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Introduction

— David Vernon

 


This is the
twenty-seventh anthology of award-winning short stories from
Stringybark Stories. It contains the highly commended and prize-winning stories
from the Stringybark Times Past Short Story Award
2016.

These stories are a mixture of
fact and fiction. The authors were asked to create a story based
around a real event. Between these pages you will find a wide
variety of stories — some will be a nearly factual re-telling of a real event,
while others will be a fictionalized account. At the end of each
story is a short paragraph outlining the ‘real facts’ so that you
can identify how much is true and how much is supposition. This is
history-telling at its finest.

Don’t make the mistake of thinking that history is
all about kings, queens and who assassinated whom, for it isn’t.
This collection tells the history of those that the world has tried
to forget or those who have simply fallen through the cracks of
time, as well as the great and famous.

This collection reminds me why history is such an
entertaining and fascinating genre of writing. Enjoy!

 


 


 


David Vernon

Judge and Editor

“Stringybark Stories”

 


 


Allied
Warship, Enemy Aircraft

— Pamela Jeffs

 


The other Navy wives have warned me. They say
to expect my husband to be different, just like theirs are. Some of
the men, they say, come home physically damaged, others mentally or
in the worst cases, both. I’m holding out hope that my Jack will be
the exception. Joan Osmond says I’m silly to think like that, none
of those who go to war come back whole.

I’ve been waiting all morning for Jack to
arrive, my anticipation warring with my dread. When finally I hear
his footsteps on the verandah, I almost jump out of my skin. I
catch my first glimpse of him as he passes by the kitchen window.
I’m shocked at what I see. My twenty-nine-year-old husband looks to
have aged thirty years in the months he has been away. His red hair
has turned white and deep lines crease his face. He stoops as if
the knapsack slung over his left shoulder weighs a ton. I push away
my apprehension. He is home and that is all that matters. War, in
my opinion, can be left to fight itself.

 


The verandah sways under my
feet as if I am still aboard HMAS Australia. I doubt I’ll ever find my land legs again. I’ve
been working below deck as a stoker for what seems like forever.
The only place that feels real to me is the engine room of that
10,000-ton county-class heavy cruiser. But even there, the memories
find me. I get no peace.

 


I wipe my sudsy hands on my apron and rush to
the front door. Sunlight filters in from behind the mottled glass
panels set within it. I have imagined this moment a thousand times
over — Jack will open the door, his wide face will smile at me and
I will fly into his embrace. But it doesn’t happen. Jack’s shadow
approaches. It looms dark behind the glass and then stops. I wait,
but the door remains closed between us.

 


The door. It seems out of place to me. Doors
like this don’t exist on ships. There, it’s all metal hatches to
separate the tight corridors that wind below deck. Damn hatches—
cold, grey and unyielding things. I broke a rib against one of them
when it happened. The first Kamikaze aircraft hit on 21 October
1944.

“You have survived a cowardly
attack by ruthless enemies,” Captain Nichols from the
Shropshire told us. “In the eyes of all
Australians, you are heroes.”

All I know is that if those Australians had
been there, they might think differently.

 


What could be wrong? I heard that Joan
Osmond’s husband went crazy the day he returned. She’d called the
naval doctors and they’d come to take him away. But he was always a
violent man in any case. My Jack is not like that. He’s a good man,
has always been gentle with me —

 


It was the dawn stand-to. The plane struck
us at 6:05am— only ten minutes after I’d rolled out of my bunk. Mac
had taken my place in it, sleeping ‘til his next shift came round.
I wanted to go back for him but the wall of fire caught me in the
corridor outside the Crew Mess. I can’t shake the smell of aviation
fuel burning; can’t forget that I closed the hatch to save myself.
If there’s a God, I hope he forgives me for letting Mac burn in my
bunk. It should have been me. Ten minutes earlier, it would have
been me.

 


Were the other women right? Is the man I
married gone? I reach for the door handle. My hand trembles as it
rests there, uncertain.

 


The only way was up and so up I went. I
ignored the pain of my broken ribs and ran. Sailors passed by me,
dressed in their anti-flash gear. “Fire on the bridge,” they
called. “Captain’s down! Get up there quickly, son. Do what you can
to help.”

 


Why am I so afraid? I feel tears sting the
back of my eyes and my throat is dry. What will I see if I open the
door?

 


Captain Dechaineux had a hole
blown through his belly. He was a good man, a captain worth
following. I’d helped to carry him to the Rec Room. His blood felt
warm, leaking as it was from his wounds and down through my
fingers.

 


Jack?

