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Australia’s sons are noble,

They’re noble and they’re true;

Their hearts are stout and fearless,

And pure as morning dew.

And for freedom, home and kindred

And Australia ever dear,

They faced the fiercest foeman

With hearts that knew no fear.

Gumsucker, ‘The Charge Australians Made’




Courage was mine, and I had mystery,

Wisdom was mine, and I had mastery

Wilfred Owen, ‘Strange Meeting’




 

AS HE COMES out of another shallow sleep James Kelly feels the sway and lurch of the lorry and the hard shoulders of men pressing against him. In his nose is the stink of petrol-engines revving. His mouth is dry and so is his throat; there’s a biting emptiness in his stomach. Back at home, he had often dreamt about the person he might be one day. Sometimes he was a tugboat captain, guiding big ships out of the harbour. Other times he was a gardener at Hyde Park, clipping hedges and sweeping paths and saying hello to passers-by and their dogs. Always he was happy. Why dream of a difficult life? But over here, now, he is someone – something – he could never have imagined.

—

He opens his eyes. The sky is blood-red. The desert is red too, but paler; even though the sun has not yet risen above the horizon it has made light like this. The lads begin to smoke their army-issue cigarettes and James says to himself, Our work has begun, hasn’t it? And what work it is: his is one of two sections charged with doing reconnaissance for a squadron of tanks and Bren gun carriers, which in turn are protecting an infantry battalion that is some way behind – the Italians are said to be active in the area. But this is why I put my name down, he thinks. This is why I volunteered.

The lorry stops. Men slide into each other and swear.

James leans over the rail and looks past the tanks to where the track they are following curves out of the valley. On the top of a sharp rise are two battered unmarked lorries, beside them piles of crates, rolls of barbed wire spun out and away. No one appears. There is talk in the cabin; Commanding Officer Lieutenant Evans must be working out what to do. ‘Just wait,’ he is saying. ‘It looks abandoned, but let’s give it a minute.’

James watches as the lead tank begins rattling up to the roadblock.

Turning back around, he sees that the sun is coming up now and the men of 7 Section are powdered with grey dust; it’s on their tin hats and faces and hands – they look like coalminers, not infantrymen.

The second Australian lorry pulls up adjacent. It, too, is covered in the grey dust, and the men appear almost ghostly. One of them leans out to see what the lead tank is doing. He is wearing an officer’s cap, not a tin hat. The silhouette of the grey-powdered face in the hazy light; there is something about the officer: the solid, almost blocky shape, the serious expression, but the fine nose, the lips.

James blinks, but there is grit in his eye so he scrunches his face.

Then a bang and a thwack. Something pierces the canvas.

Now James is face down, sprawled in the sand – he must have leapt from the lorry, or been thrown from it. A man groans; another calls out for his mother. Only yards away the desert is kicked into the sky by a shell.

In a lull James looks up and sees a rock, one large enough to offer protection. He scrambles to it. Within minutes he is joined by four men from his section; the others are crouched behind the tanks. The second lorry has been abandoned too, the cabin doors open; the windscreen is an empty space, glittering bits of glass blasted across the bonnet. Evans, who is crouched behind the rear wheel of the first lorry, sends a runner across the sand.

The runner – he is bleeding from a deep gash beneath his eye – says the lieutenant now believes the roadblock is an Italian trap and from what he can see there are two enemy positions, one on each side of the track, on the rocky knolls. ‘He wants you lads to form into pairs,’ says the runner. ‘One pair is to go south and see if you can take out that fire position. The other is to fold back, move around to the north, and then do the same to the position there.’

The four men pair off and follow the order, leaving James alone again. What to do? He comes up with his own initiative; he knows it’s not the done thing, but surely it’s more effective than staying put. There are enough rocks between him and the rise, which this close is almost a cliff, for him to move forward without being too exposed; he will then be directly under the line of fire. From there, he should be able to climb up and lob in one or both of his grenades and knock out the southern enemy position. So early in the piece he is going to do some good. Fancy that!

He scrambles and waits, scrambles again.

Now he is only twenty yards from the cliff. A burst of machine-gun fire cuts above him, pounding the tank that had made its way forward.

