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Chapter 1: Hell on Earth

	When we arrived in the trenches, I thought the stench of blood and shit was unbearable, but one month later, I was having a harder time coping with the smell of rotting bodies. We had a special disposal area, just another trench, really, and we were ordered to try to cover the corpses with as much soil as we could, but the fresh ones were piling up constantly. We couldn’t keep up with them. The horrid odour was with us always. Our clothes smelled of it and our food tasted of it. It was like we were already dead.

	The sergeant had been bellowing all morning about keeping our areas tidy. At first, I thought he was joking, but no, we were receiving a visit from a high-ranking official the following day, a Field Marshall, Birdwood I believe his name was. I hoped the poor sod was ready for this place. It was hell on earth, and I knew I would not get out alive.

	It began raining again, turning the mud to slime, turning the slop on my plate into watery slop. It was an evil mix of bully beef stew with crumbled biscuit to thicken it. I had made the mistake of looking down at my food, and my slouch hat funnelled even more rain onto my dinner. It resembled the mess in the latrine. Dysentery had been running rife, felling men just as effectively as the volleys of bullets or the grenades.

	The sound of artillery fire was the only distraction from the stench. And when the shelling was close by, the shock of it would warm me up momentarily, making me forget my frozen feet in my damaged wet boots.

	There was an escape from the horror. It was sleep. At first I found it impossible when ordered to take rest. The trembling cold ground, the swarms of flies, the screaming men, and the threat of death, all prevented a welcome slumber, but after a few days, exhaustion won over and I succumbed. I slept and I dreamt of Gabby.
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	The Beach Bather’s Carnival was a light-hearted affair held at St. Kilda. The fancy dress parade had ended, and droves of people flocked onto the foreshore. I went along with my mate Bruce for a bit of a laugh. I remembered the colours of that day; cloudless blue sky, crisp white sand, rolling green waves, and girls' dresses of every pastel shade imaginable. The smell of barbequed meat carried on the light breeze, along with music and laughter. Bruce and I had drunk a few beers, and the place seemed like paradise.

	I was pointing out a twin masted schooner in full sail out on the bay when Gabby stopped right in my line of sight. My hand dropped but not my eyes. She stared back at me with that faux quizzical look she had. It made me smile, and she grinned back. That was it. I had fallen for her. I suppose if she’d had the intellect of a moron or the stutter of a retard, I may have been repelled, but, of course, she didn’t. Her voice was like silk, seductive and mocking at the same time. I hung off her every word. Bruce was forgotten, and at some stage of the afternoon he disappeared completely. I did not see him again. Three months later I boarded the ship for Gallipoli.

	But Gallipoli was never in my dreams. I escaped the trenches to be with Gabby at the cinema, or the local dance, or stealing a kiss in her sitting room, careful to avoid the eye of her bossy older sister. There were so many memories in those few short months.

	The last was the most treasured, the most bittersweet. The next day I was being sent to complete the final training at Broadmeadows; after that, Gallipoli.

	As it was our final evening together, the conversation was unusually sparing. I could pretend that my intention that night was honourable. I guess it was. After all, I was not the one who instigated love-making. It was Gabby. Perhaps I should have stopped her advances, told her to think of her virtue and not be carried away with the emotion of the situation. But honestly, I wanted her badly, and it seemed she felt the same.

	We had stopped at my rented bedsit so I could pick up a jacket to wear. It was compulsory garb if you wanted access to the Lady’s Lounge at the local pub. While I picked lint from the garment, Gabby wrapped her arms around me. I held her close to me and breathed her scent of lavender talc. Her auburn curls touched my neck as she kissed my cheek. Then she kissed my lips. My resolve to be the perfect gentleman buckled when her tongue touched mine, and it certainly snapped when she took my hand and placed it under the lace of her bodice. Her skin was so soft, but her nipple was hard. I had never felt such desire. I laid her down on my bed. As I peeled away her clothing, I discovered her body was more beautiful than I had imagined. She was perfect, and she was mine. Our moans built to a crescendo until we cried out as one. There was not a second of regret.