 


Mac was in the Rec Room too, one of the many
to lie out on pallets. He was burned but conscious. The
Commander-Surgeon caught my eye and shook his head in the negative.
I knelt by Mac’s side and took hold of his hand. He looked at me
and knew as well as I did that he was dying. I wish I could have
found the words to ease his pain and fear, but my throat was closed
over. I sat with him, remaining silent, until he died.

 


What is wrong with me? I’m no coward. I wick
away tears with the back of my hand. I smell the lingering scent of
lemon washing detergent on my skin. I take a breath and turn the
door handle.

 


The bodies were stitched in white canvas, a
40-inch shell cradled between their legs for weight. The body bags
were lined up in neat rows on the deck. Australian flags were laid
over them — the only splash of colour against the grim morning. Mac
was sent to the crushing depths first. I still hear his body
sliding down the board and into the sea. The sound haunts me. It
should’ve been me lying on that board. Should’ve been me.

 


The door swings inwards but I don’t think he
sees me. His blue gaze is locked on some imaginary horizon. There
is pain etched in the lines that run from his nose to his mouth.
There is tightness in his stance. The man behind the door wears my
husband’s face but I don’t recognise the person behind the eyes.
What has the war done to him?

 


I imagine a dark stretch of ocean floor
dotted with the canvas-covered bodies of the thirty men who died
that day. Above them a cloud of Australian flags twist gently in
the wayward currents of the Pacific. Mac rests there and with him,
Captain Dechaineux. Eventually, the canvas wrappings will rot away
and their bones will tumble to the sand. Bones of brothers-in-arms
lost.

 


All of a sudden, he seems to realise I am
standing in the doorway. He blinks and his eyes focus. For a moment
I see an echo of the man I know. My hopes are rekindled. His
knapsack slithers to the ground and he reaches out to pull me into
the circle of his arms. He doesn’t talk but holds me so tightly
that I suspect he fears I will disappear. I hold him just as
tightly, for I fear the same. “Thank God you’re home,” I whisper.
He does not answer.

 


Home? I’m not sure such a place exists for
me anymore. I’m unmoored. I have seen too many good men die. Guilt
at surviving them rips at me.

 


“It’ll all be okay now, love”

 


Will it? Can it? Iris barely recognises me.
I see it in her eyes. How can she be the compass to lead me back?
She feels so small and delicate in my arms, but strong also. The
smell of her jasmine perfume almost masks the memory of aviation
fuel burning. Perhaps. Perhaps she can be.

 


I feel his tears against the column of my
neck. “What can I do?”

 


Steer me back to clear ocean, my love.
Anchor me.

 


 


The facts

World War II — 21 October 1944. The warship,
HMAS Australia, positioned to support American troops in the
Leyte Gulf, Philippines, became the first allied warship in history
to be struck by a Japanese kamikaze aircraft. My grandfather, a
Petty Officer-Stoker, on board at the time, narrowly avoided death
by leaving his bunk ten minutes before the plane struck. His friend
who shared the bunk on rotation died in the attack. The event
haunted my grandfather and family history tells that it was my
grandmother who helped him deal with his demons. This story is
written in his memory.

 


 


Pamela Jeffs is a prize-winning
author living in Brisbane, Queensland with her husband and two
daughters. She is a member of the Queensland Writers’ Centre and
has had numerous short fiction pieces published in recent national
and international anthologies. Pamela grew up in rural Australia,
and likes to draw upon the natural world for inspiration in
her work. Visit her at www.pamelajeffs.wix.com/pamela-jeffs.

 


 


Barley Water
and Condensed Milk

— Michael Wilkinson

 


“We have many
other fallen girls to attend to Betty, and you have been given much
help from us. So it would be improper for you to complain.”

Elizabeth
looked up from gazing at her pink-cheeked baby’s face to glance at
the sour mouth of the aged nun looming above her chair. “But where
do we go?” she asked plaintively.

“Well, there
are several places…”

 


It would be
tough, but it would work. It would have to work. There was no other
choice. With those thoughts providing some small comfort, Elizabeth
stood tall, took a deep breath, pushed open the peeling white gate
and walked up the cracked path to the front door. Before she could
knock the door opened and a smiling woman came out, carefully
closing the door behind her.

“Ah, Miss
Booth. The nuns told me you were coming. I’m Nurse Mitchell. I am
pleased to meet you and your young daughter? Son?”

“Daughter,
Nurse Mitchell,” replied Elizabeth, feeling more relaxed as she saw
just how welcoming the older woman was. “Her name is Ethel. Ethel
May.”