He can see the last of the path that will take him to the base of the cliff, before he’ll climb straight up the crumbly face. He can do this. He will do this.

But there’s someone ahead, behind a rock; perhaps it’s an Italian who has made his way down. James wraps his hand around the tip of his rifle – no bayonet.

He squints in the now-sharp morning light; his right eye is still irritated by grit. No, it’s not an Italian. It’s another Australian, who seems to have had the same idea. In pairs, James remembers, that was Lieutenant Evans’s order. Best not to get carried away; just move forward to be with this fellow. Now he grips his rifle hard, feels the warmth of the wood and the hot metal of the stock and barrel, runs his finger around the inside of the trigger guard. Come on, Jimmy K, do it: move forward. He is about to stand and sprint when he hears running from behind. He swings around. But this is not an Italian either. It’s the runner; oh, the cut on his face has become swollen and black with flies.
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The scorpion stops a yard away, waiting to strike. With dust in his eyes and sand grit too, William Marsh had first thought it was a tiny bundle of little black sticks, but then its tail curled up and over, the spike like the thorn of a rose. He is tempted to reach out and touch it, to see what it might do, but he has made it this far without being spotted and is not about to blow his cover. What is his next decision? A Marsh man is a leader, he hears his father say. You must always set the correct example by being the most willing to put your body on the line. You’ll never leave me be, will you? William replies silently.

But he knows his father is right.

He counts himself down: three, two …

Now the sound of fast footsteps in the sand. He turns, sees a private dashing forward, head down, rifle gripped tight and held out in front.

The private leaps to the ground, slides to an abrupt halt. He rebalances his tin hat, looks up.

That face: the pale skin beneath the dust, the hint of stubble on the chin. Something shifts in William, in his belly.

‘What’s going on here?’ says the private.

William wishes he had asked that question; he is the officer, after all.

‘I’m about to go up the cliff,’ he says. ‘We’ll be significantly more effective if we do it together.’

‘Sorry, sir. We’ve been ordered to return.’

‘To the convoy?’

The private nods. He says, ‘The driver of the lead tank was messed up in the first volley. He got some shelter around the back, but he’s been hit in the thigh and the bleeding’s bad. There’s an MO – Glass is his name, I think – trying to get to him, but every time he tries the Italians have a go.’

William lifts himself up a few inches, looks to the track and the smoking tank. The tank’s lid is open but stuck at an angle, smoke curling into the sky. There’s the splutter and fizz of interior explosions.

‘What are we going to do?’ asks the private.

William knows that yes, it is up to him. His heart pounds into his neck, behind his forehead. ‘I’ll do it,’ he says.

He notices then the scorpion is crawling towards the private’s hand.

‘Careful,’ he says. He flicks it away with a finger.

‘Heavens,’ says the private softly. ‘Was that a spider?’

‘No. Worse.’

‘Well, thank you, sir.’

The private smiles and William allows himself to smile too. Something passes between them: a wish, or an echo, or something beyond a soldier’s imagination. Whatever it is, William feels as though he is breathing air so sweet and thick it is like honey. He almost reaches out to grip the private’s wrist. But how inappropriate that would be, how unwarranted.

‘Meet me at the convoy in one minute, Private,’ he says.

‘Of course, sir.’

William gets to his feet and sprints between the rocks until he reaches open ground, nothing around him except the slippery sand of the desert, the single, smoking tank ahead, the driver slumped behind it.

To his left, the medical orderly is standing in front of the lead lorry, leaning forward, waiting for the moment to run to the wounded man.

In the shelter of the tank William crouches beside the driver, whose face is already pale and waxy, his shorts black with blood, his eyes glassy, confused, as if he is trying to work out what happened.

But now someone is rising from the other side of the track: an Italian, yes, an Italian coming forward. Unshaven face, lips white with skin that is peeling away, dark hollows around his eyes, a scab on his nose as though he has been recently punched.

When he’s three yards away the Italian lifts his rifle.

William stands and lifts his rifle too.

He looks along the barrel, takes aim.

But the battered Italian: he is old, too old – a father’s age. He turns away from William, and William is relieved.

A shot rings out.

A second Italian appears.

There’s another shot. And another. But William is not the one who cops it.

