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Idavale, western plains, Queensland, Australia, 1924

Bill Carter, impatient, stomach churning, sat in the battered cab of Old Dave Maundrel’s mail truck, waiting for it to roll to a halt in front of the Idavale Hotel.

“Here you go, Idavale. End of my run.” The grey-haired driver put the vehicle into neutral, pulled on the brake, cut the engine and slid out of the cabin.

Bill followed him, his leg stiff from the long ride. A cloud of red dust, kicked up from the road, sauntered down to earth behind them.

“Where’re you off to now?” Dave asked.

“I’m staying with Jack Edgarson out at Paradise Lagoon. You don’t go that way, do you?”

“Nah. Paradise Lagoon folk usually come in for their mail, but someone’s sure to be heading out there. Just ask around in the pub.”

“Thanks, I’ll do that.”

“In the meantime, come and have a drink with me,” Dave said. “I owe you one for helping fix the old girl’s motor when she conked out. Didn’t know you were a handy mechanic. Glad you were with me.”

Bill shook his head. “Thanks, Dave, but I’ve got something to do first.” He gestured up the road.

Dave nodded and shook Bill’s hand.

Bill watched the bandy-legged mailman walk into the public bar, then picked up his bag and walked into the hotel’s foyer. It had been a long journey from Wattle Creek Station and he was mighty thirsty, but first things first. Five years was far too long already. He’d promised himself he would do this and there could be no more excuses.

Once in the cool dark hotel, he pushed his hat back off his forehead. The proprietress, plump and chatty, greeted him with enthusiasm. Bill asked after someone bound for Paradise Lagoon.

“Don’t go out there yet,” she said. “Someone’s sure to come in to the dance tonight. I’ll ask around for you.”

“Never mind,” said Bill, not wanting to be delayed. “I can find Jack if he comes in.” He asked for details about the dance, so he knew when to go over to the hall to search for his friend. If he wasn’t there, he’d take a room in the hotel and go out to Paradise Lagoon tomorrow.

In the meantime, he had that long overdue appointment. Bill hitched his duffle bag over his shoulder and strode out of the hotel, along the main street in the direction he had pointed out to Dave.

Idavale. It looked much the same—a ribbon of timber shops flanking a wide dusty road. The single-storey buildings cast long shadows across the main street in the late afternoon sun. He hadn’t been here for almost nine years. Back then, he’d ridden down from the family property, Isa Downs, two hundred miles to the north, to catch a train to the coast to join the army.

The war had seemed a reason to leave home and an opportunity to see something of the world, of places in England and Scotland his mother had spoken about with fondness. How else could he have got there?

Bill trudged past Idavale’s new memorial hall, its railway station and across the timber bridge spanning the brown river, to the high ground beyond.

Weeping acacia trees marked the entrance to his destination, but he barely noticed their pungent odour. Bill let himself into the cemetery. The hinges of the iron gate broke the silence with their screech.

Before him, graves marched in straight lines across the brown grass. He walked along the rows, scanning each headstone. It took a few minutes to find the one he wanted.

His mother.

Pain gripped his chest with two massive hands and squeezed. He’d caused this. They’d been such a close family and his decision had destroyed that forever.

Images of her flickered through his memory like celluloid film, each intensifying his remorse. He fell to his knees before the weathered headstone that proclaimed her early death in 1918. His mother—gentle and strong. Petite in life, Isabel Carter seemed insignificant in death. Tears tracked down his weathered cheeks. He dashed them off with the back of his calloused hand.

Someone hereabouts had nursed her almost to recovery before she suddenly had another heart attack and died. Only Bill’s brother, Robert, who had brought her down to catch the train before her first heart attack, had been present for her burial.

A tidal wave of regret crashed over Bill. A ragged sob burst from him, followed by another and another, hunching his aching body over the grave, leaving only emptiness.

How long he knelt there he didn’t know.

As he got up from his knees, he stumbled. He snatched his battered hat from the ground, wiped the tears from his face hand and slapped on the hat.

Bill hefted his bag and set off back to town. The train from Lawsonvale was just pulling into the station when Bill walked past.