“What a lovely
name. Now I would expect that you would like to see around the
house first and perhaps have a cup of tea, but I actually have to
meet the train from Fremantle, I am taking delivery of a lovely new
cot. However, if I can be certain that you can pay the weekly board
I would be delighted to take little Ethel now, or…” she trailed
off, looking appraisingly at Elizabeth “…you could come back
tomorrow, say 11am?”

Elizabeth
hesitated. 11am was right before lunch preparations at work and she
would never be given time off, not when she had just started as a
servant. The job was so essential to her and little Ethel. Mrs
Mitchell managed to smile while exuding a sense of irritability
that made Elizabeth feel she had to make up her mind quickly.

“Oh no, Nurse
Mitchell, I would love it if yer could take little Ethel now as I
must get back to me work.”

“Well, yes, I
suppose I can take her now, just as a favour for you, mind. Now we
must talk about payment. You can afford ten shillings a week? I
will need a week’s payment in advance.”

Elizabeth had
little choice. After she had paid Nurse Mitchell, she was left with
only five shillings for all her other needs. Luckily her job gave
her food and a little room above the stables next to the big house.
“Oh yes, Nurse Mitchell, of course.”

“And five
shillings each time the doctor comes, mind, plus the cost of
medicines and special food. But don’t worry, dear, the doctor is
rarely needed.”

Elizabeth
looked at Ethel and her pudgy cheeks, her upturned nose, her wispy
dark hair and her dark brown eyes and gave her a long kiss on her
cheek. She inhaled Ethel’s baby smell and smiled. She felt her
comforting heaviness and her fat little thighs through the muslin
cloth.

“My darlin’,
I’ll visit often.”

As Elizabeth
closed the picket gate she heard the front door click shut behind
her.

 


Dr Officer
checked his tie in the mirror as he grabbed his Gladstone bag.
“Back in about half an hour,” he called to Mrs Officer, “in time
for tea. A quick five shilling job.”

It was a ten
minute walk to Nurse Mitchell’s house and she promptly let him in
when he knocked.

“In the front
room, Doctor.”

The little
girl’s eyes were red and receding into her head as though she had
cried herself to sleep on many occasions. Her thin arms lay limp on
the yellow-stained cotton sheet.

“What have you
been feeding her?”

“Barley water
for the past five days.”

“Just
that?”

“She had bad
flux so I thought it best.”

“She’s a bit
thin. I’d add some condensed milk. Say one spoonful to five of
water. And contact the mother and ask her to get some
Allenbury’s.”

“But that will
cost five shillings.”

“Oh, just do
it, Nurse. Mothers don’t mind a wee sacrifice.”

 


Elizabeth asked
the cook to read the letter that she had received that
afternoon.

“It says, bring
five tins of Allenbury’s Food for Ethel as she is a little
peaky.”

“But how much
will that cost, Mary?”

“It’s bin a bit
since I’ve bought any, Betty, but I’d reckon about six
shillin’s.”

“But, I’ve got
nought more than three!”

“I’ll lend yer
three shillin’s, dear. Don’t you worry no more and I’ll cover for
yer if yer want to go see little Ethel this afternoon.”

 


It was 4pm by
the time Elizabeth returned home and Mary was just finishing the
apple pie.

“How did it go
dear? Any change from wot I lents yer?”

“I’ve got a
shillin’ for yer, but the odd thing was I weren’t allowed to see
Ethel. She said she was sleepin’ and needed her rest.”

“Well, if she’s
bin sick that makes sense.”

“But she said
that the last two times I visited. I ain’t seen little Ethel for
three weeks now.”

 


“Hello Nurse
Mitchell, what can I do for you today?”

Alice Mitchell
smiled at the old grocer. He was always so helpful.

“Mr Sykes, I
have five left over tins of Allenbury’s Food that I don’t
need. Would you swap them for some brandy?”

 


The two women
looked with some despair at the pile of potatoes they had to peel
before tea time.

“We’d best go a
bit faster, Betty,” said Mary.

“I’m tryin’ to
but I can’t help thinkin’ ‘bout Ethel. I nursed ‘er all them months
and she was so pudgy and smiley. I miss ‘er dreadful like.”

Mary looked at
Betty with sympathy. “Cryin’s not gunna help, dear. Youse work ‘ard
here an yer can get her back soon enough. Yer mark me words. I’ll
tell yer what. After Church this Sunday I’ll come wiff yer and
we’ll take ‘er for a walk in the park. Sound good?”

 


“Yeah?

Elizabeth
looked up the big man who had answered the door. Mary stood behind
her in support.

“I’m Elizabeth
Booth and I’ve come to take me baby Ethel for a walk in the
park.”

“Wait ‘ere,”
said the man, closing the door in their faces. A moment later they
heard a slamming of doors and raised voices and then the door
opened and Nurse Mitchell smiled at the two women.

