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  To Clare, with many thanks.
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  CHAPTER

  1


  ‘Come on,’ urged Hansel. ‘We haven’t got all night!’


  ‘Oh, yes we do,’ I teased, looking at my cards. I had a lousy hand, but I wasn’t going to let Hansel beat me.


  ‘Hurry up!’ he yelled at me, good naturedly, flinging a pillow in my direction, scattering my cards on the floor.


  I ducked, recovered the pillow and launched it back at him.


  ‘Oh, what’s the use?’ he grinned, catching the pillow and settling it behind him. ‘I was going to beat you anyway.’


  ‘Never. But if it you want to think so, then …’


  I was staying the night at Hansel’s house. His father, the Baron von Leitner, had retired hours ago, and we were making our last night together in Vienna last as long as we could. One of Papa’s friends, a Croatian-Slovenian businessman named Paul Marak, had offered my family the use of a summer house in Ildize, a little spa town in one of the smaller provinces of the Austrian Empire. I was to meet my family at the railway station early the next morning.


  Hansel had smuggled a feast of pastries up to his room, and we had eaten our way through most of them. I grabbed the last piece of strudel.


  ‘You’ll miss those when you’re in Bosnia.’


  ‘I’m sure I will be just as happy with ruzica.’ I’d heard that was the Bosnian form of baklava, stuffed with raisins and honey.


  ‘I doubt it. From its cakes to its pastimes, the whole place sounds boring and provincial,’ Hansel yawned.


  ‘Not at all,’ I disagreed. Herr Marak’s house was near Sarajevo, the capital of the province. My father had been asked to go on behalf of the French Ambassador, Monsieur Dumaine. He was to report on the visit of the heir to the Austrian empire, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, and his wife Duchess Sophie. ‘Anyway, I won’t be bored if Thomas is there.’


  ‘No, that’s true enough,’ said Hansel.


  I hadn’t seen my older brother Thomas in nearly a year, when we had returned to Europe from Australia. He had been studying in Paris, and he was to meet us in Ilidze. In August, I was to return with him to Paris, while our parents headed to Papa’s new post in Brussels in Belgium. That was what it was like, when your father was a diplomat.


  ‘Here, I’ve got you a farewell present,’ I said, pulling a large rectangular parcel from my satchel.


  Hansel unwrapped it, eagerly. It was a book of photographs, all taken in the Middle East, of deserts, cities, the pyramids of Egypt. Hansel, like me, shared a love of photography and exotic places.


  ‘Look!’ I said, pointing at a page, where a line of camels was strung out amidst the sand dunes. Hansel ran his hand over the image, as if he could feel the sand.


  ‘They’re wonderful! Are they by Frank Hurley?’ he asked. He knew the young Australian photographer was a hero of mine.


  ‘No, but I hope you like them anyway!’


  Frank Hurley had a reputation for taking stunning photographs, even if it meant putting himself in danger. He had been invited by the Australian explorer Douglas Mawson to record his expedition to Antarctica in 1911. And when Mawson was stranded in the Antarctic, Hurley showed his extraordinary film of that icy wilderness to help raise money to rescue him. Ever since I’d seen his photographs, I knew that was what I wanted to do: explore the world, capturing astonishing sights with the truth of the camera lens.


  I knew my dreams were foolish. Besides I had been to more places than most boys my age. We had lived in some of the ancient capitals of Europe, as Papa’s job meant we moved from city to city. We’d also gone to school in Sydney, our mother’s hometown. Mama had made sure we had just as much influence from our Australian heritage as we did from our European friends and family. ‘It’s a new age,’ she had said, ‘and the new world is where you learn to live in it!’


  Thomas and I had stayed with Mama’s brother, our uncle Steve, at his fine place in a suburb called Stanmore. We’d gone to Newington College, the famous local school Uncle Steve himself had gone to as a boy. We made some good friends we still wrote to, and had spent as much time swimming at the beach at Bondi as we possibly could. As much as I had loved returning to Mama and Papa and our old friends, I missed Australia.


  And now that I was going to Paris, I would miss Hansel too. We’d been inseparable during my time in Vienna, and his father, although stern, had always treated me like I was a member of their family.


  ‘Thank you, Louis. I’ll remember you every time I look at this book,’ Hansel told me, ‘and remember how I always beat you at cards!’


  ‘I’m up for another hand if you are, just to prove you wrong!’ I laughed at him.


  He yawned. ‘Look at the time!’ he said, motioning to the clock, which was now pointing past 1 am. ‘We’ll have to get some sleep, or you’ll never catch that train.’
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  We woke late the next morning, and dressed hurriedly. Puddles dotted the rain-slicked Viennese streets, the water splashing our trousers as we ran. Hansel and I reached the station just in time, and caught sight of Mama. She raised her eyebrows at me.


  ‘Late, and a mess, as usual.’ She pointed to my rain-spattered coat. But her eyes smiled. She shook Hansel’s hand. ‘Thank you for hosting Louis last night. And we will see you soon I hope.’


  ‘That will be the greatest of pleasures, Madame Jullian,’ said Hansel, bowing in the Austrian way. His politeness was rather funny in contrast to his muddy, dishevelled appearance. That’s Hansel—he never forgets his manners, especially to ladies. As the only son of a widowed nobleman, he had much of his father’s charm.


  Steam billowed in the air, and the whistle sounded impatiently.


  ‘On to the train, quickly!’ Mama said to me. ‘Papa is waiting in the carriage.’


  ‘Goodbye Hansel! See you when we are back in Vienna for Marina and Sergey’s party!’


  ‘Auf wiedersehen, friend,’ Hansel replied. ‘Till we meet again.’


  The train pulled out, and Hansel stayed on the platform to wave us off. The rain dripped off his dark hair and onto his light coat. I watched his tall figure get smaller and smaller as the distance between us grew.
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  Thomas and I fell back into our comfortable ways with each other very easily. We had always been close. We were alike in many ways, and different in others. He was taller than me, his hair was fair and mine was darker, but our features were similar. Our interests were similar too; Thomas revelled in mysteries and I adventure, so our time spent together was never dull. He was the more rational of the two of us, and full of brotherly guidance. I looked up to him.


  We first went with our parents on drives around Ilidze in our host’s gleaming Mercedes Benz touring car. It was a beautiful vehicle, and Herr Marak’s pride and joy. But he drove it with such painful grandfatherly slowness that Thomas and I soon decided to strike out on our own on borrowed bicycles. We wanted to explore the surrounding countryside and towns, and to create some travel stories for magazines. Being a writer was Thomas’ dream. He took his battered notebook everywhere, always on the lookout for things to write about. He had sold a few articles here and there, but for very little money. I had brought my beloved folding Eastman camera, so I could take some accompanying pictures.


  The weather was perfect, the sky blue and unclouded. The air was warm and filled with bird-song. The region had been a Turkish province for centuries before it became Austrian in the late nineteenth century, and there was a real mixture of East and West. Thomas and I spent many happy hours exploring, taking pictures, scribbling words, planning to write not just articles but indeed an entire book. We’d even decided on a title: Bosnia and Herzegovina by Bicycle.


  At dinner that evening, Papa explained to us that military rule had been partly imposed on the country. ‘The countryside might appear calm,’ Papa said. ‘But it’s not true in the towns. The Archduke’s visit could provoke the Serbian population.’


  ‘The Archduke is no stranger to trouble,’ Herr Marak shrugged. ‘He was at the wedding of the Spanish king in 1906, when anarchists let off a bomb.’


  ‘I like him,’ said my mother, warmly, ‘he put those snobs firmly in their place when he dared to marry whom he wanted, not whom he had to!’


  ‘What do you mean, Mama?’ Thomas asked, intrigued.


  ‘Ah yes, my young friend,’ Herr Marak interrupted, ‘that is a story all ladies like. Duchess Sophie was born into a poor Bohemian family. A noble family, but she was not considered a suitable wife for the heir to the throne, who was supposed to marry someone far more royal. It caused a mighty scandal, because they’d broken all the rules.’


  Mama tossed her head. Her Australian spirit could not be quietened, no matter how long she may have lived in Europe. ‘What nonsense! Rules can be changed.’


  ‘That isn’t the way our old countries work, Clare,’ said Papa. ‘It’s tradition.’


  Mama snorted loudly. ‘For heaven’s sake, Raymond, we’re in the twentieth century, not the fifteenth!’


  Papa smiled at her fondly. ‘You can take the girl out of Australia, but you can’t take Australia out of the girl.’