At the hotel, he didn’t bother booking a room but strode straight into the public bar. He didn’t recognise anyone. Dave had gone. The first beer went down without him noticing. The second quickly followed. By the fourth he started to feel better. How many would he need to numb the pain?

It took a few hours for him to remember to ask around for Jack. The publican told him his old comrade had been in the dining room but had gone to the dance. Bill cruised outside, on course for the hall. The cool night air hit hard, making him stagger. It took a concentrated effort, but he reached his goal and asked one of the overabundance of men in the foyer.

“He’s gone,” the young stockman said, sounding peeved. “He’s walking the new nurse back to her digs at Matron’s hospital. Lucky sod! You’ll probably catch up with him on the way. His truck’s parked in front of the hospital.”

Bill made his way slowly up the street. Hurrying wasn’t possible when he had to direct each foot in front of the other.

At least all his cares were gone. He was feeling pretty happy about the world in general and his life in particular. Not a problem on the horizon now.

Ahead he saw a movement in the mottled light thrown by lanterns flickering behind windows. Was that Jack under the gidgee tree?

Yep, and he wasn’t alone. He was leading a slim woman towards the hospital gate.

☼☼☼

Matron Marion Henderson had heard the distant cheery sounds of dance music all evening while she settled her patients for sleep. Those duties done, she moved to the enclosed front verandah of the small private hospital she owned and operated. Looking out the glass louvres towards the brightly lit hall further down the main street, she saw the usually star-filled evening sky doused by the reflected lights.

Along the street, Jack Edgarson and Fleur Armitage walked hand-in-hand towards the hospital, moving in and out of shadows. They halted beneath the gidgee tree outside the hospital gate.

Tall, burly and brown-haired, Jack was distinctive in a crowd, but quiet. It seemed to Marion that she knew about everyone in the district, except Jack. She’d cared for most people hereabouts through birth, illness and injury since she opened the Idavale Private Hospital after her husband’s death, before the war.

She could pass the time of day with Jack, because she’d met him while treating his employees. However, she didn’t know more than he was a local property owner, new to the district, country-bred, with family “down south”, and he was as strong as an ox and hadn’t been a patient yet.

What was he up to with her new nurse? Fresh from England, Fleur’s skin was unblemished by the sun but her eyes spoke of buried grief. He’d better not be messing with her, although at thirty she should be old enough to look after herself.

Only a dim glow from the lights within the hospital building flecked the ground. It was enough to show Jack bend his head to kiss Fleur, who stepped closer and cupped his face with her hands before she returned his kiss.

Jack’s arms slid around Fleur’s waist, and he took a step backwards, taking her with him into the shadow of the tree, where its trunk hid them from the view of anyone looking along the street, but not from Marion. She saw him lift Fleur against him until she stood on tiptoe, leaning against his chest, while they kissed in the shadow of the old tree, nuzzling and allowing their hands to roam freely over each other’s bodies.

Marion knew she shouldn’t have stayed watching them. It was voyeuristic. Had she ever kissed her husband, Charles, like that? She must have, but it was so long ago. He’d been dead ten years now and their courting days had been more than a decade before that. A stab of envy crashed through her. How she wished it was her kissing a good-looking man under the gidgee tree.

Loneliness wormed through her insides, undermining the self-sufficiency she had worked so hard to establish. Where had it come from? She had a busy, happy time caring for the community that had taken her in soon after her husband died. She had built a good life for herself here, but the feeling wouldn’t go away. As she watched the gentleness with which Jack kissed Fleur, the ache grew.

If only there was a man like that for me. A little voice in her mind said, ‘If you don’t go out when you’re asked, you’ll never know.’

She promised herself, Alright, I’ll go out with the next man who asks me. No matter what! As if anyone within a hundred mile radius would consider it.

If it wasn’t so tragic, she would have laughed at her flight of fancy.

A boobook owl called from the tree above the couple, disturbing them. Jack took Fleur’s hand in his and stepped out from the shadow of the tree. Marion could see in the dim light that he was smiling. Yes, you have plenty to be smiling about. Fleur’s a lovely young woman.

Fleur followed Jack through
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