The older Italian drops to his knees, his rifle falling onto the sand. Briefly the second soldier stares before he crumples to one side, one of his legs drawing a slow arc in the desert then coming to a stop.

Appearing from around the front of the tank is the private from before, his rifle at the ready.

William looks to his left. The orderly is face down on the sand.

He runs to the man’s side, grips his shoulders, turns him. The MO’s eyes are closed, the back of his shirt already soaked with blood. William puts his fingers to the man’s wrist, waits for a pulse, finds one, faint but present. But then the MO’s hand scrunches into a fist; there is a loud exhale of breath and then his mouth opens wide – red teeth, red tongue.

‘Help!’ William calls out. ‘Help me!’

[image: image]

A bone-shaking BOOM and the southern knoll lights up yellow and green – someone has managed to lob in a grenade and knock out the gunners. And then BOOM goes the northern knoll, the desert shuddering underfoot. Three more Italians emerge from behind the boulder, arms in the air; they look like they’re carrying an invisible boat. Keeping his rifle trained on the soldiers, James glances at the officer, who remains by the orderly’s side.

He frowns. The officer does look familiar … But no, it can’t be.

He turns back to the Italians. One takes a step forward.

‘Stop!’ says James. ‘Sit down, all three of you, and stay very still.’

Behind the prisoners, on the horizon, everywhere, the sky is a brilliant blue.


ONE

A CAMP AT last. After the long month at sea and the ambush hours earlier, to William it felt like home.

He checked his watch. It was noon and they had the five surviving Valentine tanks under camouflage, which meant he could call 6 Section into a line. Beneath the clear Egyptian sky, he asked his men to confirm again that they had not come to any grief during the stoush. All seven – Bull, Cooper, Coxhill, Dodds, Hyde, Parker and Robertson – reported that they were unharmed, which was a relief, and a miracle. He told them to wash off the dust, get their uniforms in order, and then head to the mess. ‘Good job this morning,’ he said, ‘especially being so early in the show and all.’

So yes, a camp, solid ground, and the lads were alright.

But that was not the full story, was it?

William walked about to get his bearings, and to clear his head. The army was establishing quite a facility here on the north-eastern edge of the desert, at what had been an airport previously. The hangars were being used for the storage of ordnance and there
were acres of tents for the men. On the northern boundary of the camp he found a twin-engine Italian bomber, much of the fuselage missing, the engine casings gone entirely, pipes shining in the sun. Standing on the shoulder of a wing, in their polished brown shoes, socks up high and caps tilted as required, were three senior officers waiting for an army photographer to get the best shot, to document the moment for posterity. In a month or two that might be me, William thought, but not today.

Walking on, he tried not to dwell on the morning’s action, that single hour after dawn, but it was there inside him, a tight, heavy knot in his stomach: he had frozen, had perhaps cost the MO his life – thank God for the skill of the softly spoken private. But that older Italian’s face, which was the face of a father; or was it something else that William could see in the man – his future self?

Do the right thing, he said silently.

He found the hospital, went inside, but was told to leave. ‘We have three men in surgery, Lietuenant. Glass is just one of them.’

‘How bad is he?’

‘It’ll be touch and go. Either way, that’s the end of his war.’

Oh Lord, please let the man live.

By the time he’d located the officers’ tents, William decided that he had no choice except to present himself to Captain Bradley-Allen. He had to be honest – clear and frank – about what he had done, or not done; he had to learn from the experience, use it to become a better officer, a better soldier of the Australian Imperial Force. He had not travelled to the other side of the world to make mistakes; he had travelled to the other side of the world to make a contribution, to play a part in an Allied victory. Honour is respect is position – so said his father, Roy Carrington Fisher Marsh MP, many times, instilling in his three sons his code for the right way to live. Which did not allow for an Australian officer to hesitate long enough to endanger another man’s life.

—

Even seated behind a desk, the captain was an imposing man – he was over six feet tall – and still fit-looking in his forties; his thick black hair was parted severely. He was known to have served with distinction during the last war; he was also known to have gone on to become a financial adviser, good at making investments for prominent Sydney men, including army brass and politicians. Why leave that career, William wondered, for a concrete box filled with flies and a fan that struggled to make a difference? Why were any of them there? Because a year and a half earlier a declaration had been broadcast across the nation, decisions had been made, and now there they were, thousands of Australian men in the Middle East.