  Herr Marak smiled at Mama too. ‘There is a fair in Sarajevo tomorrow, quite a colourful occasion, I thought we might make a day of it. What do you say, Madame Jullian?’


  Our parents were quite excited by this idea and so the talk turned to plans for tomorrow, and away from the tricky topics of politics and tradition.


  Sarajevo was small compared to Vienna, but it was certainly a striking-looking place, with its mountain backdrop, and nine picturesque bridges spanning the Miljaka River. Arriving in the city in the late morning, we set off for a good look around the Carsija. Mama was keen on shopping; Thomas and I were keen on gathering inspiration and subjects for our articles.


  Mama, a keen bargain-hunter, had already sniffed out many interesting purchases. She said they would do very nicely as parting gifts for Viennese friends as well as souvenirs for family in France and Australia. We were hovering in the doorway of the dark little shop while Mama and the seller haggled in the few bits of broken German the man knew, when we heard a commotion. We saw that a noisy crowd was gathering down the end of the alley.


  Thomas and I looked at each other.


  ‘Let’s see what is going on,’ I whispered.


  Elbowing our way through the crowd, we managed to see a tall, heavily-built dark-haired man in a fine suit and an elegant fair-haired woman in a pale blue summer dress and hat. It was the Archduke and his wife! There was great excitement, cheers, people pushing and jostling to get a better look as the royal couple disappeared into the depths of the carpet shop.


  ‘Imagine how delighted that carpet seller must be,’ I observed. ‘He’ll be putting up his price!’


  ‘Hardly,’ laughed Mama, who had come up behind us, sidestepping a rather sickly-looking young man with a thin moustache, who had nearly bumped into her, so intent was he on staring at the royal couple.


  ‘That seller’ll probably be bowing and scraping and offering them his best carpet free, and any amount of that awful Turkish coffee to go with it.’ She smiled. ‘Well, boys, it seems we have a good story to tell your father this evening. And he has a surprise in store for you. But let’s not stand here gawking forever. I need you to carry my parcels for me.’
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  ‘I’d like you to meet Monsieur Jolivet, boys.’ Papa introduced us to our surprise, a French journalist he had invited for dinner.


  Aristide Jolivet was a friendly, rapid-fire-talking middle-aged man, who wrote articles for several French publications. We spent dinner listening to his stories about events and people that he’d covered all over Central and Eastern Europe. He’d reported from many different flashpoints, such as the very recent Balkan Wars between Turkey, Serbia, Bulgaria and Greece. He’d met kings and artists, explorers and scientists, and politicians and agitators.


  The person he’d met who we were most intrigued by was the strange, enigmatic figure of Grigori Rasputin, the ‘mad Siberian monk’. Rasputin was a poor peasant who had come to the Russian imperial capital of St Petersburg a few years ago and soon acquired a reputation for supernatural powers of healing and a devoted following. Even Tsar Nicholas and his wife Alexandra were enthralled, calling him a ‘holy man’.


  ‘A friend of mine told me Rasputin sometimes advises the Tsar on world affairs,’ Jolivet said, ‘and that he has prophesised a terrible war in Europe, which could destroy everything.’


  Mama shuddered. ‘Surely that can’t be true, Monsieur Jolivet?’ she asked.


  ‘It does sound a bit extreme, Madame, to say the least,’ Monsieur Jolivet responded, his tone reassuring.


  He turned to Thomas, changing the subject. ‘I’ve heard that you are an aspiring writer—would you be interested in writing a little story for me on the Archduke’s visit? Something about the excitement of the crowd during today’s shopping expedition for L’Illustration. It could be a nice companion piece to go with mine about his official duties. It’ll go out under my own by-line of “our special correspondent in Sarajevo”, but I will make sure the editor knows exactly who wrote it, and pay you a little for it into the bargain.’


  Thomas’ eyes lit up like stars. L’Illustration was one of the most famous French picture magazines. ‘It would be an honour. Thank you, Monsieur Jolivet. Thank you very much.’


  ‘Not at all, young man. Glad to help a fellow scribbler,’ said the journalist, genially. ‘And a nice sharp photograph would go well with it too,’ he added, turning to me.


  ‘You are really most kind, Monsieur Jolivet,’ began my mother.


  ‘No, no, Madame. Indeed, it is the young men who are doing me a kindness.’


  I was crestfallen. ‘I didn’t get any photographs of them at all,’ I admitted.


  ‘Never mind, perhaps another picture?’


  ‘I have some of Sarajevo itself,’ I cut in. ‘Perhaps one of them might do?’


  ‘Perhaps,’ said Jolivet, with a twinkle in his eye. ‘I tell you what, my young friend, get some of those developed in town, and we’ll see what we can do. All right?’


  ‘Oh yes,’ I said, happily. ‘Thank you.’
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  CHAPTER

  2


  Sunday dawned bright, sunny and still. After church, we all squeezed into Herr Marak’s Mercedes and set off for Sarajevo. It was already baking hot, and the city was heaving with people and vehicles. There was a large number of slow old carts coming in from the countryside, and it took some time for Herr Marak to find a suitable parking space not too far from the Town Hall. The adults, stifling in their formal clothes, went to take their allocated seats and wait for the Archduke to arrive. Thomas and I, in our light summer suits and straw hats, sauntered down to Appel Quay, the long riverside street where the official procession was to be.


  There was already a big, excited crowd gathered, sheltering from the hot sun behind the awnings and blinds that graced the fronts of shops and other buildings. Others watched from their balconies. All kinds of people were there, from townspeople to peasants in colourful costumes. The city was festooned with flags and flowers, and church bells rang merrily. Welcoming cannon-shot boomed out from nearby fortresses, and all the coffee houses, wine shops and restaurants were open and doing a brisk trade. Papa had told us that the Archduke had over-ruled nervous local officials who wanted soldiers in the street: ‘No’, the Archduke had apparently said, ‘just some local police will do.’ These police were scattered thinly along the route the royal couple were to take, as well as in known trouble spots. But their presence did not spoil the friendly atmosphere.


  Thomas and I wandered along by the river, so I could take pictures. Because there was no shade there were fewer people, so it was possible to get a good clear view. I was just taking a picture of a very colourful peasant group when cheers erupted behind us, mingled with another booming volley of cannon-shot. The Archduke’s cortege had finally made its appearance, and I hurried ahead of Thomas towards it, thinking that I could get some good close-up shots of the archducal procession against the backdrop of the cheering crowd.


  It was only a small cortege, consisting of six big cars, spaced well apart.


  The first car contained some police officers and security men. In the back seat of the second car sat the Mayor of Sarajevo in his picturesque red fez, with the monocled Chief of Police by his side. In the third car sat the Archduke in a smart blue uniform and white-plumed military hat. By his side was the Duchess, all in white, except for the dark feather trim on her big summer hat, while the Archduke’s closest aide sat in the front with the driver. The other cars held even more members of the Archduke’s entourage, and city officials.


  Slowly, the cortege made its way down the street to the cheers of the crowd. Pushing my way through, I was almost level with the procession, but could not manage to get to the front. All at once, I heard confused shouts. Something that looked like a small black bottle or a torch came sailing through the air, and landed on the side of the car, close to the Archduke. He brushed it aside, and it then rolled into the road behind the car, just in front of the next vehicle. An instant later came a terrific bang, the road exploded in a shower of dust and stones, and tiny sharp things went flying through the air like angry bees.


  The force of the blast knocked people off their feet, including a very large man standing right in front of me, who fell back, almost crushing me under his weight. Dazed, ears ringing from the noise of the explosion, nose full of the acrid stench of the bomb, I managed somehow to free myself and stood up. My legs were shaking, my head aching, and I was bleeding from a graze on the side of my neck, but otherwise I thought I was unhurt. Another man was on the ground next to me, unconscious, and his wife was trying to wake him. Numbly, I looked around for Thomas, but at first couldn’t see him in the panic and confusion. Most of the crowd stampeded, while the injured lay screaming and crying on the pavement, their friends and relatives trying to tend to them. Terrified that Thomas might be among them, I struggled through the crowd, calling his name. I finally spotted him, a good distance up the Quay, looking around just as I was. I shouted his name again and waved and this time he saw me. He was white, shaken, but otherwise quite unhurt. Reaching me, he gasped, ‘Thank God! I thought …’


  ‘I’m fine,’ I said, and we hugged each other, briefly.


  ‘You’re bleeding,’ he said.


