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Chapter 1
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Margaret

April 1943

When shadows covered the page, Maggie looked up and found the sun had almost reached the horizon. Snapping her book shut, she ran through the paddocks and inside the homestead, rushing into the dining room just as her father finished saying grace. George opened his eyes and glared at her.

‘Tardy again, I see.’ Maggie bit her bottom lip and mumbled an apology before taking her seat next to her brother, James. Their older brother Richard and his wife Joan were seated across from them while their mother and father sat at opposite ends. George began carving the large roast chicken while Elizabeth lifted the lid on the bowls filled with roasted vegetables. There was more than enough to feed the family thanks to their efforts in the expansive kitchen garden at the side of the homestead. As they ate, George and Richard regaled the group with an anecdote about their neighbour Old Watto falling face-first in mud while trying to chase after a sheep attempting to make a run for freedom. Elizabeth, Joan, and Maggie discussed the upcoming CWA meeting and the planning for the next dance to be held at the Colton town hall. Maggie felt a companionable warmth spread through her and she relaxed back in her seat. Family was everything and these Sunday night dinners were the highlight of her week. As the youngest child and only daughter, she often felt unseen, but not on nights like this. James broke her reverie and the cheery mood in one fell swoop.

‘It irks me that we’re at war with those bloody Jerrys, Eyeties, and Nips. Our men are fighting and dying over there while their families are struggling to keep their farms going back here. The sooner this war is over, the better,’ James pointed his fork towards Richard, ‘but they need men who are willing to fight. Conscripting men who don't want to be there isn't the answer.’ Elizabeth closed her eyes, and Joan studied the tablecloth while Richard and Maggie looked from James to their father. Please don’t argue again. Not now, Maggie thought. George put down his cutlery and wiped his mouth with a napkin before responding. 

‘James, I will not have that kind of language used in this house. As for the war efforts, all we can do is continue to work this farm and provide what we can for our community.’ James opened his mouth to protest, but George raised a hand to silence him. ‘This discussion will not continue. Nobody in this room will be going to war if I have anything to do with it, and that’s final. I don't want to hear another word about it.’ James scowled but refrained himself. The only sound to fill the room after that was the clattering of cutlery as they finished the meal in silence. Maggie took the last bite of her roast potato and snuck a look at James. His brow furrowed, and he shoved the food into his mouth with his fork. Why did he have to ruin their dinner with talk of war? I just wanted to forget about it, even if only for a moment.

Maggie, Elizabeth, and Joan cleared the table, and George declared he was too tired for a nightcap. Maggie glared at James and opened her mouth, but Elizabeth coughed and drew her lips into a thin line. Now was not the time. 

They all moved to the verandah to bid farewell to Richard and Joan, who lived in a small home on the neighbouring farm. James retreated to his bedroom, George retired to his study, and Maggie and Elizabeth finished cleaning up.

‘Why did he have to do that?’ Maggie asked. Elizabeth shook her head and sighed.

‘He’s filled with the passion of youth. So many young men are the same. I just hope he doesn’t disobey your father.’ Elizabeth stood over the sink, looking down at her hands still in the water. Maggie put the last of the dishes away and hung the teatowel over a chair before bidding her mother goodnight and walking down the hallway. Passing George’s study, she saw him sitting at his desk with his head in his hands. James’s patriotism was creating a rift in their tightknit family.

*********
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Maggie sat on the front lawn with her back against the trunk of the willow tree as the warm autumn sun filtered through its leaves. Her mother would scold her if she found her reading the new novel by Simone de Beauvoir that she’d borrowed from Patty, so she propped the book behind her knees and kept an eye on the front door. Elizabeth and Joan were inside baking a new biscuit recipe that Elizabeth had seen in the Women's Weekly. The novel’s world drew Maggie in until the spell of the words was broken by the sound of hooves galloping along the driveway. James dismounted and ran inside, calling out for George. Maggie’s stomach knotted and her chest tightened. She raced to the kitchen and stood next to Joan, panting and holding her chest. 

‘James? What’s wrong?’ Elizabeth asked. James ignored her and paced the floor. He turned as George pulled open the screen door and stormed in.

‘What’s all this about?’ George demanded. James stood with his arms at his sides and his hands in fists.

‘Those bastards are winning this war and I will not stand back any longer. I've enlisted. You can't stop me,’ James shouted his revelation, pointing at George. The women in the room let out an unmistakable gasp. Maggie looked from one man to the other. She could see the rising anger in the throbbing vein in her father’s neck. 

