait.’ Miss John took my elbow. ‘We want a word with you.’ She and Miss Higgins stood in the doorway so I couldn’t escape.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing at all, far from it.’

‘Phew,’ I said. ‘Because if Elsie’s kicked up again, I’m out of jokes.’

‘We greatly appreciate your work on the farm,’ Miss Higgins began.

‘But?’

She cocked her head to one side, like a sparrow watching me. ‘But we think you can do better.’

My stomach fluttered. ‘Are you giving me the sack?’

Miss John smiled. ‘No, dear Maggie. But we do want you to go back to finish school next year.’

‘What? Why?’

She glanced behind me. Ma and Dad stood there, smiling even wider.

‘Because after that, with your parents’ permission, and of course your agreement, we would like you to go on to further study.’

‘More school?’ I asked. ‘You’re kidding!’

‘The Horticultural College at Burnley, where I studied,’ said Miss Higgins. ‘You and Lizzie.’

‘Both of us?’ I checked each of their faces. It wasn’t a trick. ‘Really?’

‘We think you would make very good garden landscapers,’ she said. ‘Or you might farm, if you wished. But landscaping is a growing area, if you’ll pardon the pun, and ideal for young women like you. Either way, a couple of years at Burnley would stand you in very good stead.’

I moved closer to Dad and whispered in his ear. ‘Can we afford that?’

‘Don’t have to,’ he whispered back, then spoke out loud. ‘The ladies have very generously offered both of you a kind of scholarship, so long as you help them at the Women’s Farm on your holidays. Apparently, you are needed there.’

‘You are indeed.’ Miss Higgins grinned. ‘Guess what? We’re going to start growing spuds.’

[image: Image]

The public meeting was in the Town Hall, and the Lord Mayor welcomed everyone but especially the Prime Minister, members of Cabinet and distinguished guests.

‘Is that us?’ asked Flossie.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Dad.

‘I’m very distinguished,’ she said.

‘You are,’ said Ma. ‘Now hush. Here comes the Prime Minister.’

Mr Hughes was tiny, and wrinkled like a sultana. But he had a very big voice. And a very big moustache.

He stood up at the podium as soon as the Lord Mayor introduced him and began speaking as if he was at a funeral.

‘I speak to you tonight in the greatest crisis in the history of the Australian Commonwealth—the gravest in the history of the world,’ Mr Hughes said.

He paused and glared around the room. ‘It needs no words of mine—or it should need none—to bring home to every man and woman what this means to the world, to democracy, and to us.’

He slammed his fist down on the lectern. Flossie jumped in fright.

‘This is our struggle—our war,’ he shouted. ‘And we must win it, or lose everything that we value dearer than life. Victory must be ours.’

‘Hoorah!’ A whole lot of people in the room leaped to their feet, applauding. But he shouted over the top of the noise.

‘Australians! This is no time for party strife,’ he said. ‘The nation is in peril and it calls for her citizens to defend her. Our duty is clear. Let us rise up like men!’

‘Yes!’ The man sitting behind me roared his approval.

Dad sat quietly, with Bertie on one knee.

‘He’s very good, really,’ he said. ‘I do admire his passion. It’s just a pity he’s so wrong.’

The Lord Mayor clapped the Prime Minister very heartily indeed. Then he introduced the new Archbishop of Melbourne, Dr Mannix. He seemed twice as tall as Mr Hughes and much more distinguished, in his long robe and little black hat. I knew a few ladies who’d have killed for that amount of silk, or for the silver buckles on his shoes. The half of the crowd that hadn’t applauded Mr Hughes stood and clapped Dr Mannix. So did Ma and Dad. And Bertie. Then when the noise died down, Dr Mannix sighed deeply.

‘Oh dear, dear, dear,’ he said, gazing at the Prime Minister sadly. ‘The greatest crisis in history, is it?’

He turned to face the audience.

‘We always get the news that fits the occasion,’ he said. ‘At other times, all our battles are victorious and our losses very light.’ Quite a few people laughed at this, and he smiled. The Prime Minister looked cross. ‘But now the Allies will suffer one defeat after another—and all for the lack of conscription in Australia and of a few more Australians in the trenches.’

More laughter. ‘Do not take my word for this,’ said Dr Mannix. ‘Just watch the papers.’

At that, Dad cackled.

‘He’s very good as well,’ he said. ‘And a great deal funnier.’

Dr Mannix’s speech was all about how the Prime Minister was making things out to be worse than they were, and how the war was costing too much. Mr Hughes sat behind him, fuming almost fit to burst.

When the Archbishop had finished, half the audience stood and cheered him.

The Lord Mayor started to say something else, but Miss Goldstein stood in the aisle in the centre of the hall and raised her hand.

‘I will not answer questions from that woman,’ said Mr Hughes.

‘Will you not allow discussion on your proposal?’ she asked him.

Mr Hughes waved his arms at the Lord Mayor. ‘She is dangerous.’