‘Ah, Marsh. I’ve put a couple of men in charge of the prisoners the company took this morning. Keep an eye on the arrangement, would you, while I have someone hunt around for wire to make a cage?’

‘Of course, sir.’

The captain returned his gaze to the papers in front of him, made some corrections with his pen.

After a few moments he looked up again, glared. ‘Anything the matter, Marsh?’

Now that he was standing in front of his commanding officer, William could not think of the right way to explain himself. ‘No, sir,’ he said.

‘Very good. Dismissed.’

—

William found the prisoners between a pile of boots – Italian leftovers – and a mound of spent shells. In the air was the stench of a latrine that must have been nearby. The three Italians were sitting cross-legged in the sand, their faces covered with blisters. To the guards, who were sitting on upended petrol containers, their legs spread wide, rifles in laps, William said, ‘We are responsible for these men, you do know that, don’t you?’

One of the guards stared blankly; the other shrugged.

William went to get water and a tarpaulin. The Italians might be enemy soldiers, but he would not let them cook in the sun.

But when he returned he saw that everything had changed. All three prisoners had bloody noses, and one had a dark wet patch at his crotch. William turned to the guards. They were seated, but one had fists that were red-raw and the other was grinning as if he was very pleased with himself. What’s the problem, Lieutenant? they seemed to be saying. These Dago pricks are nothing more than bones beneath our boots.

William got down on one knee and gave each of the Italians a drink from the water bottle.

Standing again, he said, ‘I’ve noted every mark on the faces of these men. If I find that even a single hair has changed when I get back, I’ll belt the living daylights out of you myself. Do you understand?’

The guards nodded.

‘Good. Now set up the tarpaulin and make sure it’s secure.’

William left them to it and made his way through the camp. Three Bren gun carriers were being worked on by shirtless mechanics, more lorries were arriving, new men jumping down onto the sand and gazing about excitedly, as if they were on a school outing. His own words echoed in his head: I’ll belt the living daylights out of you myself. But could he do that? No, it would be impossible, because that was not the correct behaviour for an officer, nor was it in his nature – he had never laid a hand on anyone, not even his brothers.

—

At 1400 hours Captain Bradley-Allen summoned William back to his office.

‘I’ve heard some reports and by all accounts, Marsh, that was quite the scrap this morning. And it was your first action too. Congratulations – you’ve been blooded.’

Blooded: what a word. It conferred a certain status, William knew. Did he deserve it? No, he did not. Still, he nodded in acknowledgement.

‘We got out of it pretty lightly,’ Bradley-Allen went on, ‘all things considered – we’re not going so well further west. We must keep things in perspective, Marsh. Now, how do you feel about the desert? I’m an acquaintance of your father’s, so I know your history, your pedigree.’

‘I’m not following you, sir.’

‘We’ve got some stores fifty miles to the south-west. I need you to look after them for a couple of days until I figure out where to move them.’

‘What sort of stores?’

‘Winter uniforms mainly. Think of it as a mission.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘I’ll put you on more active duties before you know it. That’s what you want, isn’t it, Marsh?’

‘Of course, sir.’

‘Very good. Now keep this to yourself until you’re instructed otherwise. And find someone to share a celebratory tipple.’

—

William did not go looking for someone with whom to share a celebratory tipple. He went to the officers’ tents, where he fell into a rough and troubled sleep. Even when dreaming, his body felt as if it were made of dead wood. Every time he reached out (to what?) he felt that weak pulse, saw a blood-filled mouth, a hand tightening into a fist.

When he woke he discovered that he had slept for too long. It was now late afternoon and the tent was thick with heat. His face and back were slippery with sweat, and a burning light shone through a gap in the tent flaps. And it was only March; what would it be like in the Egyptian summer? Hell on Earth, surely.

He thought about his section, his men. They had been assigned to him on disembarkation at Alexandria; he had to get to know them better.

He found them playing darts between their tents. He joined in, taking his time to line up his shots, scored a bullseye.

‘Not bad,’ said Parker. ‘For an officer.’

‘Steady on,’ said William.