She knew this day was coming. They all did. James had been discussing the war at every opportunity, and his prejudice against the Germans, Italians, and Japanese was bubbling closer to the surface with each passing day. But that didn’t make this any easier. George took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. 

‘This war was not of our making. Men are dying over there every day and you want to join them? You’re needed here. I forbid you to go.’ 

‘It's too late, Dad. I've made my decision. You can't stop me from fighting for what I believe in,’ he said as he thumped his fist on the table. 

‘But James, what if something happens to you? What about Kathleen? We need you here. Your place is with us,’ Elizabeth cried out as she moved towards him and took his hand in hers. James’s eyes betrayed the pain of his decision, but there was purpose in the set of his mouth. Maggie knew there was nothing anyone could say that would change his mind. James had always been headstrong. A Sleeman family trait.

‘I'm sorry, Mum. What's done is done. I’ve talked it over with Kathleen, and she understands. I'll be leaving for New Guinea next Monday.’ He freed his hand and headed back through the house towards the front door. 

‘If you go, you'll not be welcome back here.’ George’s voice boomed and his chest rose and fell in deep breaths as the anger grew. He let the kitchen door slam behind him and he stalked towards the shed. The three women stood rooted to the spot for what seemed like an eternity. Their family would never be the same. James’s decision had changed everything. What if he was injured? Or worse, what if he was killed? Maggie cursed his stubbornness. Elizabeth dusted her hands, took off her apron, and left the room. There was nothing Joan or Maggie could do or say to make the situation any better. 

‘I want to tell you it’ll be all right, but I can’t,’ Joan said as she gathered her belongings. Maggie knew she was right. Nobody knew what was going to happen from one day to the next. This war had made life even more precarious. As she waved Joan off, Maggie recognised that this tension in their home was far from over.
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‘Maggie dear, are you ready yet? We need to be there before 10,’ Elizabeth called out. Maggie reluctantly finished dressing, quickly braided her long blonde hair into a messy plait, and hurried into the hallway just in time to catch Elizabeth as she exited through the front door. Maggie knew she’d be furious that they were late, but the thought of sitting through another afternoon tea with the ladies of the Colton branch of the Country Women's Association wasn’t all that enticing. Every week was the same old routine. At least, that’s how Maggie viewed it. The women would sit and discuss their husbands and children, the war effort, or their current craft project. Meanwhile, the Younger Set mingled in the next room, discussing the latest fashionable item or which eligible bachelors were left in the district. Maggie found it all tiresome. Why couldn’t they discuss novels or art or grand ideas about the world?

Elizabeth jerked on the handbrake as she parked their dark-coloured Ford next to an identical car. They walked through the immaculate rose gardens toward the imposing two-storey home, and the sound of high-pitched laughter rang out. Maggie harrumphed and trailed behind her mother. Elizabeth headed for the sitting room, where the natter of five voices, all trying to be heard at once, rang out through the rest of the house. The voice of esteemed branch president Mrs Fulton pierced through the rumble as she regained control of the room. Elizabeth clicked her tongue and glared at Maggie. Then she walked in, leaving Maggie to find her way to where the Younger Set congregated. She stepped into the dining room to a perceptible silence. The eyes of the young women were on her. She felt like a mouse in the grips of a standoff with a cat. She knew what they wanted—a reaction to James’s enlistment. Straightening her back, she surveyed the room. The outer edge was ringed with women sitting in high-backed chairs, and the large mahogany dining table was covered with biscuits, scones, slices, and cakes. She spotted Joan and Mary sitting by the window overlooking the garden and made her way to the vacant chair next to Joan. The chatter resumed, and she leaned forward as she strained to hear them over the cacophony. 

‘I don't know how we'll manage now. Oh, Harry!’ Mary sobbed into her crumpled handkerchief. Joan looked at Maggie, her mouth turned down at the corners, and she patted her friend on the arm. 

‘I’m so sorry, Mary. Harry was a lovely lad. He always had a story to tell.’ Joan cleared her throat. ‘I would offer to send Richard over to help, but with him tending to our farm, as well as his father's, he’s feeling a little overworked lately. The drifters come through, but they don’t stay long enough to make a real dent in the workload. This awful war is taking its toll on so many people.’ Comprehension dawned on Maggie. She knew Mary’s younger brother, Harry. A few months ago, he won the unfortunate lottery and was conscripted. He must have been killed in action. Her thoughts turned to James. He'd been gone for five weeks, and the family hadn't had word from him. They didn’t know where he was or if he was still alive. The air in the room seemed suffocating, and Maggie looked for a way out. She strode to the back garden and stood near the rose bushes. She looked up at the grey clouds rolling in and hoped they didn’t bring bad news as well as much-needed rain.