  ‘It’s nothing. Just a graze. Worse thing is, my ears are ringing.’


  ‘You were very close,’ he said, adding something I didn’t hear.


  ‘What did you say?’


  ‘Did you see who did it?’ he repeated.


  I shook my head.


  ‘Did you know,’ he said, in a dazed tone of voice, ‘the Archduke jumped out of his car and went to see to his wounded friends. I’ve never seen such bravery.’


  ‘Yes,’ I echoed, vaguely, thinking about something else. I’d been holding my camera in my hand when the bomb went off and I was still clutching it tightly.


  ‘I have to take some pictures. This is important.’


  ‘No, it’s not,’ Thomas said, firmly, ‘what’s important is that you stay safe, there’s no telling if these maniacs will attack again.’ Ignoring my protests, he grabbed my arm, and made me follow him as we scurried into the safety of the back streets. In the distance, as most of the crowd hurried away, we could see a few brave folk, both police and bystanders, chasing after the escaping bomber as he leaped into the river. The Duchess refused to leave the Archduke’s side, and the motorcade continued defiantly to make its way to the Town Hall and the official welcoming ceremony.


  It was only as we were in the relative peace of the back street that the full impact of what had just happened struck me. I had been very lucky. I could have been badly injured, like those people on the pavement or the officials in the fourth car who had borne the brunt of the blast. I had got away with a few scratches and painfully ringing ears.


  Suddenly, the Balkan situation we’d been talking about all week had exploded bloodily into reality. I started to shake, and to throw up in the gutter, while Thomas kept watch over me, murmuring words of brotherly reassurance.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ I said.


  ‘What’s there to be sorry about?’ Thomas said.


  ‘I’m embarrassed.’


  ‘You shouldn’t be,’ said Thomas, gently.


  ‘I panicked, Thomas. There were people lying there hurt and I didn’t even think about helping them.’


  Feeling more ashamed than ever, I brushed away the tears that stung my eyes. Here was I thinking I could be an adventurer like Frank Hurley, only to throw up and cry when faced with danger. Thomas put an arm around me and said, ‘It’s normal to panic, little brother. Come on. Let’s find somewhere to go and get a cup of coffee and steady our nerves.’


  We soon found a delicatessen in a nearby back street. We weren’t the only refugees from the bombing. The place was buzzing with news and theories and gossip: the bomber had been captured alive and taken to the police station. Nobody knew his name yet. He was a Serb, possibly a member of the notorious Black Hand gang of terrorists. Somebody said he’d been heard to yell, ‘Greater Serbia or death’, as he threw his bomb.


  Somebody else said he’d been seen just before with a Turkish man in a red fez, which proved that Turkey was involved too. Everyone else loudly mocked that notion, saying that Turkey and Serbia had been at war a mere two years ago.


  Everyone agreed that the Archduke had shown great courage.


  ‘We do so hope this will not give him and the Duchess a bad view of our lovely city,’ one lady said, earnestly, ‘because that would just be too bad.’


  Thomas and I couldn’t but help laugh at that.


  Feeling slightly better by now, we decided to head back towards the Town Hall to find our parents, for the official occasion must be finished by now.


  As we got up from our chairs I caught sight of an odd, awkward-looking fellow. Bony and slight, he had the gaunt, hollow-eyed look of someone who was ill. Dressed in a neat but shabby suit, he was probably around our age, but had a moustache that seemed out of place on his young face. I’m not sure why he stood out, perhaps it was that while the others were busy talking about the bombing, he was silent, slowly eating a sandwich. As we passed, he too got up, wiping coffee from his moustache.


  We had just emerged into the street when we heard the sound of a car behind us, making a great clashing of gears, as if trying to reverse. We looked behind us, and saw that it was the Archduke’s car. But what on earth was it doing here? They were supposed to go along the main quay. The driver must have taken a wrong turn.


  Perhaps this was my opportunity to take a picture of the royal couple up close, I thought, and pulled out my camera. But before I had time to lift it, two sharp cracks rang out. For an instant, I had no idea what it was. Then I knew: ‘Shots! He’s shooting!’


  The car had stopped, the chauffeur was yelling, the royal couple leaning strangely into each other. Time seemed to stop as we stared at the sickly young man from the delicatessen, standing on the pavement brandishing a revolver. His eyes were alight with fierce joy, shouting something in a language we did not understand. And suddenly, as I caught his eye, I knew why I’d noticed him: I’d seen him before. He’d been in that carpet shop in Sarajevo, when we were there, and he’d nearly bumped into Mama. Even then, he must have been watching the doomed couple.


  Two burly bystanders threw themselves on him, and wrestled him to the ground. As they did so, I found myself raising my camera, and took shot after shot of the scene as he was dragged away, still screaming defiantly.
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  CHAPTER

  3


  Papa telephoned our Ambassador in Vienna as soon as we returned to Ilidze, and was ordered to return to the Austrian capital immediately to give him a full report.


  My ear was still hurting. Mama was anxious about it, even after the local doctor had examined me and said it should clear after a few days. ‘I don’t trust these country doctors,’ she said, ‘as soon as we get back to Vienna, you’ll go to our own doctor.’


  I wasn’t so worried about my ear as my pictures. I was desperate to get those photos of Princip developed, and the others before the bomb exploded, but there was no time. That, too, would have to wait till Vienna.


  The next morning, we took the train back, leaving behind Aristide Jolivet who continued to report on the ongoing unrest in Bosnia and beyond. Sarajevo was burning, and mobs were out on the streets, but Ilidze itself was calm. Most of the visitors had hurriedly left though, horrified by the turn of events. Herr Marak left for Budapest. ‘I won’t be visiting again for a long time,’ he declared.


  We arrived back home in the late afternoon. During the trip the ringing in my ear had worsened, and it ached so much that I felt dizzy. As soon as we were in the flat, Mama ordered me to bed. I tried to insist that I was fine, that I had no time to lie around but must go and see to the developing of my photographs, but my mother wouldn’t hear of it. She touched my forehead. ‘You’re burning up. You’ve got a fever. You are not going anywhere except straight to bed.’


  ‘But Mama, I really must.’


  ‘Don’t worry, Louis,’ said Thomas. ‘I’ll do it. You really aren’t well. I’ll take care of the photos.’ He smiled when he saw my expression. ‘But you can choose the ones to send off.’


  Mama called Dr Lutz, our family doctor, who came at once. He was much more thorough than the doctor in Ilidze. Peering deep inside my ear, he suddenly let out a satisfied grunt.


  ‘I’ve got it,’ he said and pulled something out, tiny and blood-stained.


  ‘What is it?’ asked Mama.


  ‘Shrapnel. From the bomb blast,’ the doctor replied. ‘Extraordinary. It had become lodged, and that has caused the infection.’


  He gave me a dose of penicillin and a painkiller and said he thought that I should soon recover, but that we should consult a specialist as soon as possible.


  That didn’t concern me as much as the news Thomas brought back from the photographic studio: the camera had been damaged in the blast, and its opening mechanism would not work properly. If they were to have any chance of recovering the film inside, they’d have to break the camera. ‘I didn’t want to make that decision without asking you first,’ said Thomas. ‘You see, the thing is, even if they do break the camera, there’s no guarantee the film won’t be spoiled as well. What do you want me to tell them?’


  ‘That we have to take the chance,’ I said. ‘It’s the pictures that are important, not the camera,’ I said. ‘I can always get another one of those.’ I wasn’t sure how, but I was too befuddled right now to think it through. ‘But I can never take those photos again.’


  ‘Thank God for that,’ Mama said, coming in. ‘I hope you never ever come close to such terrible things, ever again. Now, Thomas, time to get out and leave your brother in peace. He needs rest.’


  ‘I’m fine,’ I tried to say, but as I spoke, I felt nauseous and dizzy. I fainted.


  I was out of action for two days, tossing and turning as the fever raged. While I was nailed to an invalid’s bed, Thomas collected my photographs from the studio. Only a few had survived, mostly of the procession before the attack, and only one rather blurry picture of Princip being hustled away. But it was enough, Thomas knew, to illustrate his own eye-witness report about the dreadful events of that day in Sarajevo. He asked Papa if he could call Monsieur Jolivet.
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  Monsieur Jolivet jumped at the chance to help us out. With his newspaper connections at Le Jour de Paris, the report and accompanying photographs were published, though under the discreet by-line of ‘our special correspondent’. They caused a sensation. I was well enough by then to read it, and could not help feeling a burst of pride and hope as I unfolded the paper and saw our work right on the front page. Perhaps my dream of being like Hurley was not far-fetched after all!