‘Why do you ban newspapers that question your policies?’ asked Miss Goldstein, loudly.

‘Get her out of here!’

‘We are a democracy,’ said Miss Goldstein, as three men moved towards her to usher her back to her seat. ‘And we will not give up our rights of free speech to a tyrant.’

‘Take her out!’ The Lord Mayor motioned to the policemen standing ready at the front.

Adela stood up and moved next to Miss Goldstein.

Mr Hughes snorted loudly enough for everyone to hear. ‘And there’s another one. Shouldn’t she be in prison?’

‘Prime Minister.’ Adela’s voice rang around the room. ‘When will you stop your attacks on the women and children of this country by stealing food from their mouths?’

‘How dare you?’ The Prime Minister leaped to his feet.

I turned to say something to Ma but she’d vanished. On the ground floor, all the men in the audience stood up, and things looked nasty. A few fellows in the corner started pushing one another, and everybody was shouting.

In the middle of the mayhem, both still calling out questions to the Prime Minister, stood Miss Goldstein and Adela. They were surrounded by men, some in police uniforms, who linked arms and tried to circle them.

Another woman appeared at Miss Goldstein’s side. Ma.

‘Look!’ shouted Bertie. ‘Ma’s getting arrested.’

‘How exciting,’ said Flossie.

At that moment, Miss John walked up the steps and onto the stage.

‘Hey! What is she doing?’ said Mr Hughes.

Miss John faced the audience and started singing.

I didn’t raise my son to be a soldier,
I brought him up to be my pride and joy:
Who dares to put a musket on his shoulder
To kill some other mother’s darling boy?

Half the crowd sang with her. The other half shouted to try to drown her out. An ex-soldier in the front row threw a punch. Two men jumped on him and pinned him to the floor. Mr Hughes flung his arms up in rage and stormed off the stage, still yelling. Dr Mannix sat in his chair, tapping his toe along with the music and smiling serenely. Bertie and Flossie hung over the balcony, singing along with Miss John, as loyal soldiers in her Children’s Peace Army. Dad laughed and laughed.

‘Bedlam,’ he said. ‘This is as good as the Christmas pantomime at the Tivoli.’


October, 1917

Women’s Farm,

Mordialloc

Dear Ace,

You see? I’ve decided to call you Ace after all, just like your friends in the Flying Corps do, because even though you aren’t the kind of ace that shoots down dozens of enemy pilots (thank goodness), you are the kind of ace that everyone needs to have around. While I’m sure you’re very good at taking photographs and whatever else it is that you do up there in the air, I’ve a feeling you’re even better at looking after people, as well as looking after planes.

So although Ma and Dad didn’t raise you to be a soldier, as we say in our song, they did raise you to be just like that. And they are proud of you. We all are.

But I do think it’s about time you came home. Surely at some point those generals will stop trying to out-bomb each other. What will it take for them to realise they’ve made a horrible mistake, and that nobody can win? I say let’s call it a draw and send everyone home.

Especially you, Ace.

Do hurry.

Love Mags
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‘Remember,’ said Major Ferguson, ‘no heroics.’ ‘Not likely, sir,’ I said.

‘Good lad. Get down as close as you can, spot that gun for us, and then get yourself back here.’

‘Will do.’

I climbed up the ladder, dropped into the cockpit and fastened my goggles firmly. I pulled a long spidery scarf out of my pocket and wrapped it around my throat, then buttoned my flying suit right up to my chin. It was horribly cold on the ground, let alone up in the air. Winter was on its way.

I slipped on my gloves and wrapped another scarf around my collar—this one hung loose, so I could use it to clean my goggles in mid-air.

Len stood in the shadow of the hangar, a Vickers gun hoisted across his shoulders and a box of ammunition at his feet. He gave me a wave.

‘Hear what the man said, Ace?’ he shouted. ‘No heroics.’

‘Be back in time for tea,’ I said. ‘Put the billy on.’ I gave him a thumbs up sign and he grinned.

I twisted round, and Charlie nodded at me. Ready for action.

Matilda roared into life.

We climbed steadily, circling up, to fly over the trenches well out of range of any ground fire. The plan was to start a circuit just south of the spot where Owen thought the artillery battery was hidden, swoop down to take a gander and stay down as long as possible, so the Germans didn’t realise we were on to them and move the cannon. Then we’d head back quickly to get the photographs developed and delivered to Owen before dark.

There wasn’t much time. The attack was due before dawn the next day.

For once the sky was clear, although filthy clouds crouched on the horizon. Looked like bad weather on the way. But in the meantime, it was a good day for spying.

From the sky it was so obvious that we were preparing for a big Push. So much for secrecy. The German pilots must have seen it all, just like we could see everything going on behind their trenches. I watched dozens of trucks running along the roads behind the lines, and ammunition wagons slowly shuttling shells to the artillery units. Columns of troops slogged through the mud towards the front lines, getting into position for the advance. I shivered, not sure if it was the cold, or the knowledge that those preparations were sending thousands more Australians and New Zealanders, and many others, to their deaths.

