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Prologue, 1941

Sapphire raced out of the fly screen door and jumped over the porch steps in her hurry to get to the train station. Of all the days to be running late, this was not the one. Her mother’s words faded as she hitched her skirts higher as she picked up her pace. She knew what her mother would have been yelling. “Sapphire, slow down, walk like a lady, and don’t slam the fly screen.” The tightly wound spring on the fly screen door wasn’t her fault.

To save time, she cut through the laneway to the next street and followed the dusty road to the railway station. “Please don’t be late.” The words echoed through her mind. She heard the rumble of a train approaching from behind. Turning to her head to the left, the train overtook her and sent a puff of steam skyward.

The train slowed to a stop as Sapphire weaved through the parked cars on either side of the road. She changed her run to a brisk walk as she caught her breath and smoothed her skirt before she entered the crowded platform. Her hopes plummeted! She would never find them in this mayhem. All the men wore the same military outfit. A multitude of uniforms stretched as far as the eye could see. Each body dressed in uniform had a circle of family and friends around them. The men in civilian clothes offered handshakes and slaps on their son’s backs while mothers, sisters and sweethearts dabbed at their eyes and hugged the young men to them.

Sapphire jumped up and down a few times to spot the two towering men she was looking for. A tall man waved his hat in her direction. Alex must have been watching out for her. She rushed towards him, jostling people as she squeezed past them and threw herself into his open arms.

“What took you so long?” Tess asked as she unfurled her best friend’s dress and petticoats at the back and brushed off the dust.

“Don’t worry, Tess, she is here now,” Ben soothed his very pregnant fiancé.

The conductor blew his whistle and called, “All aboard!”

All the uniformed men surged forward. The air buzzed with excitement. Alex and Ben let go of their girls with one last kiss and waved to their parents as they boarded the train. The girls watched their progress through the carriage and stood below the window where Alex and Ben had settled. They blew them kisses and promised to write.

The train moved as many arms extended from the windows, waving goodbye. Sapphire and Tess linked their arms with their eyes glued to the window where their men were located. They stood transfixed as the train grew smaller and smaller until it disappeared into the distance. The girls turned away and walked toward the exit. Most of the parked cars were gone by this time.

“Let’s cheer ourselves up!” Sapphire bounced down the stairs.

“What do you suggest? You know I can’t drink.” Tess held the rail as she hoped her feet, which she could not see, moved from step to step until she reached the bottom of the stairs.

“Why don’t I borrow Dad’s car and we go for a drive?”

Tess cast her gaze toward the west. “It’s getting a bit late in the day.”

“We don’t have to be away too long.”

They walked back to Sapphire’s home. Sapphire sprinted up the stairs to find her father, leaving Tess to carefully negotiate the stairs. She found him on the back verandah in his summer uniform of singlet and shorts, with a beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other. She heard Tess greet her mother in the kitchen.

“Are the boys on their way, then?”

“Yes, Dad. Can I borrow the car? We won’t be long; we just want to go for a short drive to cheer ourselves up.”

“You know where the keys are, but it is getting late. Be careful of roos.”

“Yes, Dad. Thank you.” Sapphire kissed his cheek and skipped back into the house.

“Hi Mum. Come on, Tess.” Sapphire dangled the car keys in front of her as a smile spread across her face.

Sapphire raced out the front door, imagining her mother’s cringe as the fly screen slammed. The car was in the driveway, so she rounded the bonnet and opened the driver’s side door, hopped in and turned the key in the ignition.

Tess was taking the steps slowly, then waddled her pregnant body to the car. As she slid into the passenger seat, she exhaled. “A seat at last. Sapph, you need to slow down. You are wearing me out.”

Sapphire put the car in gear and rolled down the driveway. They drove down the wide streets and took the road out of town, where Sapphire stepped on the accelerator. The windows were down, and the wind blew in, providing a cooling breeze on their hot skin. Sapphire glanced across at Tess. Her eyes were closed, and her head tilted to the open window.

“I hope Alex and Ben are not away long. Surely the war will be over within six months. Why do they have to go, anyway? It is on the other side of the world?”