  Meanwhile, despite our reporting scoop, I mourned the loss of my camera. I desperately wanted another one. But they weren’t cheap, and my allowance for the month was spent. I knew that our success in the newspapers meant little to my parents, who were much more concerned about what the events had done to us. They were not in a mood to listen to entreaties about buying another camera—they half-felt that my photographic obsession had been at least partly responsible for my injuries. The day I read the report, my mother had telephoned the ear specialist and made an appointment for the afternoon.


  ‘Thomas,’ I pleaded. ‘Could you find Bertie?’ Our English friend Bertie was an avid collector of all sorts of things, and had always been generous. ‘He has at least three cameras, he might spare one of them.’


  The ear specialist was forthright. The tests showed that my left eardrum had in fact been pierced by the shrapnel, which explained the continued ‘blocked’ feeling and my dizziness.


  ‘You have permanently lost part of your hearing in the left ear but at this stage we do not know if that hearing loss will be total. Time only will tell.’


  Mama clasped my hand then, her grey eyes clouded with tears. I found my voice enough to ask, ‘And my right ear?’


  The specialist’s expression lightened. ‘That is in fine shape. Very good in fact. You will find that ear will try and compensate for the other one being less than perfect. There is hope that the hearing loss may not be total in any case. And the dizziness will pass soon.’ He looked earnestly at me. ‘You are young and strong. This is a misfortune, but not a calamity. You still have most of your hearing. You will cope, if you do not brood over it.’


  When Mama and I returned home late that afternoon, Thomas had not only brought back one of the spare cameras with him, but also Bertie himself. He and the camera were a most welcome sight. He wanted to hear all about about my experience in Sarajevo, and when I’d finished, he shook his head and said, ‘The stupid thing about it, Father says, is that the Archduke was known to favour the Serbian population of Bosnia, and if he’d come to the throne, they might have had a better deal. Now they can forget it. Our government is urging the Austrians to stay calm.’


  ‘As is ours,’ I chimed in, for so Papa had told us. ‘But who knows if they’ll take any notice?’


  ‘Well, I suppose we just have to wait and see,’ said Bertie.


  ‘Yes. By the way, Bertie, have you spoken to Hansel?’


  ‘Once, briefly, yesterday afternoon. He has been a virtual prisoner, cramming for his exams, and he hasn’t been allowed to go out.’


  ‘I’d like to go and see him, do you think I could?’


  ‘Well, you can always try,’ said Bertie. ‘He’s not supposed to have visitors. But then, the old Baron always liked you.’


  ‘What did Hansel have to say about the assassination?’


  ‘Not much. Just said his father had been busy well into the night with crisis meetings.’


  ‘Besides, Hansel doesn’t take things very seriously,’ I answered for him, and we both laughed.


  ‘Hansel sounded just like the same old Hansel, dead Archduke or not,’ said Bertie, lightly. ‘You’re still the same old Louis too, despite everything. Chin up, steady head. I’ll see you tomorrow, at Colonel Schebenko’s party, old bean! I suppose the Baron will relent and let Hansel go.’


  In all the drama of the last few days I had forgotten about the party at the Russian Embassy. I had been looking forward to it for weeks. Marina would be there.


  [image: ]


  The party was full of diplomats, government officials, society people and enough artistic types to make it colourful. Conversations were loud and animated. Everyone was discussing the events in Sarajevo and what it could possibly mean for Europe. A few couples danced to an orchestra that played in a far corner of the room.


  Our host, the Russian Ambassador Colonel Schebenko, was nowhere to be seen. I glimpsed the ambassadors of Britain, Italy, Belgium and our own French ambassador, Monsieur Dumaine. There were more minor officials like Papa. He and Monsieur Kozlov, Marina’s father, were deep in conversation. Monsieur Kozlov worked as an undersecretary in the embassy and was about to be transferred to the Russians’ mission in Paris.


  We found our friends in a small sitting room away from the bustle, playing cards. Thomas and I pushed open the door and five faces turned towards us. ‘There you are at last!’ Marina smiled.


  As children of diplomats, our group of friends had grown up together in a colourful blend of cultures and personalities. All of us were of a similar age, in our teens, although I was the youngest. Nikola was Serbian; Hansel, Austrian; Bertie, British; Marina and her twin brother Sergey, Russian; and myself and Thomas, two nationalities at once: French-Australian. We spoke French when we were all together like this, the language of diplomacy. Of course I had an advantage, as it is my father’s native language. But Bertie made it a point of honour to claim that no true-born Englishman could ever get his tongue properly around French. ‘Much too flowery,’ he’d say.


  ‘It’s a good thing I’m not a true-born Englishman, then,’ I’d retort, usually in the broadest Australian accent I could muster.


  Marina Kozlova was the only girl in our group of friends. She more than held her own amongst us males. She was bright, lively, sometimes brash and opinionated. I liked her, more than I wanted to admit. I had never told anyone, but Hansel knew of course. Well, he’d guessed. He’d told me I should court her with flowers and compliments. ‘Marina would think I was mad,’ I’d retorted. ‘Besides, that’s your way. Not mine.’


  ‘Well, my way works,’ he’d shrugged.
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  Unlike our parents, our friends were very impressed by our success in the newspapers. They asked us a dozen questions, and exclaimed over the strange coincidence of seeing Princip three times: in the carpet shop, the delicatessen, and then at the fatal moment. ‘It’s like you were fated to be there, to record it all,’ said Marina, her blue eyes sparkling.


  ‘Those stupid fanatics,’ said Bertie. ‘What on earth do they think they’ll gain by this?’


  ‘Freedom,’ said Nikola. He’d been a bit quieter than the others.


  Bertie shrugged. ‘Own goal, then,’ he observed. ‘The Austrians are only going to tighten the screws in Bosnia.’


  ‘And they might well blame Serbia for this,’ said Thomas.


  ‘Of course they will!’ cried Nikola. ‘They always do.’


  ‘With good reason,’ said Bertie, calmly. Nikola glared at him. But before he could say anything that might ruin our night, Hansel jumped in, saying, languidly, ‘Oh, it’ll all blow over after a bit of shouting. Now who’s for an extra game of cards?’


  We stayed up late that night, wanting to prolong our last hours together as long as possible. For we were all going our separate ways—our parents were being posted to different diplomatic stations. Only Hansel was staying in Vienna.


  ‘It’s not adieu, but au revoir,’ said Marina, cheerfully, as we farewelled each other. ‘Not goodbye, but see you soon. In Paris! My favourite city in all the world!’


  ‘Mine too,’ I said, feeling suddenly shy.


  ‘Then we’ll enjoy it together! Till then, I will be looking for more of your photographs in the paper!’ Her tone got serious. ‘Not to give up, even after you were hurt—that is impressive, Louis! I do so admire what you did.’


  ‘Thank—thank you,’ I stammered. My face was no doubt glowing as red as a tomato at this unexpected praise.


  She gave me a peck on the cheek. ‘See you in Paris, then,’ she said, and was gone in a whirl of muslin skirts. Hansel gave me a wink. ‘Well, well!’


  ‘Stop it,’ I ordered, and he laughed.


  ‘Very well. My lips are sealed. But if you need advice, you know where to find it. Send me a line from time to time, my friend, won’t you?’


  ‘Of course,’ I replied, ‘but more to the point, you make sure to write, you lazy lump!’


  He laughed again. ‘I will try. But you’re a better writer than me. Well! Let us hope we will meet again soon. I will miss you, my friend.’


  ‘And I you,’ I said, as we shook hands.
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  4


  My mother, Thomas and I stayed in Vienna for a few more days before leaving to join my father in Brussels, where he had already taken up his new post. Papa had been reluctant to leave—the political situation in Central and Eastern Europe was intensifying.


  ‘I won’t pretend. It worries me to leave you and the boys here, Clare,’ Papa had said, on his last evening with us. ‘Germany and Russia being drawn on opposite sides into the increasingly bitter war of words between the Austro-Hungarians and Serbia. Everyone is getting involved. I don’t know if we will be able to contain it to the Balkans.’


  ‘But the British are trying to soften the situation, surely. And the French, and Italians?’ Mama looked concerned.


  ‘Yes, but the Austrians are beyond caring. They are fed up with the Serbs and their provocations. They’ve been itching to deal with them for years, and now they’ve been handed the perfect excuse.’