‘There you are.’ Patricia’s voice broke through Maggie’s thoughts, and she turned to see her best friend, holding a plate full of cherry slice and chocolate cake. Patricia was a head taller and slightly broader than Maggie, dark-haired to Maggie’s light. They were the opposite of each other in many ways. Patricia was outgoing and always up for some mischief. In contrast, Maggie was reserved and always followed the rules. Lately, Maggie had been consumed by an almost desperate desire to experience more of the world. They’d been best friends since they met as five-year-olds at church one Sunday, not long after Patricia’s family moved to Colton. ‘I heard about James. Kathleen’s garnering the sympathy of anyone who’ll listen, of course. How did your dad take it? I bet your mum was a mess. Larry Obermeer did the same thing last week, and I swear I could hear his parents yelling from across the paddock. Did I tell you I’m going to be a nurse?’ Maggie smiled. Patricia always talked a mile a minute, and it was just what she needed. 

‘Really?’ she asked, grabbing some cake from the proffered plate. Patricia nodded and stuffed a large piece of cherry slice into her mouth. 

‘I’ll get to travel and meet lots of people. I can’t wait. Dad’s proud as punch, but Mum thinks I’m not ready to leave Colton. I’m 21, for goodness sake. You should become one too. We could get stationed together. We might even meet some handsome soldiers.’ She winked, and Maggie laughed. Patty made it sound like a fabulous adventure, but as much as she’d like to go, she knew she couldn’t leave the farm just yet.

‘I think I’d better stay here for now. I know you’ll have a swell time though. When do you leave?’

‘I sent my application last week, but once it’s accepted, I’ll be off to Perth for training and then who knows where. It’s exciting to think in a few months, I could be in a whole different country.’ She raised one shoulder and head cocked to the side. ‘It would be even better if we were doing it together.’ Maggie finished her cake and considered Patricia’s proposition. She could sign up as a nurse and Patty would find a way to make it fun. But her parents would not be happy about having another child so close to the war. She let out a sigh. Jarrah Downs was her home, and it was the right place to be for the moment. Her father had worked hard to build their large stone and weatherboard homestead surrounded by paddocks filled with cattle and draught horses. He’d bought neighbouring properties and expanded the operations. Now, it was almost 1000 acres and one of the largest farms in the district. Running it was an enormous job and with James gone, all the work had fallen on George and Richard. 

‘I can’t. I’m needed here. But don’t forget about little old me while you’re gallivanting around the world,’ Maggie said as she linked her arm through Patricia’s and they strolled back towards the Fulton’s house.

***
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The days were sunny, but the nights had started to chill. Maggie heard the fire crackling in her father's study. She imagined he was working through the agenda for the town council meeting next week. George had been a councillor for years, and as an eminent business owner, he was well respected among the local community. She knocked on the door and entered when she heard a mumble. He sat behind his large oak desk while the family’s black and white kelpie, Max, lay curled on the mat near the fireplace. Maggie walked over, kneeled and stroked the dog's soft ears. She turned and looked at her father and then back at the fire.

‘What is it, Maggie? I know you have something on your mind.’ Maggie sighed and moved to the chair in front of his desk. He knew her too well. He often joked that her inquisitive nature would get her into trouble one day. Maggie steeled herself and looked him in the eyes.

‘Will we be able to keep the farm? I know you don't think I can help, but I can do almost anything that James could.’ Her words tumbled out quickly before her resolve softened. After they’d returned from the CWA meeting, Maggie had spent the afternoon by the river pondering Patricia’s news and thinking about what some families in the district were going through. With many of the men away, the women often found themselves trying to work their farms and raise their families on their own. She knew that her family was in a better financial position than most, but this war was seeping its way into every aspect of their way of life. George swirled his whisky and took a sip. He ran a hand down his face and over his mouth and greying beard, resting it on his chin.