“We are still a part of the British Empire and must help the Mother Country.”

“They were so eager. Alex said they will probably go overseas.”

“Ben didn’t want to leave me.” Tess patted her extended abdomen.

It wasn’t long before Sapphire slowed the car and turned down a track that only locals knew about, which led to the river. She parked under the shade of an old gum tree. Its roots threaded their way down the bank toward the green-brown water below.

Without the sound of the car and their windows wound down, they listened to the sound of the breeze rustling the leaves and birds chirping and twittering. This was where they came with Ben and Alex. They relaxed in their own thoughts for a while as the sun changed the landscape into a canvas of pinks and oranges.

With a long exhale, Sapphire turned the key, and the car rumbled to life, overriding the sounds of nature. She reversed and turned the car around and followed the two well worn tracks to the main road. She pointed the car towards town and picked up speed.

Just as they were passing a clump of trees, a massive kangaroo filled the windscreen and caused Sapphire to swerve into a nearby gumtree. Tess screamed, but it was too late for Sapphire to avoid the collision and aftermath that followed.

 


Bree, 2003




Chapter 1

Friday afternoon arrived, and Bree glanced at the wall clock, urging the hands to hasten their movement. She focussed back on the screen as she finished entering figures in their designated locations on the accounting software. Once again, it was time to issue end-of-month statements to clients. It wasn’t her dream job, but once Bree finished an administration course she applied for various local jobs. Her application submitted to the accounting firm was accepted and she began work. Bree was happy enough, she liked being organised and efficient. Her workmates were easy to get along with and her pay was reasonable. One day she might consider changing to a yet unknown dream job.

Her great grandmother was always telling her how much easier life was for her generation with the advances in technology. In her day, bookkeeping was all done tediously by hand with none of this technology Bree used daily. Bree couldn’t imagine writing out the accounts in books, doing mathematics in her head or handwriting invoices followed by a monthly statement. Even though she still had to mail out the invoices and statements, then file forests of papers, she was grateful for the computer software that made her job easier. What was life like without computers, the Internet, emails and mobile telephones? Back in her great grandmother’s day, there wasn’t even television. She knew the theory from her history classes and documentaries, but could not imagine living in her great grandmother’s time.

She glanced at the clock again. At last, Bree packed up her desk. She was looking forward to her night out. She had to go home and change, then pick up Sienna. They were meeting their friends for a movie, followed by dinner and dancing.

Bree left the office wishing her colleagues a good weekend as she rummaged in her handbag for her mobile phone. She strode purposefully to her car, unlocked the door, and slid into the driver’s seat. Before inserting her key, she checked her messages, then sent off a text to Sienna. She tossed her mobile on the passenger seat with her bag and left the carpark for the weekend.

Bree turned the car heater up, but it barely warmed the space before she parked in the driveway of her family home. Her parents bought the house after they had saved a deposit in the 1980s. Bree grew up in this house with her older brother, Chris. Their father and mother met as teenagers and married when Nancy finished school. Initially, they lived in a caravan in the backyard of her father’s family home while her father worked and saved. Her mother was pregnant with Chris in no time and did not have time to work. Of course, all the women in her family worked at her great grandmother’s boarding house; even Bree had worked there during the school holidays for pocket money.

Showering quickly, Bree opened her wardrobe to choose an outfit. Dressing up in fancy attire wasn’t necessary since Wagga Wagga was still a country town and winter nights were cold. Wagga Wagga was, in fact, an inland city and all the locals just called it Wagga. She chose a new pair of jeans and a classy blouse, followed by heeled boots and a jacket.

In front of the mirror, she critiqued the results. The boots and leg hugging jeans made her limbs look longer, giving her the appearance of being taller than her 167cm. The blouse emphasised her blue eyes and with her long highlighted brunette hair, she felt very feminine.

Bree contemplated her group of friends. They went to school together, pursued different careers, but stayed friends. They met socially of a weekend and celebrated their 21st birthdays together.

Leaning over the bathroom sink, to see clearer in the mirror, she applied eyeliner and mascara and long-wear lipstick. Bree blow dried her hair into the style she liked, then transferred her phone, cards and money into a smaller evening bag and left the room.