We had a smooth run across No Man’s Land, dropped lower over Messines, and made our way towards Passchendaele, flying along the German trenches just as we did every other day, but lower than usual. Usually we had another RE8 and a couple of scouts with us. Not this time. There was just me and Charlie in Matilda, alone in the sky. A few puffs of smoke around the sky told us the German anti-aircraft gunners were awake and open for business. I tried to ignore them and held the course, wondering—as I always did—when our luck would run out. If we bumped into an enemy pack today, we had no hope.

We were getting close. Charlie thumped on the fuselage and pointed down. There! Behind the hill, just as Owen predicted, a strange smudge in the landscape. A huge gun, or perhaps even two, dug into the slope. No wonder we hadn’t seen it before. It was almost perfectly camouflaged. Those Germans knew what they were doing.

I slowed right down, took a photograph, and then let the plane nose down even lower. Into the real danger zone. One thousand feet. Five hundred. Three hundred. Even a well-aimed rifle shot could knock us out from here.

My hands trembled on the joystick. I held my breath.

Triggered the camera again and again. And then we were past. Sweat trickled down my scalp. I let out a huge sigh. I veered slightly inland to make the climb well away from the lines, and pulled the nose up. Ground gunners cranked up, peppering away at us. Shrapnel pinged against the engine.

We needed to get higher. Fast.

And then they were on us.

Two Fokkers, screaming in from above with sprays of bullets that ripped into the canvas. Holes gashed open in the top wing, and one of the struts splintered. Charlie hammered the Germans, firing in all directions. I banked hard left and headed towards home. We were too low for stunts and too slow to escape.

But everything—thousands of men’s lives, perhaps— depended on the photographs we had on board.

A bullet slammed into the engine. Oil splattered my face. Couldn’t see a thing—just black. I ripped off my goggles. Looked down. Below was No Man’s Land. Ahead … but we wouldn’t get there. Matilda spluttered oil and smoke. More bullets smashed into the undercarriage. I heard an ugly tear as the landing gear ripped off.

There was only one way out.

Down.

‘Hang on tight, Charlie!’

I tipped us over on one wing and let us fall out of the sky.

Over and over we tumbled. Down and down.

We were clear? No idea. When we couldn’t fall another second without crashing I grabbed the joystick and wrenched it back. Hard. The engine spluttered out. The plane screamed—all the struts and wires ready to snap.

But she held. I knew she would.

I straightened her up. Looked around. The Huns were high in the sky. They’d given up, sure they’d beaten us.

Charlie let out a whoop.

‘That’s flying!’

Now all I had to do was get us onto the ground on our side of the lines, without breaking our necks.

No engine. No choice but to glide, look for an empty field and hope for the best. We missed a row of poplars by about five feet and shocked a passing villager into next year. Over a low fence, we skimmed a few yards from the ground—thudded once, twice, and then again into the earth. I closed my eyes. The world tipped upside down and then back again. Something hit me hard on the head. Soil sprayed everywhere. Pain tore through my arm.

Matilda screeched and shook and finally came to rest, nose deep in a Flanders haystack.

It was so quiet.

‘Blimey,’ said Charlie. ‘I haven’t been on a ride like that since the Royal Show.’

And then everything went dark.


October, 1917

1st Australian Casualty Clearing Station,

Bailleul

Dear Sis,

You won’t recognise the handwriting, because a young lady is writing this for me. I had a bit of a bingle in poor old Matilda and came off second best. So I’m here for a few days then off to some nice quiet hospital for a week or so, but I’ll be back on my feet in no time. The same, I fear, cannot be said of Matilda.

They shunted me to Bailleul and guess what? The boys from 3 Squadron, my old lads, are at an airfield just near the hospital, so I can hear them taking off and landing.

When I get out of hospital, me and Charlie will ask to be posted here. It’d be good to fly with an Australian squadron again. Not that there’s anything wrong with Major Ferguson and the chaps. They’re excellent. But we belong in the 3rd. Len too, if they’ll let him.

Funny thing is, Major Ferguson reckons he’s put me up for a medal for that last jaunt. If I’d known you got medals for it, I’d have crash-landed months ago.

Must close.

Love,

A

PS Am all right. Did I say that? Don’t worry. Busted arm is all.
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‘This,’ said Dad, ‘has been the most horrible year of the war.’ He spread his newspaper down on the kitchen table.

‘Thank goodness Alex has got through it in one piece,’ said Ma.

‘Some better news, at last,’ said Dad. ‘The British Army has taken Jerusalem. General Allenby refused to ride in at the head of his troops. Listen to this. He entered on foot, as a sign of respect for the Holy City and the three faiths that hold the city sacred.’

‘I like him,’ said Ma.

‘Why didn’t he ride?’ Bertie said. ‘He should have charged like they did at …’

Dad raised he eyebrows. ‘Beersheba?’

‘Yes!’