	We didn’t go to the Lady’s Lounge that night. Nor did we sleep. As the hours before dawn crept closer, there were no words, only tears and promises as we held each other in that darkened room. They were promises we could never keep.
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	The sergeant was yelling into my face. He was only inches away, but I could hardly hear him. He repeated his order. Although the words were muffled, I took his meaning. I was to fetch water. I’d had this duty many times. I would be sore and sorry by nightfall. There was a lull in the gunfire, so I lugged my empty cans to the end trench and made a run for the hill. On the other side was a small valley where a tiny stream ran. The water was murky, but it was all we had.

	The terrain was rocky, and I made slow headway, rocks crumbling, and dirt giving way under my boots, threatening my footing. The cans clattered at my sides, empty and easy to carry. I had almost made it to the top of the rise, and I thought with relief that going down would be easier.

	Suddenly I felt as though someone had punched my shoulder. It happened twice more. I fell to the ground and tried to draw a breath. Blood and air bubbled though a hole in my chest. I crawled for a foot or two.

	My energy was spent, and I rolled onto my back, gazing at the sky, clear and blue, which could easily have been mistaken for that sky in St. Kilda if you ignored the stench, flies, and screams. The gunfire sounded like the popping of distant fireworks. It seemed harmless now.

	Each breath was a struggle, and my vision grew dim. It was a mercy, I remember thinking, to finally get some rest. My only regret was Gabby, my beautiful Gabby. I died with her name on my lips.

	 


Chapter 2: Dan

	I saw Gabby again. I requested to be her guardian angel. Not every person has one. There are choices in heaven. The most popular choice, of course, is to live again; a new life, a chance to make a go of that “one life” all over. But I didn’t want to. The majority of people who remain in heaven opt to observe the world from our celestial paradise. I wanted to watch over my love in her domain. Not all the time of course; she deserved some privacy, but on most days.

	She didn’t marry until she was almost twenty-six; highly unusual in the nineteen twenties. Some of her choices in men disturbed me so much that I intervened.

	The American officer who kept his wedding ring hidden in his wallet was one such beau. He was a visiting munitions expert tasked with training our diggers. He led Gabby on with talk of marriage and a future in California, but he had no such intent. One night while he sat at her table pouring both gin and lies, I made sure a letter fell from his pocket. When he later walked to the bathroom, Gabby picked up the crumpled paper. It was a love letter from his wife. Gabby never saw him again.

	And there was “Joe,” the womanising coward. He had a letter from his physician and a fake limp to keep him away from the war. He had taken advantage of the glut of lonely single women. Gabby was just one of a half dozen that he strung along. But she grew annoyed with him when he constantly stood her up or arrived an hour late. I had a hand in making sure his pushbike chain came off its sprocket every time he was due to see her, and I make no apologies for my actions.

	But as time marched on, I could see she needed someone.

	Gabby had trained as a nurse. For two years she worked in a repatriation hospital in Glenelg, South Australia, gaining experience and confidence. She had applied to work in a British field hospital during the war, and presumed her application had been rejected, but really, a strong gust of wind had blown her letter from the tray of a young clerk’s desk and into a wastepaper basket. I couldn’t stand the thought of her being in danger.

	She met Tom Harrington just two weeks after returning to Melbourne. Her father had taken ill and needed constant care while he convalesced. He chose to leave his home in Sydney and make use of his daughter’s nursing skills. Tom attended her dad through the worst of his illness, and she seemed taken by his easy nature and compassion for his patient.

	Tom was a medical officer who had recently accompanied dozens of patients returning on a ship from Cairo. He’d often placed himself in peril to save lives. He was a bit of a legend and had the medals to prove it. Her attraction to Tom was obvious, but even after they married, she still kept my photo in the gold locket that hung from her neck.