‘We are by no means losing this farm. Richard and I can manage just fine.’ He came to stand by her side and lifted her up gently by the arm so that they stood facing each other. ‘I know things are changing for our neighbours, but this farm has been in our family for two generations. I'll be damned if we lose it on my watch.’ He looked down at the fire and then at Maggie. ‘You, young lady, need to stop fussing with your books, and the local gossip, and concentrate on helping your mother and Joan.’ His reply left her angry and deflated all at once, but she knew there was no arguing with him. She kissed him on the cheek, then bent and ruffled Max on the head before making her way to her room. Standing by the window, she lifted her gaze towards the stars. She should have known that the conversation would not go the way she had planned. If he wasn’t so stubborn, she could help make things easier for him. She thought back to when she’d seen him earlier that day struggling to manoeuvre the wheel off the tractor; his maimed left leg didn’t help the situation. She puffed the air out of her cheeks and folded her arms. If he could be stubborn, then so could she.
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Maggie inclined her head and held the piece of paper closer, then moved it back, repeating the process several times before shaking her head and dropping the note on her desk. At times, Doctor Mosely’s scrawl was a challenge to decipher, and she had to ask him to take a look. Often, he couldn’t even read his own handwriting, so he never berated her for not being able to do it. He was in with a patient, so she tidied up the files that appeared to pile up perpetually on her desk. 

‘Rightio, you’re all set, Mrs Winkler. See you next week,’ Doctor Mosely said to the older woman as he opened his office door. She briefly nodded to them both before tugging the surgery door open with a low grunt. The bell jingled as the door shut behind her. 

‘Doctor Mosely, would you mind helping me with this one?’ Maggie handed him the note and he squinted at it. Recognition crossed his features.

‘This one’s for me. It’s supposed to read ‘research penicillin’. There’s some movement in medical circles about this new wonder drug, so I’m keen to learn more about it. I guess I’ll have to work on my handwriting, too.’ He looked up from the paper. ‘How’s things at home? I hear young James has created a bit of a stir.’ Maggie wasn’t surprised that Doctor Mosely already knew about James leaving. That was the way a small town like Colton worked.

‘He certainly has.’ She hesitated for a moment before continuing. ‘I might need to help at home a bit more. I mean, with James gone, there’s more to do, and you know my father shouldn’t overdo it.’ Maggie held her breath. Doctor Mosely ran his hand through what was left of salt-and-pepper hair before he answered. 

‘I think with Patricia leaving us, we might require more assistance here. But I also think you should do what you need to do.’ Maggie tried to decode the meaning behind his words. Was he saying she could take some time off to help around the farm or not? She’d been working part-time as a receptionist at the surgery for almost two years. She delighted in organising the paperwork and Doctor Mosely had given her free rein to decorate the surgery how she liked. She found it enjoyable enough but often thought Doctor Mosely was subtly, and sometimes not so subtly, guiding her in the direction of a nursing career.

‘Thank you. I’d better get back to this,’ Maggie gestured towards the filing. Doctor Mosely nodded and retreated to his office. Alphabetising the files gave her the time she needed to figure out what he meant and decide how she was going to help her family.

***
[image: ]


The air outside was warm, so Maggie wound down the window and stuck her hand out, waving her arm up and down in the balmy breeze. Elizabeth loved to drive the Ford into town to fetch their weekly rations, and Maggie had decided to tag along. 

‘Maggie dear, can you stop that, please?’ She wound the window up, folded her arms, and angled her legs away from her mother. Why must she always treat me like a child? She glanced out the passenger window as the town came into view. Established in the late 1800s, Colton was a progressive town located amid a rural landscape filled with farms and forests, only four hours' drive from Perth. Maggie watched as they passed the post office, police station, and the town hall; all constructed from local limestone and wood. Flowers filled the window boxes and the wide streets accommodated horses, carts, and cars.

Elizabeth parked outside the two-storey building that housed Williams' General Store on the bottom level and the Williams family on the top. Maggie pushed open the heavy door and the bell dinged. The scent of fresh produce filled her nostrils as she looked around the shop. It had changed a great deal since the war began. The shelves, crates, and barrels that had always been fully stocked weren't as full, and all the products were now labelled with how many coupons from the government-issued ration books it took to purchase them. Maggie looked at the large signs posted on the walls, each showing women in various forms of domestic duties: 'Grow your own vegetables', 'Help win the war on the kitchen front' and 'Make do and mend'. She walked over the wooden floorboards towards a large barrel in the centre of the store and picked up the reddest apple she’d ever seen. 