  ‘But surely they realise that their need to punish Serbia could start something they can’t stop?’ said Mama.


  ‘I don’t know if they do or not, Clare. But the situation is tense, and will only get more so. I don’t want you and the boys in the middle of it.’ He gave us a sideways glance. ‘Bad enough what happened already.’


  But despite Papa’s words, Thomas and I were sorry to go, as being in the midst of the Austrian and Balkan turmoil was boosting our journalistic careers. A London magazine had published Thomas’ article on the Archduke’s funeral and had also used one of my photographs. We were even paid a small amount, but the thrill made up for the modest sum.


  Thomas wanted to go to Serbia to report on the troubles there. There were demonstrations in support of the assassins, demonstrations in favour of the countries trying to broker peace, and attacks on Austrian-owned shops, while the Serbian government desperately tried to keep things calm. Thomas’ ambition was quickly halted by my mother, who told him that if he so much as thought about buying a ticket to Belgrade, his allowance would be stopped.


  ‘Neither of you come within coo-ee of Balkan fanatics again,’ my mother declared. ‘You’ll be headed to Paris in late August, and I want you safe with me in Brussels until then.’


  Hansel had been allowed to see us off, and the Baron had even turned up to farewell my mother and wish us all well. Bertie was there too. Then the whistle blew, we got on the train, and the last sight I had of Hansel and Bertie was of them waving madly and shouting, ‘September rendezvous in Paris!’


  Arriving in Brussels the next day, we took up residence in the large, smart central apartment that Papa had rented, together with a small staff, and Thomas and I spent the first few days orienting ourselves in the city. Smaller than Vienna or Paris, it has its share of grand buildings, medieval guildhalls, soaring cathedrals and a spectacular main square. Most importantly, as far as Thomas and I were concerned, it also had its fair share of theatres, cinemas, bistros, cafés and restaurants, so there would be plenty to amuse us.


  Though the papers carried echoes of the rumbling troubles in Central Europe, they soon seemed far away to us. Daily life had too many pleasant distractions and the faraway drama became less relevant, as we no longer had the chance to report on it.
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  We settled into our new life in Brussels quite easily. Thomas, Mama and I kept ourselves busy, but not as busy as Papa who was caught up in the daily flurry of diplomatic activity.


  One Thursday evening, Papa came home late from work and stayed only long enough to eat a hasty supper and pack an overnight bag. He had been summoned to Paris to participate in a briefing at the foreign ministry on the Balkan situation, and he had to catch the train that very night.


  ‘Austria has demanded a list of measures Serbia must take if it is to avoid drastic consequences,’ said my father, agitatedly draining his second cup of coffee. ‘But to comply would basically mean Serbia is completely putting itself into Austrian hands. How can they expect that the Serbs would agree to that?’


  ‘Oh my God,’ breathed Mama. ‘Does this mean …’


  ‘Not war, not yet. Our foreign minister, Monsieur Viviani and Sir Edward Grey, the British minister, have already made contact with Germany. We’re hoping that might help.’


  ‘But why the Germans, Papa?’ I asked, confused.


  ‘Germany is in a Triple Alliance with Austria-Hungary and Italy. If the Serbs do not comply with the ultimatum and the Austrian Empire declares war against them, then it can only be contained to the Balkans if Germany agrees not to get involved.’


  ‘But if they are allies, wouldn’t they be obliged to help Austria?’ Thomas asked. ‘Isn’t that the way our own alliance works?’


  The French alliance with Britain and Russia, the Triple Entente, was something our father had often mentioned. I’d never given much thought to how it worked, until now.


  Papa explained carefully. ‘No, the Triple Alliance is a defensive one, as is our Triple Entente. It is only supposed to come into play if a partner in the alliance is attacked. The Austrians could claim they’d been attacked by Serbia.’


  ‘But Germany knows there’s only a grain of truth in that,’ Mama said. ‘The King and the parliament of Serbia had nothing to do with this.’


  ‘That’s true, Clare,’ agreed Papa. ‘It’s rogue elements working outside of the government that planned it. The Italians have already indicated that for them the alliance is defensive and that they’d respect that. But the Germans are a different matter.’


  ‘How?’ I asked.


  ‘We have some evidence that they have already secretly promised the Austro-Hungarians their unconditional support. They have their own reasons for wanting a European war, of course.’


  ‘Why would anyone want a war?’ Thomas asked.


  ‘It has been well-known that the German Empire has long wanted to expand its influence and its reach to match that of the other major powers,’ answered Papa.


  ‘But surely,’ Mama said, ‘the Austrians and the Germans wouldn’t risk war with Russia? They must know that the Russians are certain to come to Serbia’s aid if she is actually attacked.’


  ‘They do. But they don’t care. They think that either Russia won’t go to Serbia’s aid, or that they can deal with the Russians if they do. The Germans have been itching for a chance to stop Russia developing, which threatens them. And the Austrians have obviously designed this ultimatum to make it impossible for Serbia to comply, giving them a case for a justified war. They’ve given the Serbs 48 hours to respond.’


  ‘Then it’s hopeless,’ said Thomas.


  ‘No. It’s never hopeless,’ said our father. ‘There are many diplomatic efforts going on, which may bear fruit yet. Tsar Nicholas of Russia is also pleading with his cousin the German Kaiser Wilhelm to use his influence to act as peacemaker with Austria.’ He ran a nervous hand through his already messy hair and the quiver in his voice betrayed his hopeful words.


  At that moment the cab to take him to the station arrived, and saying a hasty goodbye, he departed, leaving the three of us in shock. Papa was always so calm that to see him this anxious only stressed the seriousness of the situation. Thomas and I didn’t go to bed till very late that night, talking over and over about what Papa had explained to us.


  The next day Russia calmly asked Austria-Hungary to give an extra two days’ grace to the Serbs.


  As the hours ticked by, it seemed all of Europe was paying attention. Demonstrations for and against the parties in conflict erupted in every European capital. In Russia, there were public calls for solidarity with Serbia, while in Berlin, huge crowds chanted for war. Greece and the tiny Balkan state of Montenegro declared their firm intention to stand by their ally Serbia if the worst happened. In France, anti-Austrian feeling simmered, while in Belgrade, crowds of Serbians cheered in front of the British embassy expressing gratitude for England’s efforts to bring about a peaceful resolution.


  In Brussels, the only sign of unrest came from the small knots of people gathered outside newspaper offices, waiting for the next edition. To calm our nerves, Thomas and I roamed the streets, asking passers-by for their opinions, with the vague idea of turning it into some kind of article on the mood of the populace. To our astonishment, some of the people we interviewed hadn’t even heard about the crisis!


  ‘Their world is different to ours,’ explained Mama. ‘Most people are like that, you know. It’s only because we are a diplomat’s family that you’re used to hearing all about politics.’


  We were with Mama at a café and were speaking in English. A lady at the next table got up and came to us. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, ‘but we could not help overhearing. You are Australian, right?’


  ‘I am,’ said Mama, smiling. ‘And so are you, Madame, if I am to judge by your accent.’


  ‘Absolutely,’ said the Australian, smiling broadly and holding out a hand. ‘Jackson’s the name. Joan Jackson. Over there’s my husband Tom. We’re from Sydney.’


  ‘Clare Jullian. Also from Sydney, though I left a good twenty years ago or more. I have been back on visits now and again but as you know, it’s a long way from here.’


  Mrs Jackson nodded. ‘A world away,’ she agreed. ‘Very pleased to meet you, Mrs Jullian.’


  ‘And you, Mrs Jackson,’ said Mama, shaking her hand, ‘and these are my sons, Louis and Thomas.’ We nodded courteously. ‘Please do join us if you’d like to,’ she added, for Mrs Jackson showed clear signs of hovering.


  ‘Oh, thank you,’ said Mrs Jackson, immediately sitting down and waving over her beanpole of a husband, and handshakes went on all round again.


  ‘So,’ said Mama, politely, ‘what brings you to Brussels?’


  ‘We’re on the grand tour, been promising it to ourselves for a long time. Started in England a couple of months ago, visited relatives in Worcester where my husband’s family comes from, had a look at London too, then went to Paris and now Brussels. Our son was already in England. He finished school last year and has joined his grandfather’s regiment in Worcestershire.’ She smiled proudly. ‘It’s a family tradition.’


  ‘He has got leave at the moment so we’re travelling together,’ she went on. ‘He’s sightseeing on his own today, probably had enough of being with his aged parents!’ And she laughed.