As she entered the kitchen, her father’s voice met her ears. “Bree, are you home for dinner tonight?” Friday nights were his turn in the kitchen.

“I’m here, Dad, no need to shout. I’m eating out tonight.” 

“You look pretty tonight.” Her father said as she kissed him goodbye and then her mother.

“I’ll probably stay at Ned’s tonight. See you in the morning.”

Her father’s lips compressed. Bree knew he didn’t like Ned’s drinking and hoped she would stop seeing him, but he knew better than to voice his opinion to her.

As she left the house, her mother’s words followed her, “be careful.”

Bree knew her mother was worried about her when she was out. Bree always drank from a bottle when at clubs and pubs, rather than a glass. If she used a glass, she kept it in sight. You never knew what predators were out there ready to spike someone’s drink. Her friends were great; they always watched out for each other.

She drove to Sienna’s home, said hello to her parents, then they walked the short distance to the theatre to meet Cassie and Lee.

Cassie and Lee were waiting when they arrived. They bought their tickets to Charlie’s Angels: Full Throttle and with a drink each and popcorn to share, the girls made their way to the theatre.

Following the movie, they braved the cold again and walked to the hotel for dinner. They were meeting their boyfriends there. Since they all grew up in Wagga and went to local schools, they knew many of the patrons and staff. While they ate, they chatted about the film, their work week and weekend plans. Bree’s boyfriend of four months, Ned, excused himself at regular intervals to go outside for a cigarette, returning to the table with a schooner of beer. The smell of cigarettes hovered around him. Cassie, an airport employee, reported the arrival of a new co-worker.

“I invited him here to meet us. I hope you don’t mind. He didn’t know anyone in town, so I thought he could meet a few of the locals.”

“What is he like?” Sienna, who didn’t have a boyfriend, placed her knife and fork together on her plate and dabbed at her lips with a napkin.

“He seems like a nice guy. Slightly older than us. Quite tall and handsome.”

“Probably has a girlfriend somewhere, but I hope not. We could do with some fresh faces around here.” Sienna said as she watched the band set up for the evening gig.

“Did he say he would come?” Bree asked.

“He didn’t actually commit, but said he would keep it in mind.”

As people arrived for the band, the volume picked up. The guys took turns ordering their drinks at the bar. At their table, the group chatted amongst themselves and to locals as they passed by. Ned was at the bar ordering their drinks when a new face stood beside him.

“Who is that next to Ned?” Bree asked.

Cassie looked up. “Oh, that’s Kaden. The guy I mentioned.”

When he turned and scanned the crowd, Cassie stood and waved him over to their table.

“I am glad you could make it.” Cassie said to the young, handsome man.

“Thank you for the invite, Cassie.”

“Let me introduce you.” By this time, Ned had returned.

“Kaden, this is Bree and Ned, Sienna, Lee, Nick and Liam. This is Kaden, a new member of staff at the airport.”

Kaden pulled up a chair while the girls took the opportunity to run their eyes over his body. No harm in looking!

“So, where are you from?” Sienna asked.

“I trained in Sydney and worked for a regional airline, then I applied here at the Wagga airport.”

“Are you a pilot?” Sienna leaned forward in her chair.

“No, nothing so glamourous,” He laughed, showing a set of perfectly aligned white teeth and laughter lines in the folds of his tanned skin surrounding gorgeous brown eyes. “I’m an aircraft maintenance engineer.”

“Wow, that carries a lot of responsibility.”

“It sure does. Are you all Wagga born and bred?”

They all nodded as the band started to play, overriding their conversation.

The evening went well, and they introduced Kaden to other friends who came by their table.

“Do you know anyone in Wagga?” Bree asked when the band had a break.

“No, not really. I knew a few guys from cricket, but we were in a separate comp than Wagga for footy.”

“Who did you play for?”

“West Wyalong.”

“You might know my brother, Chris Allen. He is a year older than me and plays cricket and footy.”

“I don’t know their last names, but I would know if I saw him.”