‘You can have that if you like. No charge.’ She looked up to find Thomas Williams standing on the other side of the barrel. He moved closer and touched her forearm. ‘I heard James left to fight. Are you all right?’ Her cheeks blushed as red as the apple in her hand. 

‘I’m fine,’ she mumbled. Why did she suddenly become so shy? She’d known Thomas her whole life. At 25, he was four years her senior and had been in the same year as Richard in school. His family had owned the general store for as long as she could remember. She perceived his stare, and her mind raced, struggling to find words to say. 

‘As long as my number doesn't come up, I plan on staying right here. I have to help my dad with the shop.’ Maggie nodded and detected in her peripheral vision that her mother and Mr Williams were watching the two of them. Thomas bent to pick up a box of tea, and she couldn’t help but notice his short blond hair, muscular arms, and well-manicured hands. He had grown into quite a handsome lad. 

‘Come along, Maggie dear,’ Elizabeth called and jolted Maggie from her musing. Thomas stood and turned towards her. 

‘Well, it was nice talking to you. I hope I'll see you again soon.’ 

Striding to catch up to her mother, she almost bumped into a stack of cans and felt herself turning crimson for the second time that morning. She couldn’t get out of the door quick enough. 

‘Thomas is such a nice boy, isn't he?’ Elizabeth said during the drive home, her eyes firmly fixed on the road ahead.

‘Yes, I suppose he is.’ Maggie was still thinking about their brief exchange, and her embarrassing exit, when Elizabeth continued. 

‘He's still a bachelor, you know. And, he's quite a handsome young man, with a solid future. Perhaps we should invite him over for dinner one day. What do you think?’ Maggie drew her lips over her teeth. That I know what you’re up to, she thought. Elizabeth had been married 2 years already when she was Maggie’s age, and she'd been hinting about Maggie’s future ever since Richard and Joan had married the previous year. Maggie had given a lot of thought to marriage and concluded that she didn't want to settle down and live the same monotonous existence as so many other women she knew. She wanted more from her life than to be stuck here in Colton, but she also felt obligated by her duty to her family. 
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Chapter 2
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Giuseppe

1943

The Ruys docked in the Port of Fremantle in early 1943. The weary men packed the deck when land was just a speck on the horizon so that they could get their first glimpse of Australia. Giuseppe jostled for space at the front of the crowd. Holding the rail, he gazed across the water at the pale sand-coloured buildings and the busyness of the port town. Then he looked around him at the exhausted men he’d spent the last five months with. Their capture in Italy, the months spent in the primitive staging camp in Egypt, and their transportation to Western Australia had taken their toll. They were drained and done-in. Conditions on board the troopship had been appalling. The ship’s hull and partitions were often so hot to the touch that they seared skin. The food was bland and the tea was scalding, and it felt as if it was coming through their pores. The stench of sweat filled the cabins, and dirt seemed to be etched into the crevices of skin. 

After disembarking, the men gathered together, waiting to hear news of the final leg of their journey. Giuseppe looked up at the sky full of bulbous grey clouds, praying for them to open up and drench him. Egypt had been hot, dry, and dusty. Some days, it felt as if sand coated the back of his throat. He looked over to his right as a disembodied voice boomed orders, and felt himself moving with the jostling mob towards the trucks lined near the dock. He knew that most of the men spoke little to no English, so the officer’s words didn’t resonate. He translated the officer’s commands to the men closest to him and watched as it rippled through the crowd. When he reached the truck, an officer handed him a pannikin and overcoat; he hesitated and looked around. The two men standing on either side of the truck grabbed him and pushed him into the back before closing the canvas and shouting to the driver. He sat on the hard floor and let his eyes adjust to the darkness. He could almost smell the fear in the air, mingled with the scent of unwashed bodies. 

‘Don't bother trying to escape,’ a low voice snarled, and he felt the butt of a rifle prod him in the side. He looked up into the eyes of an army officer. The man with short grey hair and a wrinkled forehead sat on the bench close to the rear of the truck. His eyes pierced Giuseppe’s until he sneered and turned away. It was clear that this man hated him. But for what? For being dragged into a war he didn’t believe in? For fighting on the other side? Giuseppe shook his head and looked at the floor. The truck started up, and he moved to the bench across from the officer. 

‘Sono con te, compagno,’ whispered a familiar voice. Relief washed over him as he briefly closed his eyes and nodded at Luigi. Wherever I’m going, he thought, at least I have a friend with me. 