Dad leaned down close to Bertie’s face. ‘I know you like the sound of the cavalry charge at Beersheba, young man—all those horses racing across the sand. But a general can’t go doing that in the middle of a city.’

‘Like the knights in the olden days,’ said Bertie. ‘Thousands of gollomping hooves.’

‘Galloping,’ said Flossie.

‘That’s what I said. Gollomping.’

‘I don’t know where he gets this bloodthirsty streak,’ said Ma, with a sigh. ‘Must be your side of the family.’

Dad grinned. ‘I’m sure they were very brave, horses and men alike,’ he said. ‘But think of all those others who have to spend all their days sitting in cold trenches.’

‘They don’t get to go gollomping,’ said Bertie.

‘Sadly, no gollomping on the Western Front, no. But General Haig—’

‘I don’t like him,’ Ma said.

‘Haig says we have achieved good progress around Ypres.’

‘That’s where Alex is!’ said Bertie.

‘It is. The Age reports the Australians have gone into action at …’ He picked up the paper and tried to pronounce the name. ‘Passchendaele.’

He sighed. ‘Hopefully it will bring the war closer to an end.’

‘Haig won’t,’ said Ma. ‘But we will.’
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The great peace procession began at Guild Hall. There were thousands and thousands of people, all in our very best clothes, and everyone wore coloured ribbons, even the men: purple, green and white, the colours of the suffragettes. People held all kinds of painted banners, mostly saying No to Conscription or Peace Now. There were carts filled with people and festooned with flags, and a pipe band from Yarraville. Someone in a truck waved to me across the crowd.

‘Maggie!’

‘Mrs Bennett,’ I called. ‘How wonderful to see you.’ The back of her truck held flags and four palm trees in pots. ‘I’ll come and find you at the end.’

She grinned and nodded. Her boys scrambled to the window and waved hello. I blew them a kiss and they giggled.

It was terribly hot standing in the sun, and we milled around for ages waiting for the signal to march. At last a trumpet sounded and the crowd began to shuffle into a column, ready to move down the hill.

‘Ready?’ asked Ma.

I nodded, too nervous to speak.

She kissed my cheek and then Flossie’s. ‘I’m very proud of you both. We all are.’

I tried to smile. ‘How did you ever talk me into this?’

‘You’ll be wonderful,’ she said. ‘Just don’t trip over your hem with everyone watching.’

‘Ma!’

‘You’ll be fine.’ She kissed me again and went to join Dad and Bertie.

I glanced around. Miss John and Miss Goldstein sat on two pale grey horses, just behind us. They both wore their suffragette sashes and Miss John carried a long frond from a palm tree as a sign of peace.

‘Is that the Queen?’ asked Bertie.

Miss Goldstein smiled down at me from her saddle.

‘You look glorious,’ she said. ‘Chin up.’

The trumpet sounded again. Somewhere in the crowd, a bagpiper started playing. I gripped Flossie’s hand in mine. And then we started walking.

It felt as if every single person in the whole of Melbourne was watching me as I held my little sister’s hand and the two of us led 4,000 people on a peace procession through the city.

Thousands more people lined the footpaths all the way down Swanston Street to the river. Some waved banners, others shouted at us.

‘Shocking!’ cried one woman. ‘Children, protesting like that. Young ladies too.’

One man in uniform, leaning on crutches, shouted something quite rude.

‘What would you know about war?’ shouted another man in a shabby suit, with one sleeve pinned up, leaving a terrible space where his arm had once been.

But we knew what to do. Miss Goldstein had warned us. We smiled, just as she might do, and walked on. Anyway, I thought, he was right.

Everyone else, all along the street, waved and clapped. Lots of them wore ribbons too, and they joined in at the rear of the column as it flowed like water down to the banks of the Yarra.

Flossie had the time of her life. In her left hand she held a white lily and she waved it at anyone who cheered. I felt like cheering myself, but we were meant to be serene. Flossie forgot that part, but it didn’t matter.

I wished Adela was there to see us, but she was back in prison for starting more food riots. Even though she liked riots much more than processions, I think she would have enjoyed this one. We crossed Princes Bridge and led the crowd into the gardens. Everyone scattered in all directions along the riverbank to look for some shade under trees. But not us.

Mrs Bennett drove her truck right up to the edge of the lawn and Dad grabbed a stepladder from the back and leaned it up against the tray.

‘Ready when you are.’

One by one, the leaders of the Women’s Peace Army clambered up onto the truck. Miss John. Mr Blackburn, the lawyer. Then Miss Goldstein. One by one, they called for peace, for an end to this war and all wars, and above everything else, a No vote in the referendum. It had to be defeated, said Miss Goldstein, and indeed it would be.

And then she paused.

‘And now,’ she said, ‘I am proud to introduce one of our younger citizens to sound the clarion of freedom. Please welcome Miss Magdalene Robinson!’

Please don’t let me fall off the ladder, I thought. Dad held my hand as I climbed up onto the back of the truck.