“Miss Booth,
how lovely to see you, and your friend,” she said, nodding at Mary.
“I’ve just had the doctor around and he says Ethel needs her rest,
even though she’s getting much better. Can you come back next
Sunday?”

“No she bloody
well can’t,” suddenly shouted Mary, pushing past the startled
nurse. “Where is she?”

“Yer can’t come
in. Albert! Albert! Come ‘ere! Them women is in the ‘ouse!”
screeched the nurse.

Just as Albert
came rushing down the stairs, holding a poker, Mary and Elizabeth
opened the first door off the passageway but stumbled back as the
stench hit them.

“Muvver of
Christ? What have yer got in there?” exclaimed Mary.

“Me baby, me
baby. Where’s me baby?” screamed Elizabeth.

Albert advanced
on the two women, holding the poker in his right hand. “Get out of
me house, before I clobber youse.” He raised his hand high and the
two women turned and fled.

 


Sergeant
Patrick O’Halloran put down his pencil. “Thank you ladies, I’ve got
your statement and your particulars. Please go home now and I
promise I will visit you this evening with information. I’m sure,”
he said, looking kindly at Elizabeth, “that all will be well and
you have been mistaken. After all, the good nuns at the House of
Mercy would know all the good carers in Perth. They looked
after you well enough so I’m sure little Ethel will be just
fine.”

Mary took the
arm of the red-faced and crying Elizabeth and guided her out of the
police station. “He’s right yer know. She’ll be good as gold!”

 


Dr Davey looked
at the old police sergeant. “You know Sergeant, this is the worst
case of neglect I’ve ever seen. The poor mite will be dead by
tomorrow morning.”

“I should get
the mother,” said O’Halloran.

“No, don’t do
that. It will only distress her. It will be easier on everyone if
you call on her tomorrow with the bad news.”

O’Halloran
didn’t know whether it was right not to tell Elizabeth but he
wasn’t going to go against Dr Davey’s order. He was probably
correct. In his many years in the Western Australian constabulary
he had seen many cases of child neglect but he would never forget
the stench and the sight of the two babies lying in their own
filth, covered with flies and barely moving. Their arms looked no
bigger than pot handles and they made no sound other than the
rasping of their breath. He was sure he saw maggots wriggling in
the corner of the little girl’s staring, near-sightless eyes.

“I hope she
gets done for murder,” he muttered under his breath. “Barley water
and condensed milk? The woman deserves to be hanged!”

 


“Mary,” asked
Elizabeth quietly, “would yer have six shillin’s you could lend me
‘til next month? I gotta pay the undertaker.”

 


 


The facts

Nurse Alice
Mitchell was found guilty of manslaughter in 1907 for the death of
baby Ethel May Booth. The other baby found with Ethel survived
after considerable hospital care. Evidence tendered to the court
demonstrated that during the six years that Mitchell had been
providing her ‘baby farming’ services, thirty-seven babies had died
in her care — all without being brought to the attention of the
police or coroner. Community outcry regarding her appalling
brutality indirectly led to the establishment of Perth’s King
Edward Memorial Hospital for Women and Children. Nurse Alice
Mitchell was sentenced to five years hard labour. Dr Edward
Officer, a clear beneficiary of Mitchell’s business and involved in
many deaths, was never charged. Indeed, he was one of the first
doctors employed by the King Edward Hospital.

 


 


Michael Wilkinson is an Australian writer with a love of the
bush. He has been writing since the age of twelve and now, three
and a half decades later is still writing. He writes both fiction
and non-fiction. He has been published in fifteeen Stringybark
Stories anthologies, the latest being The Ghostly Stringybark
(2015).

 


 


Captain Martin’s Elephant

— Robin Archbold

 


Captain Edward Martin was familiar with
elephants because of his enterprises throughout Asia and Africa. He
had never seen anything like the one that was hobbled under the
giant fig tree in Hobart’s Arthur Park.

The elephant was a soft, pale pink with a
fine coat of light gray hair that shone in the dappled shafts of
sunlight that pierced the foliage above. Martin had heard of the
rare white elephants of Southeast Asia, but was completely
unprepared for the beauty of the animal he gazed upon. As he
approached, it slowly turned its head and looked him full in the
eye. He froze, transfixed by its beryl orb with the red and yellow
flecks. A minute passed, then two. Wild thoughts careered through
his head. His hand involuntarily went to his money belt. The shrewd
brown eyes of the elephant’s wiry little Ceylonese mahout missed
nothing.

“Her pullee stumps better than bullockee,”
slithered into the Captain‘s ear, and, for the man who had traded
the future site of the Melbourne Town Hall for a team of bullocks,
the rest was easy.