Bree stood and scanned the room, then left the table. Minutes later, she returned, dragging a guy behind her. It was evident that they were related when looking at them together.

“Kaden, this is my brother Chris.”

Kaden stood and shook Chris’ hand.

“We’ve met, haven’t we?” Chris asked.

“Probably on the cricket field. I played for West Wyalong.”

“Yes, of course. I knew I recognised you. What brings you to Wagga, mate?”

“I just started a job at the airport.”

“What doing?”

“Airplane maintenance.”

“Come over and meet some of my mates. Are you interested in playing cricket or football?”

“Yes, I would, but it is a bit late in the footy season.”

Kaden excused himself and followed Chris to the other side of the hotel.

When Ned left the table for another smoke, Cassie whispered to Bree, “He showed a particular interest in you and Ned.”

“You were imagining things, Cass. Come on, let’s dance.” Bree dragged Cassie onto the dance floor.

The band packed up at the end of the night, and the group made their way outside. Kaden joined them and thanked Cassie for the invite and said he hoped to see them again. He glanced at Bree when he said it. Ned was too drunk to notice.

Bree had to drive Ned home in his car, so she dropped Sienna off and drove to the house Ned shared with three other guys. When they walked in, her nose wrinkled and her eyes flicked around the mess. She noticed a bong on the coffee table. Ned always said he didn’t smoke grass because of drug tests at his workplace. He said the bong belonged to one of the other guys. She stayed the night and mid morning Ned drove her back to Sienna’s to collect her car.

“See you tonight.” Bree waved Ned off and unlocked her car.

She had to get to the hospital to see her great grandmother. Her parents were in the kitchen when she arrived home. She headed for the coffeepot and put bread in the toaster.

“Morning, Mum.”

“Good afternoon, Bree. Did you enjoy your night out?”

“Yes, it was good.”

“What are you doing today?”

“I want to go see Grand. How is she?”

“Well, she hasn’t declined. Let’s hope the antibiotics do their job.” Her mother kissed her head as she walked past. Bree showered and changed, then left the house again.

It didn’t take long to reach the hospital. The problem was parking. After finding a parking space and hiked a block back to the hospital. The plains where Wagga Wagga was situated were engulfed by an icy wind. It must be snowing in the mountains. They admitted her great grandmother a couple of days ago. Winter was never kind to the elderly, but the summer heat could also be equally harmful. Bree hunched lower beneath her collar and scarf with her hands firmly in the warmth of her pockets.

The Enquiries counter beckoned, and she asked for the location of her great grandmother, Evelyn Jones. Following the directions and signs, she entered her Grand’s room in a ward which she shared with others. People sat beside patients, speaking softly as Bree scanned the room. Her gaze rested on the small, fragile figure in a bed by the window. Bree noticed that her great grandmother’s eyes were closed, and the top half of the bed was raised. Bree approached and picked up her grand’s cold, bony hand in her own and her grand’s eyes fluttered open.

“Hello, pet.” Her great grandmother’s weak voice whispered.

“Hello, Grand.” She leaned forward to kiss her cheek, then took off her coat and scarf and sat on the chair as her Grand’s eyes closed again.

Minutes later, her Grand jerked her hand from Bree’s and it flew to her face. Her face shook from side to side and tears streamed down her face. “I killed her and the baby.” She sobbed.

“Grand, Grand, wake up.” Bree shook her great grandmother’s shoulder gently.

Her eyes sprang open. It took a moment for her to realise where she was and settled back into the bedding with a sigh.

Bree patted her hand. “You were having a dream.”

Her eyes closed again and Bree stroked her hand while she wondered what had brought on such an outburst. It was probably just a delirium from the illness or medication.

While her great grandmother slept, Bree ran through her mind all that she knew about her. When she thought about it, she knew little about her great grandmother’s childhood.
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Chapter 2

There wasn’t much to Evergreen when Sapphire lived there. She didn’t even know why it had such a name. “Evergreen” was far from the truth. It was a dry, dusty town with dirt roads and mostly homes made of corrugated iron. A hotel and general store, which also served as a bank agent and post office, were present. There was also a wooden church, a hall where pigeons nested, and the primary school comprising two buildings. One for infants and one for primary. If they continued school after primary they had to go to West Wyalong or Lake Cargelligo.