Giuseppe looked from the frayed edges of the cards in his hand to Luigi’s face before placing one on the bench next to him.

‘Book?’ he asked.

‘Libro. Newspaper?’ Luigi replied.

‘Giornale.’ They had created this game on their voyage from Egypt. It helped them to pass the time, but the real reward was the improvement in their English with each round. Giuseppe felt fortunate to have been placed in the same cabin as Naples-born Luigi. The two young men were so similar - dark hair, brown eyes, medium build and strong working hands - that they were often mistaken for brothers. Although Giuseppe was the older of the two, Luigi was more street-smart.

‘Io vinco. I win. Good game, amico,’ Luigi said. Giuseppe conceded his defeat with his hands in the air. ‘Another round?’ Luigi asked. Giuseppe shook his head and leaned back against the canvas. The truck's movement, combined with the arduous journey, had helped many of the men doze off. Giuseppe looked at the sleeping man sitting across from him. He was wearing a dirty Regio Esercito uniform, much like Giuseppe’s own. He closed his eyes and prayed that wherever they were headed was better than where they had been.

After a few hours, the truck came to a halt, and the men stretched as best they could in the cramped space. The officer with the grudge jumped down and ushered everyone out. The sky had cleared, and the sun shone down through the trees. They were standing near a large clearing with a few buildings, surrounded by a high barbed wire covered fence. Beyond that was dense bushland in all directions. At least this is better than the desert, Giuseppe thought as he looked around. He noticed theirs wasn't the only truck pulling up. By his quick calculation, at least 200 men milled in the centre of the sizable compound. 

An older man with a stern expression, crewcut hair, and a neatly pressed uniform moved to the front and shouted directions at the officers. Giuseppe looked for Luigi as the officers forced the prisoners into haphazard rows. They stood next to each other and waited. The older man stood on a wooden crate, so the men in the back could see him, and cleared his throat as he surveyed the crowd. 

‘I’m Major Browning, and this is my camp. Marrinup number 16 Prisoner of War camp. By order of the Australian Government under the National Security Act 1939, you will be held here until such time as the government sees fit to release you.’ Giuseppe could see the shock and disbelief that he felt reflected on Luigi's face and the faces of every other man he looked at. They were all going to be held here until the war ended, however long that might be. He looked at the ground, then brought himself to full height. This wasn’t the time or place to show weakness. 

Further along their row, a man fell to his knees, protesting in Italian. He was trying to explain that he was just a farmer who'd been caught up in the war, but the language barrier was a hindrance. Major Browning jumped off the crate and marched toward him. ‘Get up!’ He pulled the man to his feet and pushed him back into position. Then he looked up and down the formation before relaunching into his prepared speech as he made his way back to the crate. 

‘This is your new home and we need to establish clear rules.’ He gestured around him. ‘As you can see, there’s a lot of work to be done here. Every one of you will help build this camp. Each man will also be assessed as to his nationality, religion, political affiliations, and suitability for work,’ he paused and looked among the crowd for any dissension, ‘Prisoners will rise at 6 am, have breakfast at 6.45 am, and start work at 7.30 am. There will be an hour's break for lunch before you return to work until 3 pm. 'Lights out' is at 10 pm. No exceptions.’ With his speech delivered, he jumped down and stalked to one of the buildings, leaving the men standing in disbelief. Was this going to be their life now? How could they do this to them? 

Giuseppe pivoted to examine the so-called camp. High fences with triple concertina wire surrounded 6 main watch towers made from large trees, topped with floodlights. The whole compound appeared to be separated into three sections. A few weatherboard buildings topped with corrugated iron stood in each section, with more situated outside the fenced area. He assumed those were for the guards. The work needed to make this camp livable for hundreds of people was immense. Giuseppe concluded that the Australians expected the prisoners to be in that camp for a considerable amount of time. 

‘Line up!’ A guard called out as he gestured to four nearby huts. The prisoners formed long queues and trudged inside one by one. Waiting in line, Giuseppe felt his body relax in the afternoon heat. He could smell the rich earthiness of the surrounding bushland and hear unfamiliar birdsong. When his turn arrived, he walked into the sparsely furnished hut to find one man sitting at a wide table and another standing by the open window, holding a camera. 

‘Do you speak English?’ The man at the desk asked. Giuseppe nodded. ‘Good. What’s your name and where are you from?’