I turned round. The crowd fell silent. There were so many people—tens of thousands of faces—more people than I’d ever seen in my whole life, and all waiting for me to say something. I took a breath.

‘My name is Maggie,’ I said. ‘I am sixteen years old.’

‘Louder!’ someone shouted. I glanced down. Lizzie stood with Ma and Miss Goldstein, faces upturned, gazing at me. They were all smiling. Elsie, Miss John and Miss Higgins stood just behind them. Lila waved.

‘I work on a farm, growing food for the poor,’ I said, as loudly as I could. ‘I love working there, but to be honest, there shouldn’t be any need. Now, I know you will say that the poor are always among us. That may be true. But the cost of this war is enormous, and it’s making more people poorer than ever.’

I took another breath.

‘You tell ’em, love,’ someone yelled.

‘I don’t just mean the financial cost,’ I went on, ‘although that is ridiculously high. I mean the human cost. Families here, families everywhere, have paid a price that is too great. Many will never recover.’

I looked at Ma. She seemed to be crying. That never happened.

‘My own family feels it too,’ I said. ‘My brother is serving in Flanders. I’d like to read you a letter I received from him just this morning.’

My fingers trembled as I unfolded Alex’s latest letter. I hoped nobody saw how the paper shook. I tried to keep my voice steady.

‘This is what he wrote to me. Keep fighting, Sis. No man should be forced into battle, or to see and do the things we’ve seen and done. Good friends gone. The best of us. So much blood shed. A countryside that will never be the same again. None of us ever wants to see another war.’

I folded up the letter and tucked it into my sash.

‘I’m not old enough to vote,’ I said. ‘But if I could, I would vote for peace.’

The crowd clapped and whistled and carried on, but as Dad helped me down the steps, my only thoughts were of Alex.

I hadn’t read out the rest of his letter. That was just for me.


Be brave, Sis. If there’s one thing I’ve learned here it’s that everyone shows courage in their own way. Some of us are quiet, some are loud, some are trembling in their boots all day every day, but they look after their mates and they stick it out.

It’s the same back home. Ma and Dad stand up for their beliefs. You ride bicycles and do farm work and all sorts of things girls aren’t supposed to do.

So keep on fighting, Maggie.

Be brave for me—for all of us.

Ace
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Charlie appeared at the end of the long row of beds. ‘Come on, Sunshine,’ he shouted at me. ‘You’ve been lying about long enough.’

He waved a handful of papers at me. ‘Good old Ferguson sorted it out for us. He cleared it with your doctor too. We’ve got new orders. Posted to 3 Squadron. You’ll be back with our old mates, just like you wanted.’

Len was waiting in a car just outside the ward.

‘You coming too?’ I asked.

‘You can’t get rid of me that easily,’ he said with a grin.
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We didn’t have to go far from the hospital to the airfield just on the other side of Bailleul. There were three squadrons sharing the base: two British and one Australian—ours.

‘Welcome back,’ said Major Blake. I hadn’t seen him since we landed in England all those months ago. He looked more worried than ever. The office walls were covered in maps and photographs of the trenches, all pinned up in long lines. The Major sat at an old dining table borrowed from an empty house, I guessed. A lot of borrowing went on. Even the bunks in our new huts had been nicked from a nearby asylum. Every airfield was furnished with fancy chairs and dressers and even pianos. All those French and Belgian families would come back to empty houses when the war was over. If it ever was.

Another officer stood just behind Major Blake. They were both very clean, with boots and belts polished and all the regulation items of uniform still intact. Charlie, on the other hand, was wearing some stolen French navigator’s breeches, a faded jumper with holes in each elbow and a sheepskin vest. I wore a British pilot’s leather coat over the filthy flying suit I’d crashed in. I still had my hospital pyjamas on underneath. Neither of us owned hats any more, let alone official issue caps.

‘Sounds as if you’ve been having quite an adventure,’ said Major Blake.

‘You could call it that,’ said Charlie.

Major Blake smiled. ‘We’re glad to have you back with us.’

‘Happy to be here, sir,’ I said. ‘It’s good to see the boys again.’ It was strange too. All the faces were familiar, grinning, still untouched by the stress of the daily air war. For the moment.

‘I’m afraid we’re missing a few souls,’ said Major Blake. ‘Training casualties. We lost one crew coming over the Channel and another just the other day.’

‘We’re used to that,’ said Charlie. ‘We have to be. Apparently.’

‘Hmm.’ Major Blake seemed a little embarrassed. He motioned to the officer behind him.

‘I’m assigning you to D Flight, with Captain Dodd.’

Charlie and I nodded.

‘Is that any way to greet your new flight leader?’ asked Dodd.

‘Sorry, sir.’ I snapped my heels together and threw him a salute. Well, as much of a salute as I could muster.

Charlie didn’t move. He kept his eyes on Major Blake. ‘Any news about the next Push, sir?’ he asked, as if Dodd hadn’t spoken.