Sapphire was in a class with three others. Tess, Ben and Alex. They all started there on the same day and continued through and left on the same day. All four of them were the best of mates. Ben and Alex and Tess and Sapphire. Everyone in the town knew everyone else and everyone else’s business.

The group of four scoured the outlying bushland, looking for mushrooms. They spent time at the local cemetery, reading headstones and telling spooky stories. When Ben and Alex were old enough, the girls accompanied them while they set traps to catch rabbits or dug out their burrows and went fishing and yabbying together. They grew up during the Great Depression and lived on bread and dripping and mostly anything they could source from nature. They were lucky in a way to be living in the country because they were able to source food easier than city folk. Tess and Sapphire’s fathers worked at outlying properties and sometimes brought home some lamb and beef. Their mothers tended to their siblings and domestic chores as well as a vegie patch and chickens in the back garden. Ben and Alex lived on properties nearby.

The four kids met on a weekend after they completed their chores at home and if it was summer, they carefully walked through the scrub, highly aware of snakes, to the river and their favourite gum tree where the girls climbed down the roots to the water while the boys took a flying leap or swung from the rope hanging from a sturdy gum tree limb over the water. Their ‘yahoos’ echoed before they splashed down. They weren’t the only ones there. Many of the local kids went to the river to cool off and pass the time.

People often mistook Ben and Alex for brothers, even though they were not related. They were both the same height and build. Their eyes were brown and their hair sandy. They had similar smiles and facial features. There was a slight difference that Sapphire looked for when they were together. When they became couples, Alex’s face was the one that lit up when he approached her. The community distinguished them by which property they came from, which girl was on their arm, and their different haircuts as teenagers. Everyone knew Tess was with Ben and Sapphire with Alex.

As kids, both boys had the bowl hairstyle created in their mothers’ kitchens, so they looked extremely similar. They took full advantage of their likeness. The boys often pretended to be each other and caused mischief, which often resulted in trouble. They confused the adults so much the adults didn’t know which parents to complain to. Instead, they lumped both boys together and complained to both sets of parents. When they were on their own, they were always mistaken for the other.

Alex told her the reason they looked similar. It dated back to the early 1800s when one family settled on a large property in the Evergreen area. The family prospered and thrived. When the second son was old enough, he demanded land of his own, so they split the property in two. The second son only received a third of the property when he expected half. As the years went by, the sons married two daughters of the same family. There weren’t many choices in the isolated outback at that time, but both families seemed happy with their spouses.

The second son believed he deserved more land and disputes arose between the neighbours and brothers. It all culminated when the older son erected fencing around his property boundary. This stopped the younger brother from grazing his livestock on his land and using his water supply. The two brothers refused to talk to each other from then on.

Over time, the older brother’s wife gave birth to a healthy son to carry on the property. The younger son’s wife gave him beautiful girls when he wanted a son. When the daughters married, they no longer used their father’s surname, and the relationship between the families and properties dwindled from people’s minds.

"So, you see, my relation to Ben goes way back to the 1800s, over five generations ago. Our parents call us ‘throwbacks’ because we look similar and attribute it to our ancestors many generations ago." Ben’s property is the larger and belonged to the older brother and our property and lineage belong to the younger brother,” he told Sapphire.

Tess and Sapphire were the opposite of each other. Sapphire was tall with blue eyes and a brown ponytail which hung down her back. While she was at school, her mother always insisted on tight plates to keep the nits away. Each morning before school, she stood at the kitchen sink being tortured by her mother until two neat plates hung down her back. Her mother finally gave up on the ribbons because Sapphire never returned home with them, and they were a luxury during the depression. Tess, on the other hand, was shorter, five foot four inches to Sapphire’s five foot seven, once they stopped growing. Tess had hazel eyes and short, curly, blonde hair. Her body had filled out, but Sapphire remained tall and gangly. She wished she had Tess’ curves and curls and Tess wished she had Sapphire’s height
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