	One year later, Daniel, named after me, was born, and in another two years he had a little sister, Rosie.

	I watched out for the children, too, yanking Danny to an abrupt stop when he chased his ball down the road. The carriage had time to swerve, and the driver gave an irate shake of his fist as the horses cantered by. Gabby’s face was ashen as she took the child’s hand and led him back into the yard.

	And that time when Tom, who’d had a drinking problem since the war, left Rosie in the bath by herself. The child could not yet walk, but she attempted to clamber out. When she slipped, her head only stayed submerged for a second before she was lifted out and onto the safety of the bathroom floor. She coughed up water and then bellowed her outrage. When he returned to the room, it was Tom’s turn to be shocked, so much so that he gave up the booze for a time.

	I think Gabby was happy, maybe not ecstatic, but satisfied, and Tom was a good man. I would happily have overseen her life, a benign observer until the end of her days, but I received orders from above. Her life had to change.
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	‘Dan, you were due here an hour ago!’

	I wanted to argue that there was no such thing as time in heaven, but it didn’t pay to argue with a senior angel.

	‘Sorry, Stu. I came as fast as I could.’

	‘No, you didn’t! Now you’re not only late but you’re lying, as well.’

	I gave a shrug. I couldn’t argue. He was right.

	We sat on the cream coloured sofa by the pool. Everyone has their own idea of paradise. Stu’s looked like a Hilton Hotel of the era; mine was a cosy cottage. He poured iced tea from a crystal jug on the table. His movements seemed deliberately slow, and I wondered if he was trying to antagonise me, maybe pay me back for my tardiness.

	‘So, why was I called back here?’ I finally asked.

	He took a long drink before answering, let out a satisfied ‘ah’ and then said, ‘I have a job for you.’

	Before the complaint could leave my mouth, he held up a hand. ‘I know you don’t want to be away from your guardian duties, but this is important.’

	Once more I opened my mouth, but he beat me again.

	‘The job involves Gabby and her husband.’

	This time I didn’t try to speak.

	‘The Fates are getting anxious.’

	‘So what? Those old fuddy-duddies are always upset about something.’

	Stu put down his glass and peered at me. ‘Have you been watching American movies again?’

	‘What? There is nothing wrong with keeping up with social vernacular, is there?’

	Stu looked disappointed. ‘If you want to learn a new language, then study French. That American-speak drives everyone nuts.’

	I gave a grin. ‘You just used an American phrase.’

	‘What?’

	‘“Drives everyone nuts” is a classic American phrase.’

	Stu’s face was going red. ‘All right, all right, just forget it,’ he spluttered.

	‘So, what’s the job?’

	‘As I said, the Fates have messaged me about an important matter. There is a woman in Atlanta, Georgia. She’s a paediatrician and will be the co-founder of the first successful pertussis vaccine in due course.’

	‘The what?’

	‘Bordetella Pertussis, whooping cough. It kills thousands of people, especially children and infants. It will affect countless more if not checked.’

	‘Oh, yeah.’

	‘Well, this paediatrician, she needs to get some research assistance from some Australian doctors which will culminate in the discovery of a vaccine in a few more years, but she needs this background work done.’

	‘And?’

	‘And one of these doctors, who should by now be well into this research, is none other than Tom Harrington.’

	‘Oh.’ Part of me is proud of Tom, but another part is a bit jealous. Such a groundbreaking medical discovery will impress Gabby. She may really fall in love with him.

	‘I need you to find out what’s distracting Tom. I need to know why he isn’t working as hard as he’s supposed to.’

	‘You want me to keep an eye on him?’

	‘Yes.’

	I didn’t really want to be kept away from Gabby, but this research was important to the health of so many people who would otherwise be afflicted. I couldn’t let my personal feelings get in the way of the future. Besides, if I was watching Tom, I would still be near Gabby some of the time.

	‘Sure, I’ll do it.’