  ‘Forgive me, Mrs Jullian,’ blurted out her husband, ‘but we couldn’t help overhearing before that you are from a diplomatic family. I did not know there was an Australian embassy in Brussels? Or are you with the British?’


  ‘Neither. My husband is French, and he’s stationed at the French Embassy here.’ Seeing Mrs Jackson’s curious expression, she went on, ‘We met in London. Like you, I had a hankering to see the world beyond Australia, and spread my wings!’ Mama smiled. ‘Raymond was a junior diplomat then, on his first posting.’


  ‘So, what does your husband think of the European situation?’ asked Mr Jackson. ‘We had planned to travel to Berlin and on to Vienna but we are wondering if we should wait till the situation settles down.’


  ‘I think that would be wise,’ said Mama.


  ‘Being Australian, you see,’ explained Mr Jackson, ‘it’s hard to know what to make of it. Europe is so small compared to home, and I can’t quite understand the way all the countries work together. Austria being at odds with it’s neighbour Serbia, feels to me as if Sydney was declaring war on Newcastle! It seems a bit ridiculous in a way. Of course if Sydney were threatening to take on Melbourne, I’d understand completely.’ Mr Jackson laughed heartily at his own joke.


  Mama smiled. She was very familiar with the Melbourne-Sydney rivalry.


  ‘Still, no-one at home is very worried, judging by the telegrams we’ve received from our family and friends,’ said Mrs Jackson. ‘Although they are shocked by the assassination. That lovely couple. It really is too awful.’


  Mr Jackson nodded. ‘There have of course been a good deal of jitters on the stock market, as there always are with rumours of war. But it seems to me that as long as war is confined to the Balkans, then things will settle down.’


  ‘That’s what our son thinks too,’ said Mrs Jackson.


  ‘And if they don’t settle down?’ asked Thomas.


  ‘If the worst comes to the worst, and God forbid France is invaded and Britain is forced to go to war to defend her ally, then so will we,’ replied Mr Jackson.


  ‘Even though Australia herself is not at risk?’ asked Thomas.


  ‘If Britain is in need, then, without a doubt,’ nodded Mr Jackson.


  ‘We would always stand by home. Always. And of course, our son is already enlisted,’ Mrs Jackson beamed.


  ‘And what about you lads?’ asked Mr Jackson. ‘What is your opinion on the matter? This will be your fight after all if it comes to that.’


  Thomas and I looked at each other. It was my brother who said, ‘We hope it will not come to that. But we will do what is required of us, sir. We can do nothing else.’


  I saw the look of fear that flashed across my mother’s face, so I said, hurriedly, ‘Sir, may I ask you a question?’


  ‘Of course, young man.’


  ‘Do you know of any magazines in Australia that might be interested in an article about the sights of Brussels?’


  ‘Louis!’ protested my mother, but Mr Jackson, whose look of astonishment had been quickly replaced by curiosity, asked, ‘Are you a budding reporter, young man?’


  Ignoring Mama’s frown, I replied, ‘Well, that’s Thomas, really.’


  ‘But Louis takes wonderful pictures,’ said Thomas, with a quick, grateful look at me.


  ‘Well, well,’ said Mr Jackson, ‘I do call that enterprising! I’d be delighted to help you lads, but I can’t think for the moment of who I might …’


  ‘I can,’ broke in his wife, eagerly. ‘Tom, I was thinking of Miss Gibbs.’


  ‘Oh, yes, that artistic friend of yours. She’s worked for The Sydney Mail, hasn’t she? That’s a popular weekly,’ he explained to us.


  ‘That’s right. Anyway,’ went on Mrs Jackson, ‘Miss Gibbs—May Gibbs—has written a book, and other stories and she illustrates really well too. I’ll send her a telegram—I’m sure she’d be willing to put in a good word for you with the editor.’


  ‘Thank you so much, Mr Jackson,’ Thomas and I chorused, a little overwhelmed by our unexpected success.


  Mama got up from her chair. ‘I’m afraid we need to go now, but please won’t you join us for dinner tomorrow evening? We would love to thank you properly and perhaps meet your son?’


  The invitation was accepted happily, and upon arriving back at our apartment we received a telephone call from Papa from Paris.


  ‘I can scarcely believe it. Serbia has accepted just about every humiliating demand put on them by the Austrians.’


  ‘All of them?’ asked Mama.


  ‘The Serbians are asking only that proof of any Serbian official’s guilt should be established, and that an explanation was needed on how Austrian officials would be involved in the investigation.’


  ‘Well, thanks heavens for that!’ Mama sighed, her voice full of relief.


  ‘Modest enough conditions,’ Papa said. ‘I’ll be coming home tomorrow morning,’ he added.


  The next day was calm, with the only notable events being Papa’s return, and an unexpected phone call from Bertie to announce that he’d be visiting Brussels next week on his way home to England.


  That evening, the Jacksons came for dinner, bringing with them the promising news that Miss Gibbs, Mrs Jackson’s artist friend from Sydney, had replied to their telegram, agreeing to ‘put in a good word’.


  But there was to be another happy surprise. The Jacksons’ son, Jamie, proved to be none other than our old school friend from Newington in Sydney. At eighteen, he was older than me and a year younger than Thomas. He had been in different classes to us, but had often joined our group of friends on our swimming expeditions to Bondi. Tall and lanky, with merry blue eyes, he was brilliant at maths and at cricket, was one of the star cadets as well, and a crack shot. No wonder he had enlisted!


  It was wonderful to see him again and it turned out to be a rollicking evening. Jamie, Thomas and I reminisced about our schoolyard days, caught up on news of old chums, and listened to Jamie’s rather hair-raising stories of his military training with the 2nd Battalion of the Worcestershire Regiment. Meanwhile, Mr and Mrs Jackson told colourful tales of their travels in the Australian bush, with Mama matching their stories with even more vivid tales of her youthful escapades with her brother Steve amongst the sand dunes along the Sydney seashore. She was halfway through a very amusing story about an angry crab, when the maid came in to tell Papa he was wanted on the telephone.


  When he returned, his face was grim and all lightness left us as he solemnly told us the bad news. In spite of the Serbian reply to the ultimatum, Baron Giesl, the Austrian ambassador to Serbia, had informed the Serbian government that the response was not satisfactory. As a result, the Baron was leaving Belgrade with the entire staff of the Austrian delegation.


  ‘That’s it then,’ Mr Jackson declared. ‘That’s what happens when a country is about to declare war on another.’


  Jamie nodded. ‘It’s on!’ His face was lit up with a kind of grim excitement. I saw Mama shudder, but she said nothing.


  ‘I’m afraid it is indeed on, as you say,’ Papa said. ‘The Serbian government has ordered the evacuation of Belgrade, close to the Austro-Hungarian border, and people are already beginning to stream out, heading for refuge somewhere in the countryside.’


  ‘Nik and his family too, do you think, Papa?’ I asked, worried.


  ‘I hope they leave,’ Papa responded sadly. ‘I wouldn’t like to think of them in the middle of what may happen next.’


  Papa was at work very early the next day and not back till late. Last-minute efforts were being made through all the chancelleries of Europe, and we were all anxious. Even a telegram from Miss Gibbs, brought to us by the Jacksons, with the news that we might indeed submit our story to The Sydney Mail did not make us as happy as it should.


  Bertie turned up on the following afternoon, as relaxed as ever.


  ‘Whatever will happen will happen,’ he said, ‘and there’s an end to it.’


  ‘That is hard to argue with,’ I shrugged.


  ‘I must say I was getting jolly bored in Vienna with all that noisy nonsense about the Serbs,’ Bertie said. ‘And Hansel has been shipped to the family pile in Silesia to keep him away from the rumble. He’s given me a letter for you.’


  I read it that night in my room, and although Hansel’s news was breezy enough, the letter itself was bittersweet—Hansel wondering as I did, that if war broke out, when we should see each other again.
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  Over the next few days events unravelled so fast I could barely keep up. On Tuesday, 28 July, Austria-Hungary officially declared war on Serbia. That evening, imperial troops were mobilised and sent to the Serbian border, and a warship bombarded Belgrade.


  Within a day, Russia mobilised her own forces on land and on sea. The German government demanded that Russia should pull its troops back at once or it would face dire consequences. Russia responded by saying it was only a precaution, and the troops would not move as long as negotiations continued between Austria and Serbia. The Germans mobilised.


  ‘The Russian Ambassador told me that the Tsar desperately wants to continue negotiating, and has appealed directly to his cousin, Kaiser Wilhelm,’ Papa said.