‘Giuseppe Russo. Rimissa, Italy.’ Giuseppe replied. The man filled in a Prisoner of War Identity Card with Giuseppe’s details, including his religion and political associations. 

‘Right. Put your thumb on here, stamp it there, then stand over near the wall and face the camera.’ Giuseppe did as he was told. The entire ordeal only took a matter of moments, but it left Giuseppe feeling like a criminal. He leaned against the wall and kicked at the dirt while he waited outside the hut for Luigi. They were quiet as they walked along the rows of huts. They wanted to choose a well-positioned hut to be their home for the foreseeable future. They decided on one towards the end of the last row. Inside were 3 wooden bunk beds, each with a thin mattress, a couple of woollen blankets, and a lumpy pillow. There was a long, narrow window along the back wall that could be shielded from the outside in inclement weather. Shelving and lockers covered the front wall to house the few personal effects they had. 

Giuseppe sat on the bottom bunk furthest from the door and Luigi lay on the bottom of the middle bunk.

‘Ciao,’ called a voice from above. Giuseppe peered up and saw a broad smile and kind eyes on a lined face. Three men walked into the hut and claimed the last few bunks. With all the beds taken, the group turned to introductions. Eugenio, the man who had said hello from the top bunk, was from Rome and had a wife and two grown daughters. Giovanni and Domenico were brothers from a small town near Naples. Enemy bombs had destroyed the port where they had been working, forcing them into the war. Carlo was a sheep farmer from a small town in Lombardy, not far from where Giuseppe’s aunty and uncle lived. 

Giuseppe sat back against the wall, knees bent, hands behind his head.

‘This is not what I expected,’ he admitted. 

‘It’s better than the staging camp in Egypt. Hot winds, sand everywhere, and nothing to do. At least here we have beautiful trees, no?’ Carlo said. 

‘I guess we’ll just have to wait and see what happens. With any luck, the war will end soon, and they’ll have to send us home again,’ Domenico said. Giuseppe and the others nodded in agreement. Later that night, as he fell asleep on the thin mattress listening to the chirps and croaks of animals he’d never seen, his thoughts returned to the green trees and hills of home. 

***
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The monotony of building the camp and the routine of its schedule made each day feel the same as the one before. Days turned into weeks and then months, with the change in weather being one of the few discernable ways to distinguish the passage of time. Giuseppe and the other prisoners spent their days building foundations out of concrete and aggregate that were later used for shower blocks, latrines, and mess halls for each section of the camp. 

Each section had a leader and for Giuseppe, that was Domenico Cambino, who had been in the armed forces before the war broke out. Despite their very different backgrounds, Giuseppe felt he was a fair leader. Cambino understood that most of the men under his watch were farmers and stoneworkers, not soldiers. It didn't matter how any of them got there. To the guards, all that mattered was that they worked. 

Their first winter in Australia had been cold, and frost often covered the rocky ground. Giuseppe would sometimes wake to what he thought was gunfire, only to find it was the heavy rain battering against the iron roof. When spring arrived, he welcomed the warmer weather. Standing in the sun near the mess, he took his hat off and wiped the beads of sweat from his brow. His ears picked up the rumble of trucks approaching. 

‘Looks like we're getting some new arrivals,’ he said to Luigi, as he threw the shovel down so hard that it stood in the dirt. The two men watched as the trucks entered the compound, and the guards started unloading men. Giuseppe guessed there were around 300 of them by the time the last truck had rattled through the gates. The guards who had been overseeing their work left to monitor the crowd. 

‘Must be Tedeschi,’ Giuseppe commented. 

‘Ha! Of course, they come when the work is nearly done,’ Luigi scoffed.

The guards lined the Germans up just as they had done with the Italians on their first day. Major Browning gave his customary speech, and the men were moved off into groups to get processed and settled into the German section of the camp. Giuseppe nudged Luigi on the arm and nodded towards the fence. They made their way over and stood, watching the men scramble to find the best hut. They didn’t appear to have the same look of shock and disbelief that the Italian men had when they first arrived. Giuseppe whistled to get the attention of a tall man standing by the door of the nearest hut. He ambled over and looked the two Italians up and down.

‘Sprichst du Englisch?’ The man asked. Giuseppe nodded, recognising the last word. 

‘Where have you come from?’ he asked the blonde-haired man. 