The men waved away flies and spoke jokingly about doing a night-time recce to find the nearest pub. ‘Christ, what I’d give for an ice-cold schooner with a head on it like Greta Garbo’s!’

When darkness fell, William took them some bottles of Spanish red wine that he had found in one of the hangars, a gesture the men appreciated. Thinking it best not to risk making a fool of himself, he decided against having a drink. When Cooper and Coxhill disappeared for some minutes and returned laden with bottles of beer, William called it quits.

‘Rest up, lads,’ he said. ‘You’ll be back at it before you know it.’

—

William’s efforts to get to know 6 Section were for naught. The next morning, at 0720 hours, Captain Bradley-Allen said that a lorry would take him and a new section fifty miles south-west. As a start, he was given two men from Newcastle, both former bread-cart drivers and both with the surname Donovan, though they claimed to be unrelated; a miner from the Hunter Valley called Finch, who liked to be known as ‘the Cutter’; and Acornly, from Windsor, who sketched in a notebook whenever the lorry had to stop. All of them, William noticed, were older than him, in their mid to late twenties.

Their destination turned out to be a street of abandoned dwellings, a dozen in all, the grey-washed walls pockmarked from shrapnel. On either side of the street, laneways emptied into the desert. There was no vegetation in sight other than a single palm tree and a fig tree that looked like the skeleton of a strange, ancient being. William found the stores depot – if you could call it that – a hundred yards to the south in a shallow depression. Boxes and crates were scattered here and there, most already covered in drifts of sand. As if they could not wait to leave, a squad of soldiers greeted them quickly and then jumped aboard the lorry and left.

We’re in the middle of nowhere, William said to himself. We’re right in the middle of bloody nowhere.

Under the vast, exposing sky, he ordered his men to erect five tents: one for himself, one for the stationed men, two for the second half of the section that Captain Bradley-Allen had promised, and the fifth as a mess. Four of the tents were to be lined up in a row, but his own would be set off to the side with a view back to the village. He worried about the wisdom of putting his tent apart from the men’s, but his father’s voice came again, all the way from Sydney to the Western Desert. The best view is always the one that sets itself apart by being at the top of the food chain. So William put his tent where it needed to be: in a place of authority.

Bradley-Allen had given them camouflage netting, enough to cover the tents and the stores; he had also provided some star pickets, a boom gate, and a generous amount of barbed wire with which to secure the perimeter – though what they were securing it from William had no idea. Italians? Local hawkers and thieves? He checked the boxes: they did indeed appear to contain winter kit. Who had thought that was a good idea? Perhaps someone had filled in a form incorrectly, or believed the war had a while to run yet.

William went to have a closer look at the village: there was a well adjacent to a ruined dwelling. After the latrine was dug he told the men to go and wash, to bucket away the heat and the flies. He, too, stripped down to his underwear – as much as he needed to assert his authority, he wanted the men to trust him, and to like him.

—

Lawrencetown: that was what the men dubbed the depot, a homage to Lawrence of Arabia and his exploits in the earlier war.

‘We will be the men from Lawrencetown!’ William declared. But he had said it too formally, as if it were an official proclamation.

‘You’re a bit of a toff, aren’t you?’ said the louder, brasher of the Donovans. ‘And a bed-wetter to boot. But hopefully you’ll do right by us.’

A bed-wetter? William said to himself indignantly. I am twenty-one.

‘Mind your insolence, Private,’ he said aloud.

‘This place could do with a cricket competition,’ said Finch – the Cutter – in an obvious attempt to dispel the tension.

‘The Lawrencetown Ashes!’ said Acornly.

‘The Lawrencetown Dust, more like it,’ said the other Donovan.

—

At the end of the day, after a meal of bully beef and canned cheese, a strong breeze sent sand racing into their faces, before it formed into a gale. The tents billowed like straining sails and the sky came over yellow, and then darkness fell. In his tent, lying on his camp bed, William closed his eyes and thought about home – not the house on Grandview Street in Pymble, but the one up in the Blue Mountains, Locke Cottage, the holiday retreat at Mount Bellstay: walking the quiet lanes of the village, climbing trees and catching yabbies in creeks, floating on the slow, lazy currents of cold water in canyons. But then, inevitably, his mind went back to the stoush the previous morning. He felt sure he had recognised the private who had shot the Italians, but he couldn’t quite identify him. For the briefest of moments, William thought he knew – that warmth in his belly: a friend from Sydney – but it seemed improbable. What was the private doing now? he wondered. Having a meal with his mates? A few drinks too? William tried to turn his attention to something else, but as the storm continued to blast, he had the distinct sense – odd but unmistakable – that the man who had saved him was now in some kind of trouble. Or perhaps it was just an effect of the wind in the desert. During weather like this, everyone was in trouble.