  ‘This is what I can’t understand, Papa,’ said Thomas. ‘The heads of all these countries are cousins. I would have thought that might stop a war.’


  The British king, King George V, was also a cousin of both the Kaiser and the Tsar.


  Mama shook her head. ‘Arguments often start in families. Though, one of the reasons that members of the royal families of Europe intermarry is to keep the peace.’


  ‘And the power,’ Thomas said.


  ‘The Kaiser wants this war,’ Papa said sadly. ‘From what I’ve heard, Tsar Nicholas was once warned by his grandmother Queen Victoria of England that his cousin Wilhelm was mischievous and devious, and that he should look out. They haven’t exactly got on for quite a while.’


  ‘Never a truer word spoken,’ said Mama. ‘The King knows that too.’


  In Brussels, the atmosphere was tense but not panicked. Belgium was protected by a permanent treaty of neutrality that had been signed by all the major powers, including Germany. Germany had said it would abide by that treaty, but Papa did not feel confident. So after sending Bertie back on his way home to England, Mama, Thomas, Mr and Mrs Jackson, Jamie and I left by train for Paris, leaving poor Papa behind.


  The train was packed with people prudently departing the Belgian capital, ‘just in case’. The day after we arrived in Paris, the Germans declared war on Russia. The very next day, 2 August, German troops poured into the tiny country of Luxembourg, which had the misfortune of being on the road to France. In Paris, the tocsin bells sounded the alarm throughout the city, announcing the immediate mobilisation of French forces. Floods of soldiers and sailors from every part of France filled the streets and railway stations.


  We were all staying in the pension where Thomas normally lived during university. I went to see Sergey and Marina Kozlov at their house near the Russian embassy. Sergey was leaving for Russia the very next day to enlist in the same regiment his father had been in as a young man. His parents had not only consented, it was clear they were proud of him, though Madame Kozlova was also a little anxious. As to Marina, she was immensely proud of her twin too, but raging about being a girl.


  ‘I don’t see any reason why I can’t do what Sergey’s doing,’ she cried, turning to face her mother. ‘There’s only one reason, and that’s I’m not a man. I have arms don’t I? Eyes? A brain? I can shoot a gun as well as anyone, and you all know it!’


  Madame Kozlova sighed, ‘Women can’t be soldiers.’


  ‘What about Joan of Arc, then?’ Marina immediately countered.


  I could just imagine her, like Joan, armoured in metal, at the head of an army.


  ‘You know it’s impossible Marina,’ Sergey said.


  ‘I could go back to Russia. Cut off my hair, and dress in men’s clothes. I can try.’ She pulled the curls of her long brown hair out of their fastenings as she spoke.


  As I was about to leave, Sergey took me aside. ‘Will you promise to keep an eye on Marina, Louis?’


  ‘Of course,’ I said.


  ‘I hope she will understand that she can’t do something rash. She is a practical girl despite it all,’ he said. ‘But, just in case, if something does happen, go to the Lapin Agile Café in Montmartre,’ he went on. ‘We heard of a man there, Blanchard, who’s a forger.’


  ‘What?’ I said, staring.


  ‘As you know, to enter Russia one needs a passport,’ he explained, ‘and if Marina really intends to run away, she’s going to need her own. She’s only on Papa’s at the moment. And he certainly won’t give permission for her to have one. So just remember that, in case. All right?’


  ‘All right,’ I said, wondering how the Kozlov twins had come to hear of such a shady character as this Blanchard sounded, but knowing it was unlikely Sergey would tell me. He was not the kind to spill secrets and it was a measure of just how anxious he was about Marina that he’d told me anything at all. It was also a measure of how much he trusted me with his sister. ‘And please, whatever you do,’ he added, ‘don’t let her know I told you any of this.’


  Thomas and I used the spare time we had to visit the offices of newspapers and magazines, including Le Jour de Paris, the newspaper that had carried Thomas’ report of the assassination and my blurry photograph. When he heard we were there, the chief editor himself came out of his office to meet us, shook our hands, and told us we could bring him whatever we liked! We managed to place three pieces with Le Jour—including my own very first one, about my chance glimpse of Princip outside the carpet shop in Sarajevo. I had never written anything for publication before—and had imagined myself as a photographer rather than a journalist. And I didn’t want to tread on Thomas’ toes.


  ‘Don’t be so silly!’ he told me. ‘It’s a great piece—one that no-one else could have written.’


  In the event, my début in print hardly counted, for it appeared on 3 August. Germany declared war on France, and France promptly responded. Then the Germans presented King Albert of Belgium with an ultimatum: let our troops have free and unhindered passage through your country to France, they ordered, or face the consequences.


  Belgium refused.


  On 4 August, the Germans attacked Belgium. It was like the fight of David against Goliath.


  ‘It’s barbaric,’ Mama said, tears in her eyes. ‘That it should come to this.’


  ‘The Belgian king is no patsy, Clare. He won’t let his country and his people be walked over.’


  ‘How can brave little Belgium possibly expect to hold back the might of Germany?’


  ‘They are not alone. The British will help. They have declared war on Germany, and even the Australians have today promised 20,000 men.’


  ‘Well, of course he has. It’s not like Australians to stand by and watch while others fight,’ Mama said, her eyes glinting proudly. ‘Prime Minister Cook has promised the resources of Australia for the preservation and the security of the empire. They won’t let us down.’


  Papa clasped her hand, and then shook his head. ‘You know, I don’t think the Germans thought the British would do it. They thought they would want to keep out of it, that they’d be content to let France be on her own. They’ve miscalculated—to their cost. Now they are facing the Belgians and French here, the British at sea, and the resources of the vast French and British Empires too—and the Russians on their eastern flank.’ His eyes shone with a hard light. ‘I hope they will be taught a lesson they will not forget.’


  All of Europe it seemed was taking sides. Turkey declared support for Germany and Austria. Austria-Hungary declared war on Russia, which put two of my best friends, Hansel and Sergey, on opposite sides.


  The whole world was at war.
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  I saw Marina two or three times during those few days. She seemed like her normal self, and showed no sign of wanting to do anything rash, but sagely went on outings with her mother, and once to the picture theatre with me. For a while, as we sat together in the darkness of the cinema, with the piano music making a lively accompaniment to the silent film, we were both so absorbed that we almost forgot where we were and what was happening to our world.


  But outside, we were soon reminded, as several omnibuses carrying men in uniform rattled by.


  ‘There are so many of them,’ Marina remarked. ‘But is it enough?’


  I eyed her warily, but she changed the subject quickly, suggesting we go to a cafe before she had to head home.


  As the days went on Paris started looking like a city under siege, with sandbagged monuments and crowds of troops in the railway stations setting off for the northern frontiers.


  Belgium was putting up a good fight, and its defensive forts at Liege were succeeding in holding off the Germans, but it was unlikely they could hold them back for much longer. The French government was drafting young men, calling up those from the age of twenty to be in the army. But it wasn’t just in France that recruitment was going on.


  ‘They are getting them by the thousands and thousands at home, from all parts of the country,’ enthused Mr Jackson, one evening. We were having dinner at a restaurant to say farewell to Jamie who was leaving to join his regiment in England the next morning. Jamie was as jovial as ever, and Mr and Mrs Jackson couldn’t have been prouder of him.


  ‘The Australian government is right behind Britain. Even the Opposition Leader, Andrew Fisher, has sworn to help Britain down to the last man and the last shilling,’ Mr Jackson told us. ‘And of course we don’t have conscription in Australia. No-one is called up, like here.’


  ‘No, our young men are volunteering! True sons of the British Empire, just like our Jamie,’ Mrs Jackson declared.


  ‘Australia already has an expeditionary force about to set off to capture German New Guinea,’ Mr Jackson interrupted her, excitedly.


  In Britain too, thousands of young men, were volunteering to join the British Expeditionary Force. They were pouring out of factories and into the recruitment offices.


  ‘Just like our Australian lads, they’re eager to go and fight, once battle’s declared. I wish I was young enough to go myself,’ sighed Mr Jackson.


  ‘And did you hear—the Australian navy has already forced a German ship to surrender in Port Phillip Bay! The first British victory of the war, and it was in Victoria!’ Jamie grinned. ‘As much as it pains me as a New South Welshman to say it,’ he added, winking.


  We all laughed.


  ‘Yes, don’t you worry, our boys will soon beat those Jerries into a cocked hat,’ added Mrs Jackson, cheerfully.