‘A camp in Victoria. Some men have been in Australia for many months. Some were on the Kormoran when it sank in ‘41. And you?’ he said in his strong, stilted accent. Giuseppe told him their story, and they shook hands through the fence. ‘It is nice here,’ Hans said as he looked around, ‘but I think the guards will be just as tough here as they were in Victoria.’ Giuseppe shrugged and offered him a cigarette, which he took with both hands. Hans was from a small village in southern Germany. He’d had to participate in the Hitler Youth and when the war broke out, there was no other choice for him except to join the Wehrmacht. 

‘Move away from the fence!’ an older guard with short black hair and a scar across his cheek shouted as he marched towards them. They put their hands in the air and backed away, giving each other a quick nod. Luigi and Giuseppe walked back over to the drain, picked up the shovels, and resumed digging. 

‘They are going to catch more heat than us. Did you notice how many guards shot over there when the trucks pulled up?’ Giuseppe said, as he pushed his shovel into the hard dirt and tossed it onto the heap.

‘Si. They are the bigger threat, though, aren't they?’ Luigi was right. Mussolini was overthrown, and Italy had surrendered. The Australians didn't need to worry about the Italians as much. 

Giuseppe woke after a fitful sleep with an aching back and a thumping head. He stood and stretched gingerly before glancing at Luigi in the bed next to his. He was sound asleep despite the Reveille blasting. 

‘Wake up, amico,’ he said as he shoved at his friend’s mass. 

‘Ah, fanculo!’ came the muffled reply. Giuseppe laughed as he ambled out the door and over to the mess for breakfast. He sat at the long wooden table with a bowl full of sloppy porridge and a cup of lukewarm coffee and looked towards the guards' table at the front of the hall. Major Browning was holding court with Captain Marsh and Officers Johnson and Harris. They were frowning and speaking in hushed voices. Had there been another escape attempt last night? Giorgio Bertolini had tried it a few weeks ago and ended up getting caught and put in the cooler. Giuseppe shuddered at the thought of spending weeks holed up in a cold, concrete cell that wasn’t even long enough for him to lie straight in.

Major Browning stood and headed outside to the central courtyard, followed by his companions. The siren sounded just as Giuseppe handed his bowl and cup to the kitchenhand on duty. He joined the men streaming out of the double doors, caught sight of Luigi coming out of the latrines, and whistled to get his attention. Row upon row of men, some in their military uniforms, others wearing the maroon shirt and pants issued at camp, stood facing the officers. Major Browning paced up and down the rows before stopping front and centre. 

‘The Australian Government has created the Rural Employment without Guards Scheme to ease labour shortages as a result of our men heading off to fight. You now have the opportunity to work on local farms or as part of the timber-cutting industry. For this work, you will receive payment in the form of tokens, which can be exchanged through the canteen for certain luxuries. Those who do not wish to participate in this new scheme may be moved to another camp.’ Giuseppe looked at Luigi.

‘Farm work,’ they said in unison. It made sense. Giuseppe had spent his life working on his family’s farm. When Officer Johnson called for volunteers, they raised their hands. Johnson moved down the rows, asking each man about their experience, scribbling notes in a ledger. 

‘What is happening there?’ Giuseppe asked, pointing to where the officers were segregating the Italians from the Germans. Johnson looked over.

‘The Germans are going to do the timber cutting. Your lot will work as farmhands,’ he said. Giuseppe would have taken either job, anything to avoid the hard labour of building the camp, but he was glad the work would be something he was familiar with.

The new work arrangements weren’t to start for another week and the announcement didn’t stop the day’s labour. Giuseppe and four other men had been working on building the pumping station. It was a big job, but with the camp now housing over 1300 POWs and guards, it was a necessary one. When the siren rang to signal the end of the workday, everyone cheered, downed tools and headed to their huts. 

‘What do you think about this farm work?’ Eugenio asked the group while they got cleaned up for dinner. Carlo and Domenico shrugged.

‘I think anything is better than being locked up in a cage all day,’ Luigi said.

‘But what if the boss is worse than the guards?’ Carlo asked.

‘Well, he can’t be any worse than Browning.’ Domenico said, lifting a shoulder.

‘We should think of it as an adventure, or at least, a break from this prison of ours,’ Giovanni said as he finished brushing his hair and turned towards the door. ‘Now, who’s up for a game of cards in the hall?’ 

***
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The morning was brisk and the sun hadn't quite reached the point where it came through the high window in their hut, but most of the men inside were awake. Giuseppe turned to see
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