—

The following dawn, in a new, scratchy kind of light, William heard a lorry approaching – the promised second half of his section had arrived. He got up and stood beneath the tight apex of the tent and listened to the sand grating across the canvas; the storm had not relented for a minute. Regardless of the howl and grind, he heard the guard shout something unintelligible above the revving of the lorry’s engine.

He stepped over to the corner of the tent where, out of an empty box and some wire found among the stores, he had constructed a shelf for his shaver and brush and bowl and had hung a hand mirror which, in a moment of opportunism, he had requisitioned (his word for it) during the ocean voyage. The brush and bowl were already covered in dust. He put on his cap, felt the rim dig into his forehead. In the mirror he regarded the pink hue of his cheeks, his lips full and red. He saw the faint shadows of the freckles he used to have on each side of his nose. He turned to see this side, that side. Despite the desert conditions, despite the sandstorm and the broken sleep, he still looked the part.

The storm paused as if catching its breath. He heard men shouting again. This time he could hear the words clearly: ‘For Christ’s sake, hurry!’

Outside, he made his way across to the other tents. Visibility was down to a matter of yards. He managed a glimpse of the lorry driver beckoning to him through the window. He approached, and the window came down an inch. Fingers emerged, a folded note. Then the driver clunked the lorry into gear, did a wide U-turn, and rumbled off.

William took shelter in the nearest tent.

Inside were four new men, in full kit but holding their rifles low. Their faces were grey with dust and sand, but, from what William could see, these men were much younger than himself – still teenagers, most likely. As best they could they formed a line, three of them making an effort to salute, but only one, the smallest, had a proper go of it, though it was done out of boyish enthusiasm rather than respect.

William saluted in return, told them to stand at ease.

‘Where are we, sir?’ asked the smallest soldier.

‘What do you mean?’ said William.

‘I slept on the way out here.’

One of the others sniggered, tried to stifle it with his hand.

‘The Western Desert,’ said William.

‘We heard about your scrap from a couple of days back, sir.’

William clenched his jaw, felt pressure in his ears. ‘It was nothing,’ he said.

‘The shortest time between disembarkation and action so far!’

‘No need to get carried away,’ said William. ‘When the storm peters out, you should familiarise yourselves with the depot. Keep your rifle close, and chain it up when it’s not in use – I haven’t yet seen or heard any local people, but they’ll be about and we can’t have anything going missing. See you in the mess tent at 1030 hours for a section briefing.’

—

Back in his own tent, with the flaps secure, William returned his cap to the shaving shelf. Despite the early hour, he felt drops of sweat roll down to the small of his back – the day’s heat was already on its way. He sat on his camp bed, retrieved the slip of paper from his shorts. Orders, not typed but handwritten.


Don’t waste your time out there, Marsh. Training is to include sabotage, night movement, setting of ambushes, scouting, weapons instruction, and operating solo or in small parties.



William thought he understood: Bradley-Allen now knew all about the stoush so had given him a job out of the way – looking after an army dump and supervising some training. But then the penny dropped: this was punishment. A soldier’s task was to bring enemy men down; an officer’s task was to protect his own. When push had come to shove, however, William had not done either. Had he not risked his life to get to the tank driver? Yes, but then the MO had nearly been killed.

He was about to refold the note when he saw red writing on the back.


Absent: Private J. H. Kelly, 7 Section.

Good reason to think foul play. Shame.

Keep an eye out, would you?



William read the words a second time, and a third.

Each time he did so, he paused on that middle initial.

He was certain now of the private’s identity: it was James Heather Kelly, from Sydney, from civilian life, which was another life, which was the past – a past that was finding him in Egypt.

He folded the note in half, then in quarters.

He hid it beneath his bed.
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