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Chapter 1

Arrival

It’s worse than I expected. All I can see from the station is miles and miles of emptiness. A shiver starts down my spine. The worst of it is, knowing that if only I, Juliet, had minded my own business, I’d still be at home in Newcastle.

There’s not a single soul in sight, other than my father, Tony. Calling him ‘Father’ sounds so square, but after being with Fred, ‘Dad’ has become a dirty word.

Tony’s tall and lean, but in the harsh morning light, his face is lined and yellowish and his shoulders sag as though they’ve lost their stuffing. His grey eyes are bloodshot. I guess that with the creak and clatter of the carriage, he didn’t sleep much last night.

‘You said the Mansfields would meet us,’ I remind him, hoping my apprehension doesn’t show.

He points to a pennant of dust heading our way and announces, ‘This’ll be them now.’

Soon a dark-blue station wagon pulls up. To my surprise, a well-built fellow climbs out. His face is tanned, but a band of pale skin stands out like a white ribbon at his hairline and there’s a crease between his eyes as though he squints a lot. He’s in his twenties, I guess. I hadn’t expected to see anyone less than middle-aged. Maybe the weekend won’t be as boring as I imagined.

We watch him amble around to the passenger side, moving in a loose-jointed lazy way as though he has all the time in the world. He helps his passenger out. She is plumpish, with a streak of white in brown hair pulled back into a bun, and her skin is pale as though she’s rarely outdoors. She looks so old-fashioned in her brown calf-length skirt with a cardigan over her creamy-beige blouse. Straightening up, she smooths her frumpy skirt and pats the collar of her blouse into place, then seeing us watching, she hurries to the platform steps followed by the driver.

As she comes closer, she stares until I begin to wonder if I’ve left a button undone or have lipstick on my teeth. I rub a finger over them just in case. The driver is staring at me, too.

What are they gawping at? I wonder, feeling my face flush. Is it my boyish haircut and my new doe-eyed make-up? Or are they so remote here, they’ve never seen a girl in a mini-dress before?

My father comes to the rescue. ‘Mrs Mansfield?’ he asks.

Instantly she forgets about me and smiles up at him. ‘Call me Emily,’ she says, sugar sweet. ‘And you must be Tony. Tony Belford.’ She tugs the driver forward. ‘Meet my son, Christian.’

Her jaw drops when I’m introduced. ‘Your daughter! We thought you were bringing your wife.’

‘I don’t have a wife,’ Tony tells her gruffly.

There’s an awkward silence. Then Christian grabs our bags. ‘Sorry we’re late,’ he says. ‘We had a broken plough disc.’

‘And we’re sorry Grand can’t be here,’ his mother adds and smiles up at my father. ‘He’s so busy getting everything ready for the memorial. But your coming means so much to us. It would have been letting Martin down if none of his crew mates were at the ceremony.’

‘Isn’t anyone else coming?’ I ask.

‘Your father’s the only crew we’ve been able to contact.’ She looks up at him and adds, ‘And we’re so anxious to hear everything about what happened.’

‘Mum,’ Christian sounds a warning.

‘I know,’ she tells him shortly, then turns to my father. ‘Grand made us promise to wait until he could hear it all too.’ Suddenly she looks anxious. ‘Tony, I hope you’ll make allowances for Grand. He’s not himself since we lost Mary.’

‘Mary?’ My father’s face crinkles in concern. ‘You mean Martin’s mother?’

‘Yes.’

‘She’s dead?’

Mrs Mansfield bites her lip and nods.

‘Come on, Mum. Let’s go.’ Christian moves off swinging the two cases as though they’re lightweights.

As we hurry after him, I hear my father cough.

‘Did you bring your medication?’ I ask.

He glares.

Mentioning anything to do with his asthma in front of others irritates him, but I have to be sure. I don’t want an attack this weekend. That would be hell.

He’d hardly had an attack for years. Not until that invitation arrived.
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The card in a thick cream envelope, covered with crossed out addresses and scribbled additions, came right out of the blue. Something about my father’s expression as he read it, made me curious. He held it warily, as though it could be a booby-trap.

All it said was, ‘Mr and Mrs Belford are invited to attend the unveiling of a memorial in memory of the late Flight Sergeant Martin Mansfield, at Diggers Siding, on Anzac Day, Monday 25th April 1966.’ And on the adjoining page, ‘A Memorial Ball will be held at 8 pm on Saturday 23rd April 1966.’

I’d never heard of any Belfords. ‘Why’d they invite you?’ I asked.

He fiddled with the envelope. Avoiding my gaze, he told me that Martin Mansfield had been one of his bomber crew who’d died during the war.

‘How did he die?’ I asked.

‘Men died every day in the war, Juliet. That was the only certainty,’ he said bleakly, leaving my question unanswered. He’s always hated to talk about the war. Once I’d have kept at him, but not now. These days there are things I can’t talk about, either.

‘Anyway, I won’t be going,’ he declared.

When I asked why not, he stared through the window, to where his prize roses flaunted masses of flowers and the choko vine rioted in the backyard. Then he blurted, ‘It says Mr and Mrs.’

That’s when I realised fate was giving me another excuse to put off visiting Queensland. I grabbed at it.

‘Isn’t it your duty to go if he was in your crew?’ Before he could answer, I added, ‘I’ll go with you.’

That night after an attack of asthma almost floored him, I practically forgot about the invitation, so I was surprised when a few days later, he broached the subject himself. Taking out the atlas he pointed to a minute dot in the north-western region of New South Wales and said, ‘There’s Diggers Siding.’

It looked small and isolated, far from anywhere. A really crummy place! About to withdraw my offer to go, I reminded myself that it still couldn’t be as bad as a trip to Queensland.