 


Angus McMahon hadn’t looked forward to
anything so much in years. It was 3 July 1851, and a superb
winter’s day for the first Sale and District Agricultural Society
Show, where he would at
last administer the public humiliation Captain Edward Martin so
thoroughly deserved. McMahon was always coming second to Martin, a
recurring circumstance that sat poorly with the Scotsman’s
temperament. He had lost the affections of Bessie Haywood to
Martin. He was the second settler at Port Albert, suffered second
choice of farmland, was second purveyor of livestock to Hobart —
Martin had secured all the prime contracts — and, most gallingly,
was always second at the draft pulling competitions in the East
Gippsland area, whether they involved oxen or horses. The rivalry
between the men was fierce, particularly on the part of McMahon,
and well known.

Earlier that year, McMahon had imported four
Chianina oxen from Italy — two more than necessary in case of
mishap — specifically for today’s redemptive occasion. They were
the largest breed of cattle in the world, and all of his were over
six feet high at the shoulder, and each weighed in excess of a ton.
They were certainly larger and more powerful animals than the
English Devon bullocks with which Martin had bested him at last
year’s competition. The year before that, Martin’s surprise entry
of English Shire horses, the biggest equine specimens in the
colony, had upstaged McMahon’s pair of French Percheron draft
horses. This year, McMahon had ensured he possessed the most
formidable pair of draft animals in the southern hemisphere, and he
could already taste Martin’s bile, sweet upon his tongue.

The hubbub of the hundred or so men gathered
at the Long Bar inside the main pavilion suddenly lulled. Edward
Martin had arrived at the entrance to the bar where McMahon was
holding court.

“Good morning, Captain Martin,” McMahon’s
arrogance rankled above the heads of their audience. “Are ye
prepared for a beating, then, or have ye squibbed this year’s
pull?”

“Do you mean am I deterred by your Italian
imports, McMahon? They’ve been exceptional in training by all
accounts. I have no bullocks to match them, but it would be
ungracious of me to withdraw, considering our history, so I will do
my best.”

“Would ye consider a side wager then, Martin?
Ye owe me at least that, surely.”

“Considering the advantage you obviously
hold, it would behoove me poorly to accept your offer, despite the
true sense of sportsmanship with which you make it,” Martin
demurred.

Chortles escaped from the crowd, and
McMahon’s countenance darkened as the import of Martin’s response
sank in. Any other man and he would have been off his stool, ham
fists swinging, but the thrashing he’d received after his challenge
two years earlier kept his backside planted.

“So ye’ll concede you’re the lesser man on
both accounts?” he sneered.

“Put like that, you leave me no choice but to
accept,” said Martin. “Might I suggest the stakes, then, as it is
you who has insisted upon the wager?”

“Providing ye maintain the dedication to
substance ye so readily espouse in others, I’ll accept that,” said
McMahon, with scant effort to hide the gloat in his voice.

“Very well, then … perhaps … damn it, why be
niggardly where sport is concerned? Your Chianina against my entire
team of Devons—that’s four beasts from you, and a dozen of mine if
you win.”

There was a collective gasp from the
onlookers, and word of the wager instantly rippled from the
bar.

“Let’s have a look at this team of yours,
then,” said McMahon. “I don’t take kindly to inferior animals.”

By the time they arrived at the yards, it
seemed that most of the population of Sale and surrounds, plus
their dogs, had gathered to witness the resolution of the
wager.

“Aren’t they the same animals ye won with
last year?” said McMahon, accompanied by a little snort from his
florid nose. “Have they shrunk a little?” he asked, looking at
Martin’s Devons, and then nodding approvingly in the direction of
his massive white oxen in the adjoining yard. “Ye have to move with
the times if ye want to keep winning, Martin. Ye of all men should
know that.”

“Oh, that’s not my team this year,” said
Martin blithely. “I used them to bring my entry in from Lake
Wellington last night.”

He indicated a heavy logging dray under the
shade of a huge ironbark tree beyond the yards. On the dray was a
canvas-covered oblong shape about 15 feet long, and maybe 10 feet
in height and width. Sitting cross-legged atop it was a small,
wiry, chocolate-skinned man. The crowd immediately swarmed across
to the dray and waited for the two antagonists.

“Nelson, would you oblige, please?” said
Martin, whereupon the chocolate man sprang to the ground, spoke a
few soft words of an undecipherable tongue into a slit in the
fabric, then heaved at the canvas.

Archie Robins from the Gippsland
Guardian, later wrote of
the ‘complete’ silence that fell upon the onlookers, dogs included,
when the canvas
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