Blake hesitated, then must’ve decided to forgive Charlie’s rudeness. He leaned back in his chair. ‘As it happens, yes. We’ve been asked to help with artillery spotting for the next week.’

‘Flashes or low flying, sir?’ I asked.

‘Just flashes,’ he said. ‘No need for any more of your famous close shaves—at least, not yet.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ said Charlie. ‘We’ve had enough of that for a while.’

Flying high and spotting the flash of guns was a whole lot easier than skimming the ground looking for signs of movement.

‘Same area, though,’ said Blake. ‘The generals are still very eager to take Passchendaele.’

‘I hope it’s worth it,’ I said.

‘Every inch of ground is a victory,’ said Dodd.

‘There’s an awful lot of death per inch,’ I said. ‘Those blokes in the trenches are taking a hammering.’

‘That’s why we’re here,’ said Dodd. ‘To help clear the Hun off the hills.’

Charlie sighed. ‘If only it were that easy.’

‘Indeed,’ said Major Blake quickly. ‘Now, why don’t you two go settle in? I’m sure the chaps have got lots of questions for you.’

Charlie sighed again. As we closed the door behind us we heard Captain Dodd.

‘Those fellows,’ he said, ‘need to show a bit more spine.’

Charlie spun round, one hand on the door knob.

‘Don’t even think about it,’ I said, my hand on his arm. ‘You do not want to spend the rest of the war in military prison for punching your superior officer.’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he said. ‘At least it’d be quiet.’
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B Flight took off early the next morning to drop bombs on a train line near Roulers. Captain Dodd ordered us all out to watch them go, as if we’d never seen a plane take off before. But we hadn’t seen too many like this. The aircraft were fitted with bomb racks underneath and the observer had a release button to let them all loose when the plane was over the target.

‘Don’t like that idea,’ said Charlie. ‘Not very sporting, is it?’

‘Huns have been bombing civilians in London for months,’ said Dodd. ‘They started it. We have to do whatever it takes to grind them into the dust.’

I wished Ma was there to argue with him. I couldn’t be bothered.

‘Mud,’ said Charlie. ‘Not dust.’

‘What was that, Lieutenant?’

‘It’s just mud,’ he said. ‘Passchendaele. Miles and miles of mud and water and holes and blood.’

‘Well,’ said Dodd, ‘since you are such an expert, you can be my observer today. I’m going over there to take a look.’

‘By yourself?’ I asked.

‘Not at all,’ he said. ‘I shall have Lieutenant Driscoll with me.’

‘I’ll fly with you,’ I said.

He waved me away. ‘Not needed. You’ll go out later on artillery spotting if your arm is up to it. But first I want to survey the area for myself.’

‘Sir, one plane alone is a sitting duck. Believe me.’

‘That’s enough,’ he said. ‘You chaps really need to steady your nerves. It will be fine. Perfect day for flying. Ready, Lieutenant?’

‘As ready as I’ll ever be,’ said Charlie. Dodd walked off to supervise the ground crew as they rolled his aircraft out onto the runway.

Charlie turned to me and held out his hand. An icy shiver of fear ran through my body.

‘No, Charlie,’ I said. ‘Don’t do that. No goodbyes. You’ll be back by lunchtime.’

He shook my hand gravely.

‘It’s been an honour flying with you, Ace.’

‘Shut up,’ I said. ‘You’ll fly with me tomorrow. And the day after.’

He tried to smile, but his face was bleak. ‘Such a lot to look forward to.’
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They didn’t come back.

I paced up and down outside the hangar, looking at my watch every few minutes. B Flight landed, back from the bombing run.

But there was no sign of Charlie and Captain Dodd.

Major Blake appeared beside me. ‘Any news?’

I shook my head.

‘I’ll telephone some of the other airfields,’ he said. ‘See if they’ve heard anything.’

But nobody had.

An hour after they were due back, I ran into the hangar.

‘Get me a plane!’

I jumped into the cockpit and threw down the ladder. Len came rushing in from his workshop.

‘Wait for an observer,’ he said. ‘Please, Ace.’

I shook my head. ‘If they’ve gone down, I’ll need the spare seat.’

I started up the engine so I couldn’t hear any more arguments. As I raced down the runway, Major Blake ran out of his hut. I waved. The last thing I saw as the plane left the ground was Len standing by the hangar door, saluting me.

I flew low over the trenches, looking left and right for plane wreckage. They could have landed anywhere. A few Huns took shots at me but I ignored them. There was no time for zigzagging today. I kept my right hand steady on the joystick—my other arm was pretty useless, but I’d taken the sling off. If I needed to use it, even a damaged arm was better than nothing.

Up over the pathetic mess that was Passchendaele. Our trenches had moved since my last flight, creeping slowly up the hill, but the Germans were still in control of the heights.