	Stu gave me a brotherly slap on the back as I left. I closed my eyes for a second, and I was back at Gabby’s.
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	The house was chaotic. Tom was making a sandwich for Danny to take to school while Gabby was trying to wash Rosie’s face. The little girl had her arms locked across her chest and stamped her feet. “Leave me alone!” she wailed. To her credit, Gabby remained calm and finally coaxed the child toward her.

	‘If we wash your face, then we can go for walk to the park, but not if you have food all over it.’

	I gazed at her exquisite eyes, so full of love for her child. She’d once gazed at me with that same expression. Finally, I turned away and returned to Tom.

	I sensed his bad mood before he spoke.

	‘Put that apple in your school port and straighten your tie. Have you got garters on your socks? Come on, pull them up.’

	Danny had started school only weeks before. He looked far too young to be away from his mother. His port was too big for him.

	‘I’m leaving!’ Tom shouted. ‘I will drop Danny at school.’

	He seemed annoyed that there was no reply from the bathroom, but as it was at the other end of the house, I doubt Gabby had heard him. He stormed out, grasping Danny’s hand as he neared the front door. But once he was out on the street he slowed his pace so the boy could keep up. The tram was coming, so he picked up Danny and ran to the stop. I sat in the seat in front and turned to watch them.

	‘Why is Mummy going to Aunt Betty’s again?’ Danny asked.

	Tom glared out the window, but I’m pretty sure he wasn’t looking at the houses they passed.

	‘Daddy?’

	‘Aunt Betty is sick again.’ His voice dripped with cynicism, and I wondered why he didn’t believe Gabby. I had met Elizabeth a couple of times before the war, and recently I’d seen Gabby with her often. Elizabeth was often bedridden with constant chest infections. It seemed plausible that she needed help.

	Tom stood and waved to the conductor. The man took Danny’s hand and helped him down the steps. From the school gateway the boy waved, but his father was not looking. Tom hung his head as the tram travelled on, and I wondered what had caused this misery and bad mood.

	At the clinic, his patients were seated in a row across the back wall of the waiting room. One by one he examined them and handed out medications from his glass fronted dispensary cabinet.

	It was after two by the time the last one left. From her desk by the doorway his stout receptionist asked if he was available to make a phone call.

	Tom rubbed his eyes and took a long drink of water before leaving his consulting room. ‘Who wants me to call?’

	‘Doctor Smetton has phoned twice to speak to you. He asked if you could go and see him at the hospital.’

	‘I won’t have time, Daphne. I need to go and see the Graves’ children with croup and change that dressing on old Jim Jarvis’ leg.’

	Some of the formality left the woman. ‘Oh, go on, Tom. He needs your help, and you did promise him.’

	‘Sorry, I just can’t be bothered. I feel so tired.’

	She moved from behind her desk and placed a hand on his back. It was a caring gesture. ‘Still not sleeping?’

	Tom shook his head but didn’t speak. He seemed on the verge of tears.

	‘You were going to try a sleeping draught. Didn’t it work?’

	‘We are sleeping in separate rooms.’

	The statement shocked me, but Daphne merely nodded her head.

	‘What did she say?’

	‘Nothing. She said nothing because she doesn’t care.’

	‘Is it still going on?’

	‘It must be. She still calls his name at night. More often than she ever has before.’

	‘Oh, dear!’

	‘She’s going away for a few days. She says she’s going to her sister’s, but I bet she’s going to see him. I can’t take it any more.’

	‘What will you do? What about the children?’

	The sorrow was gone. Now Tom was angry. ‘If she doesn’t care about them, then why should I?’

	Daphne sighed and reached below her desk for her handbag. ‘It’s late and you haven’t had lunch. You’re not thinking straight. I’ll go and get some bread and ham. A nice sandwich will perk you up.’ She looked back at him when she reached the door, but he was gazing at the floor.
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	That night I lay on the bed next to Gabby. I’d never been in their bedroom before. I hadn’t wanted to see them together; hated the thought of their intimacy. But Tom was sleeping two rooms further down the corridor, and I couldn’t resist. Her hair still smelled the same. I nuzzled her neck and dozed.