‘Do you think you could survive a weekend there with me?’ he asked.

I nodded.

‘We could catch Friday night’s train up.’

‘Mr Docherty won’t like me having Saturday morning off,’ I reminded him. The job at Docherty’s Music Shop had come just in time to save me from secretarial college and a lifetime of secretarial tea making. The dancing and music Mum had insisted I learn, to help me when I achieved my hope of becoming a schoolteacher, clinched the opportunity. Docherty’s was only second best, but it suits me, though Tony doesn’t think much of it. He doesn’t like my latest venture either. Though he tells people about my singing for weddings, he never mentions the band. He can’t stand rock and roll and he’s dead set against Darcy. Darcy Danton, the lead singer of Jampact! Every girl’s dream. So hip. So groovy!

Even now I pinch myself. It’s so incredible that with all those other girls dying for just a look from him, Darcy picked me. Gave me, Juliet Belford, the chance to sing with his band. Maybe I wouldn’t have been so lucky if his singer hadn’t cleared out to Sydney … or if he’ d known my real age!

I still go goosey remembering the first gig five months ago. The nerves! The thrill afterwards when he traced my face with his long finger.

‘You’re gonna be riding high, doll,’ he told me. ‘Just stick with me and you’ll really go places.’ My heart was beating so madly, it almost burst.

It meant so much, but my father refused to understand even though I explained that my spot with the band could lead to a singing career.

‘One day I could sing on Brian Henderson’s “Bandstand”, like Little Pattie and Judy Stone,’ I told him. ‘I could even win a talent quest.’

I explained about Olivia Newton John winning a trip to England on Johnny O’Keefe’s ‘Sing Sing Sing’. And now she has a singing career!

He just raised an eyebrow as though he thought it was pie in the sky. It didn’t help when he met Darcy. His face turned stony when he took in Darcy’s long hair, the ragged jeans and holey T-shirt. It didn’t take a fortune teller to know what he was thinking.

‘Don’t bother making excuses,’ he growled later when I tried to explain that Darcy spent all he had on equipment for the band and wore great gear for gigs.

‘I thought you had better taste, and more sense than to waste your time on a hooligan.’

I tried not to show how much that hurt, but he must have sensed it, because then he took my hands in his, looked into my eyes and said, ‘I worry about you, Jewel.’ There was something about the gentle way he said my old nickname that brought tears to my eyes. But the barrier remained.

‘I can look after myself,’ I said.

I couldn’t tell him I’d already proven it.
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Slowly, I’m aware again of my surroundings. Diggers Siding! Through the car window I see straw and clumps of bush, stretching like a drab blanket to the horizon.

‘It looks so …’ I hesitate. Desolate is the definition, but I sense that the Mansfields won’t like that. ‘Flat,’ I blurt at last.

Mrs Mansfield explains that the name of their property, ‘Drummond’, is Scottish for a ridge, and that it’s not really flat. ‘The sheep are moved onto high ground in flood time,’ she says.

I make a noncommittal sound. To my eyes the land’s as flat as Lake Macquarie on a windless day.

We turn onto a strip of bitumen that runs down the main street of town and my spirits sag.
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Diggers Siding is a few wooden shops strung loosely like kindergarten beads along either side of the road. The blue’s faded from the sign on the general store, and paint’s peeling like onion skin from the baker’s shop.

It’s about as busy as a beach in mid-winter. A group of men stand outside the stock and station agent’s office. They look up lazily as we pass. Then a football flies by and two boys teeter beside the road, waiting to retrieve it. A dog races from the butcher’s shop and barks a belated welcome.

Past the shops and a double-storeyed hotel there’s a rectangle of living grass, newly mown. Against the general dryness, it looks so green, it could be painted.

The station wagon slows.

‘The memorial’s over there in the park.’ Mrs Mansfield indicates a tall tarpaulin-covered mound beside a flagpole, in the middle of a low brick square.

Our vehicle stops and we all climb out.

‘Not much to see,’ Christian mutters as we enter the park. ‘Not with that tarp over it.’ He grins at my father. ‘There’s a replica of a Lancaster Bomber on top. You’ll be able to tell us if they’ve got it right.’

‘And there’s a place for flowers,’ says his mother. ‘In memory of Mary. She was President of the Ladies’ Memorial Association. She worked so hard, and now …’ Her voice trembles to a stop.

‘Come on, Mum. Pull yourself together,’ says Christian.

His mother blows her nose, mumbling, ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with me today.’

‘We’re keeping the memorial covered until the service on Anzac Day,’ says Christian. ‘But it won’t hurt to give you a bit of a squizz.’

I notice the tendrils of dark hair sprouting like a bush from the vee of his open-necked shirt.

He catches me looking.

I swing around and stare up the street. Rusting car bodies, petrol drums and a miscellany of rubbish fill the empty lot, beside a sign that says ‘garage’. Past it stands the wooden hotel with a frieze of iron lacework.

A chill envelops me. I see my mother and I, huddled together in bitter wind, watching the hotel doors, waiting for Fred to remember us.

Christian and my father have begun untying the rope that holds down one edge of the tarpaulin. Another shiver shakes me.

‘Don’t,’ I call!

‘Why not?’ The cleft between Christian’s eyes deepens.

‘It’s unlucky.’

He gives me a puzzled look.

‘Like tempting fate,’ I add.

‘Girls!’ He gives a sour grin and wrenches it up.

OEBPS/images/Aus_titlelogo.jpg
] hachette

AUSTRALIA





OEBPS/images/img.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
 
	 
		 
	
	 
		 
	
	 
		 
	
	 
		 
	
	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	

 
	 





OEBPS/images/9780734413338.jpg





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
(=] hachette

AUSTRALIA|





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
heroes