I swung north, deep into enemy territory. Dodd would want to sweep the whole of the Salient, I figured, and see where the German-held railway lines and roads ran. If he was so keen on bombing, he might even want to look for HQ or reserve troop billets. Below me was farmland, as untouched and deserted as the valleys on our side. Trampled hay and half-ploughed fields and … there! Skid marks in wet grass. And in the corner of a paddock, crumpled under a huge cypress, a plane. One of ours.

It hadn’t been there long. A thin plume of smoke circled into the air. No sign of life.

If they’d been shot down by German guns, someone would be sent to find them. And that someone would arrive soon.

I banked left, circled around, and dropped low. The field wasn’t large, but it’d do. I could land. Just. But could I take off again? If it was as soggy as the rest of Flanders, I’d be bogged for days. Only one way to find out. I let the plane dip and slowed down as much as I dared. Circled again, skimmed over the final hedgerow and set her down. She bumped along nicely and came to a halt just near the crash.

Dodd’s plane had lost both its wings: one lay in the field a few yards away, and the other in shreds all over the ground. The propeller was lodged in the tree trunk. Dodd slumped over his control panel.

‘Charlie?’

If I stopped the engine, I might not get it started again. But if I didn’t stop it, I couldn’t leave the aircraft—and then I’d never know.

I flicked the switch off and jumped down. A sickening crunch in my crook arm as I landed made me swear out loud.

And then I saw him.

Charlie lay sprawled on the ground near the broken wing. His eyes were open, staring up at the sky. I knelt beside him and felt in his throat for a pulse. But it was no good.

I don’t know how long I sat there. Maybe a few minutes, maybe an hour. Then I heard a truck, headed our way.

I reached around Charlie’s neck and tugged one of his identity discs free, then felt in his tunic pockets to see if there was anything his family would want. A tattered photo of the two of us at Point Cook. A pocketknife. A compass. And a grubby knitted kangaroo made for him by a girl on the other side of the world.

‘Mate,’ I whispered. ‘Fly safely.’ I reached out and gently closed his eyelids.

Then I raced to the wreck to check on Dodd. He was alive, swaying in his seat with blood streaming down his face.

‘What are you doing here?’ he said.

‘Never mind that. We have to move. Now.’

I unclipped his harness and dragged him clear, and nearly passed out myself from sudden pain in my arm. I shook my head to clear it.

‘Can you walk?’ I asked.

Dodd’s knees buckled and he fell against me.

‘I guess not.’

The truck changed gears as it turned a corner. They were close.

‘Where’s your friend?’ Dodd asked.

‘Dead.’

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘The Huns will give him a decent burial,’ I said. ‘We do the same for their airmen.’

I wrapped Dodd’s arm around my shoulders and dragged him towards my plane.

‘I need to get the engine started,’ I said. ‘Do you think you can help me?’

‘I didn’t realise,’ he said. ‘I just thought …’

‘It doesn’t matter now,’ I snapped. ‘You have to concentrate.’

I scrambled up onto the wing, reached down and hauled Dodd up and into the cockpit, trying to ignore the screaming pain in my arm, then jumped back down.

‘The engine’s warm,’ I shouted. ‘It shouldn’t take much.’

He wiped the blood from his face with his scarf and nodded. ‘Right-oh.’

‘Cross your fingers,’ I said.

The truck engine spluttered to a halt just beyond the hedge.

I grabbed the propeller blade and swung it down. Nothing.

And again.

Contact.

I jumped back. The engine chugged into life. Shouts from the road.

I swung myself up onto the wing. Dodd was already climbing over the fuselage, and fell feet first into the gunner’s seat. Blood streamed down the side of the plane. He must be hurt badly. I dropped into my cockpit.

‘Hold on, sir!’

The plane spun round just as four men in grey uniforms dashed through the gate. I gave the engine as much throttle as I dared, and roared across the field.

A rifle blazed.

One bullet, then another, tore through the canvas.

A few more seconds and—
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December, 1917

Station Street,

Coburg

Alex,

Now you listen to me. Come back here. We got a telegram to say you’re missing, but I don’t believe it. None of us do. It doesn’t make any sense.

Missing isn’t dead. Is it?

So will you please let someone find you? You may be hurt. You may have been captured. But don’t be gone. I couldn’t bear it.

I shall keep writing to you until they order me to stop. I shall keep believing that you’re alive, somewhere.

Come back to us, Ace. Please.

We love you always and forever and live in hope no matter what.

Maggie




January, 1918

Dear Mr Robinson,

I am sorry to tell you that we have received a report that your son, Lieutenant Alexander Robinson, has been reported as Missing in Action. You should know that Ace had gone to the assistance of his friend, Lieutenant Driscoll, who was on a reconnaissance mission with their Flight Leader. It was bravely done. We hold every hope that he will return.

Yours sincerely,
Major D Blake
3 Squadron,
Australian Flying Corps
Bailleul, France




HISTORICAL NOTES


You might be wondering how much of this story is real and how much is made up.