	Angels don’t really sleep, but we go into a fugue state. And that’s how I must have been when something happened. Gabby spoke. She murmured my name. I stared at her face; she was definitely asleep. She mumbled something incomprehensible and then repeated my name. I sat on the side of the bed and wondered what to do.

	Tom thought she was seeing another man, but she was talking to a ghost. If only Tom had asked her who “Dan” was? It was obviously not her young son; it would be years before he grew up to be “Dan.” And why didn’t she care enough to ask why they now slept in separate rooms? Had she stopped loving him, or had she stopped pretending she did?

	Gabby had to know how important it was to keep Tom happy. It was worth much more than just their marriage. But how could I let her know?
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	I closed my eyes, trying desperately to come up with an answer, but when I opened them again, Stu was looking down on me. He used a swizzle stick to stir the ice in his whiskey. I clawed at the settee to sit up and face him.

	‘We’re sending you back,’ he said, without waiting for me to adjust to my new surroundings. He looked stern as he said, ‘as a mortal.’

	‘What?’ I had heard the words but had not understood.

	Stu then looked worried, and that added to my own concern. ‘You have to go back. You need to befriend Tom Harrington and convince him to continue his research.’

	‘How the hell am I supposed to do that?’ An odd saying, I know, when there is no such place, but a lot of people still used the term.

	Stu handed me a manila folder stuffed with loose typed sheets. ‘This is your cover story. Read it well. You are a widower whose wife and young baby succumbed to pertussis when you were away in Gallipoli. You will become Harrington’s patient. You will try to befriend him, try to draw him out about his medical leanings. When he divulges his interest in the very disease that killed your family, you will encourage him, beg him, to renew his research.’

	I’d only heard of one angel who’d been sent back. I’m not sure what his job had been, only that it was necessary to the Fates that he set something right. Divine intervention was only used as a last resort. The mortal world really is a game of chance, except when it comes to major events like the assassination of Archduke

	Franz Ferdinand of Austria, the catalyst for the outbreak of the war, and the mess that had got me here. Some things, according to the Fates, must occur. Apparently, the pertussis vaccine was one of these. I guessed the alternative might have meant the death, by that particular disease, of some necessary future mortal. The Fates were pretty cloak and dagger about the future, but it wasn’t up to us to argue. We just carried out our jobs.

	I took a sip of my iced tea, green tea that day, from the Orient, I believe, and rather refreshing. At first I was a bit miffed about missing out on whiskey, but I understood why my sobriety was important. I didn’t complain.

	‘Okay,’ I said, ‘I understand why he needs to renew his research, but why would I need a doctor?’

	Stu looked down at his lap. When he gazed back in my direction, his eyes were red rimmed and saddened. ‘I’m so sorry,’ was all he said.
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	I was lying on a horsehair mattress pushed up against a wall. The room was small, painted white, and the window was curtainless. As my senses grew, the smell of urine and beer became evident, as did the stains around the door handles and walls. A train whistle blew outside the window, and the whole room seemed to shake as the locomotive passed closely by.

	My immediate reaction to the noise was to sit up. Bad move. The pain was unbelievable. It shot down my left side, immobilising me, making me scream out. I fell back against the mattress and breathed deeply until the agony subsided. Now I knew why Stu had been sorry. I’d been sent back. The bit he didn’t tell me was that I was going back the way I’d arrived, in my broken body.

	I rolled slowly onto my other side and waited. The pain was abating. All the bullets I received that day on Hill 60 had struck my shoulder and chest. I lifted my sweat-stained white shirt and studied the scars. The fatal bullet had punctured my chest, filling the cavity with blood and collapsing my lung. It was now healed over with an ugly white scar, but
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