Ace and Maggie and their family, Charlie, Banjo, Len, Captain Dodd, Major Ferguson, and most of the other airmen, soldiers and farmers, are invented. But all the events in this book are based on things that really happened: the battles, the plane crashes, and the protests.

The lives of the fictional pilots in this book are drawn from the letters and diaries of real men who flew and died during this first-ever air war. The first Australian Flying Corps squadron to arrive on the Western Front was 3 Squadron, which flew two-seater RE8 planes on reconnaissance and bombing missions. Two Squadron arrived around the same time, and both were in the air supporting the new I ANZAC Corps in its first, terrible, battles in the mud of Passchendaele in October and November of 1917. Four Squadron arrived in France just before the end of the year. (One Squadron was already in action in Palestine, flying against Ottoman and German pilots.)

In late 1917, Australian Flying Corps’ 3 Squadron was based at Bailleul in France, and in the cemetery there are the graves of Henry Storrer and William Scott, two airmen killed in a crash in the dreadful weather of November. Almost as many pilots were killed in training or in crashes as in combat. By the end of the year, the squadron had lost even more men.

The Red Baron was the famous German ace Manfred Von Richtofen (actually, during the war, he was called the Red Falcon). He shot down eighty planes and was shot down himself, probably by Australian ground troops, over the Somme in early 1918.

Other real people who are mentioned include Prime Minister William ‘Billy’ Hughes, opera singer Dame Nellie Melba, Archbishop Daniel Mannix, General Sir John Monash, 3 Squadron Commander Major David Blake, and General Haig, British Commander-in-Chief in 1917.

Some of the events on the home front described by Maggie actually happened to my great-grandmother and great-aunts. Real members of the Women’s Peace Army included the remarkable Vida Goldstein (one of the first Australian women to run for Parliament), Adela Pankhurst (daughter of the famous English suffragette, Emmeline Pankhurst), and Cecilia John and Ina Higgins (who really did run a Women’s Farm).

The Prime Minister, Vida Goldstein and Archbishop Mannix didn’t actually meet face-to-face in a town hall debate about conscription in 1917, although I do wish they had. But there were many violent incidents as well as peaceful protests. I have used the idea of the public meeting as a way to gather together the many warring parts of the community at that time, and combined words from Hughes’ speech on 18 September 1916 and Mannix’s speech to 6,000 people in October 1917 (both can be found in Well May We Say, edited by Sally Warhaft and published by Text in 2014). Various speeches and statements by Vida Goldstein are taken from her Manifesto, and some by Adela Pankhurst from contemporary newspaper reports.

The year 1917 was a dramatic one for the ANZAC units on the Western Front and in Palestine—and for the people at home. In April, the Australian 4th Division suffered over 3,300 casualties, and 1,170 men were taken prisoner in the battle for a village called Bullecourt. It was the largest number of Australian soldiers captured in a single engagement during the war. The next month, the Australians were ordered into Bullecourt again, and this time there were 7,500 casualties. All the time, the men of the 1st Australian Tunnelling Company were working underground, digging long shafts right under No Man’s Land and the German trenches, and laying mines—most famously at Hill 60. On 7 June 1917, nineteen enormous mines exploded in preparation for the Battle of Messines, and for the first time planes, artillery, tunnellers, tanks and infantry combined in a successful and coordinated plan of attack. From September to November, a series of battles in the terrible mud around Ypres claimed many thousands of casualties and made tiny spots on a map of Flanders into names that still evoke grief and awe: Polygon Wood, Menin Road, Broodseinde Ridge, Daisy Wood, Poelcapelle, and especially Passchendaele. The first Battle of Passchendaele was the worst moment in New Zealand’s military history, with 2,700 casualties in one day. Eight weeks of battle cost the Australian forces 38,000 casualties, and afterwards the two great armies were in almost the same places as they had been at the start of the year.

In Palestine, where the ANZACs faced Ottoman Empire forces, there was movement. On 31 October 1917, British and ANZAC troops attacked the fortified town of Beersheba, held by Turkish soldiers. Late in the afternoon, things were getting desperate, and in that harsh environment the battle for the water wells became urgent. Lieutenant General Harry Chauvel, commanding the Desert Mounted Corps, ordered the 4th Light Horse Brigade forward. The men of the 4th and 12th Regiments drew their bayonets to use like swords, and charged on horseback over open ground at the Turkish trenches. The water supplies were secured, and over 1,000 Turkish soldiers were taken prisoner. Six weeks later, the city of Jerusalem surrendered to General Allenby, who entered it on foot. Among his escort were Australian and New Zealand soldiers who had been fighting in the desert for months.

But for many people, 1917 felt like the worst year of the war. London itself was under attack from the air, with Zeppelins (enormous airships) and aeroplanes dropping bombs on the city. Although the United States entered the war in April, its troops only began arriving in Europe in October and soon suffered terrible casualties. At the same time, Russia was in upheaval, with a series of revolutions and civil war that undermined its support of its allies, and led to it agreeing to an armistice with Germany in December.

The world would never be the same.
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