  ‘Won’t take them long!’ Jamie said, enthusiastically, rubbing his hands together.


  ‘But it’ll be over soon, I warrant, Mrs Jullian,’ Mr Jackson said hastily, seeing the expression on Mama’s face. ‘Everyone’s saying it will all be over by Christmas, but I’ll bet you a guinea it won’t take half as long as that.’


  ‘But don’t you think …’ Mama began, but whatever she’d been about to say, she thought better of it, and never finished her sentence. Instead, she raised a glass like the rest of us, toasting Jamie’s regiment, and his safe return.
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  Thomas and I were chafing. All our friends were going and we were stuck here. You could get permission to join the French army if you were too young for the call-up but only with the consent of your parents. And our parents—well, especially Mama—had made it quite clear to us that there was no question of that. Unlike the Jacksons, they did not share the appetite for a fight.


  Thomas wouldn’t discuss it with me. He was furiously writing an article about some Belgian refugees whom he had met in the street. He was visibly shaken by what they had told him. ‘The Germans are using Zeppelins to drop bombs on civilians,’ he said. ‘But worse that that, they’re telling me that some of the soldiers who have managed to force their way into the city are acting like criminals. They steal, they loot, they pillage. If you resist, you’re beaten, maybe worse. Women are attacked, houses burned down, sometimes with people still in them!’


  ‘Oh my God,’ I said, horrified.


  Thomas clenched his fists. ‘I felt so angry, so useless, listening to them! What’s the good of reporting these horrors and doing nothing about them?’


  There was nothing I could say to that.


  On 11 August, Austria-Hungary declared war on France. France declared war in return, putting Hansel and I on opposite sides of this mess. I hadn’t heard from Hansel since the letter that Bertie had brought. I imagined that his father, unlike mine, would expect him to go to war. More than expect it, demand it. How would he cope? In just the same manner as he coped with peace, I suspected—with a lack of seriousness that would either stand him in good stead or put him in great danger. His country was an enemy of France now—but he was not my enemy. How could he be?


  But even that sobering thought paled beside events a few days later, as we were quietly seated around the pension dinner table. We were in a sombre mood, as news had filtered through that the Germans had been successful in destroying the forts around Liege with a huge long-range gun, nicknamed Big Bertha. Within days, the howitzer cannon had devastated the Belgian defences.


  We had almost finished the first course—mushroom soup—when Thomas suddenly spoke.


  ‘I’ve joined up.’


  Spoons stopped in mid-air as everyone stared at Thomas, who went red but repeated what he’d said, as if he thought we hadn’t understood.


  Papa cut him off. ‘We heard you,’ he said, coolly.


  Mama was pale but her voice was unshaken as she said, ‘Please let everyone finish their dinner in peace, Thomas.’


  She and Papa were angry, anyone could see that, including Thomas.


  Without another word he got up and went out of the room, leaving his meal almost untouched.


  ‘Well! That is that, then,’ Mama said.


  As a comment it was meaningless but it expressed the helpless surprise they felt. But I completely understood. He had to make a stand. All these weeks had been hard on him, witnessing the bombing at Sarajevo, writing and fretting about the assassination and the refugees, being torn apart from friends, feeling helplessly swept along on the tide of history and the decisions of powerful men.


  He must have lied about his age to the recruiters. And I wished, how I wished now, that I could join him in that! But I was a long way from twenty. But maybe if I made myself look older, somehow, maybe …


  Thomas was lying on his bed, hands clasped under his head, when I came in. He frowned. ‘Well, little brother! Have you been sent to tell me to apologise?’


  ‘What do you take me for?’ I said, indignantly, closing the door behind me and coming to sit on my own bed. ‘You could have told me, you know.’


  He shot me a glance. ‘Thought it was better not to.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘Because—well, I thought it might upset you.’


  I stared. ‘But I totally understand why you did it. Why would it upset me?’


  ‘Because—well, because it’s not the same for you.’


  ‘How’s that?’


  ‘They—they wouldn’t take you.’


  ‘You mean because I’m too young? If you can push your age up, so can I.’


  ‘No, Louis. It’s not that.’ Colour crept up his neck. ‘You—well—you see—they don’t take everyone, not even of the right age. People who are too small or not strong enough or who have …’ He broke off abruptly.


  ‘Who have what?’


  ‘For God’s sake, Louis’!’ he snapped. ‘They have doctors there. They do medical checks. And they’ll find out you’re, you’re, you know …’ He trailed off.


  My stomach lurched. ‘You mean my ear—you mean because of what happened to my ear?’


  He nodded, looking miserable. ‘I’m sorry, brother.’


  ‘But there’s nothing wrong with me! I’m not deaf! I can hear perfectly well!’ I knew I was shouting but I couldn’t help it. My stomach was churning with bitterness and treacherous tears stung at the back of my eyes.


  ‘Oh, Louis,’ my brother sighed. ‘You can hear only in one ear. The other—well you don’t at all. You know that’s the truth.’


  ‘So what? What does it matter? Everything else functions well! What do you need ears for, to fight? I’m not a cripple, damn it!’


  ‘Of course you’re not,’ he said, gently. ‘But Louis, they won’t take you. It’s much too dangerous. If the enemy crept up on your left side—you’d not hear them.’


  ‘I’m going to try anyway,’ I said, sharply. ‘I’m going tomorrow to the recruiters and try. If you, and Sergey, and Jamie, all of you can go, then I should too.’


  Thomas opened his mouth to speak but I stopped him by saying, ‘No, don’t say it can’t be done. I’m going to try. And you can’t stop me.’


  ‘I don’t intend to,’ he said, and sighed again. ‘In fact, if you like I’ll come with you.’


  ‘Will you?’


  ‘Of course, little brother.’


  ‘Don’t call me that,’ I said, automatically.


  He smiled. ‘Very well then, stubborn mule.’


  At that moment came a knock on the door. Papa’s firm rap-rap. Thomas and I looked at each other. He put a finger to his lips. I nodded. ‘Come in,’ Thomas called.


  ‘Your mother would like a word with you, Thomas,’ Papa said as he came in, his glance travelling quizzically between us. Had he heard what we’d been saying? I hoped not. I was certain that if Mama knew what we were planning, she’d stop us. As Thomas went to the door, Papa said, ‘Be gentle, my son. She is afraid for you.’


  ‘Yes, of course, Papa,’ said Thomas.


  ‘If I was your age,’ he remarked, ‘I’d go too. Here, waiting, I feel helpless. Useless.’


  ‘Oh, no Papa!’ Thomas said, warmly. ‘Your work is so important. Without it we would …’


  ‘Without it we’d have arrived at the same point, just earlier,’ said Papa, with a bleak shrug. ‘All those efforts, all that midnight oil we burned trying to stop this, it was for nothing. Less than nothing. All we did was abase ourselves before ruthless men who were never going to be changed from their course. It is time for the talking to stop now. Time for the fight to begin. You have my blessing in this, my son.’ He smiled slightly. ‘Even if I wish that you had been a little more circumspect in your announcement, to spare your mother’s feelings.’


  ‘Sorry, Papa, thank you, Papa,’ said Thomas, impulsively hugging him. ‘Thank you. This means a lot to me.’ His eyes were shining, his voice a little choked.


  I felt a little choked too. I wanted to have my father look at me in that proud, understanding way too. I wanted his blessing. I almost blurted out to him what I planned, but saw Thomas’ warning shake of the head, and stopped myself. Clearly Papa had not heard us. And equally clearly, he did not expect me to do the same thing as Thomas and enlist.
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  The next day just before 9 am, Madame Kozlova called on us, agitated and anxious. Marina had vanished, taking her allowance for the month and just enough clothes to fit in a small bag. She had only been gone about a couple of hours as the cook reported she’d come down to the kitchen around 7 to get some food.


  ‘She told the cook she was going on a picnic with a friend,’ said Madame Kozlova. She turned to me. ‘At first I assumed that was you.’


  I shook my head. ‘No.’


  ‘I know. It was only by chance after breakfast, when I went to her room to get a book she’d borrowed from me, that I realised she’d taken her bag,’ Madame Kozlova said to me. ‘I knew at once that she’d gone. But I still hoped she might have told you something.’


  ‘No,’ I said. ‘She told me nothing.’ The bitterness of it sat in my throat like a lump of lead. Marina had not confided in me any more than Thomas had. And what was more I had unwittingly broken my promise to Sergey.


  ‘I fear she has gone to join her brother,’ Madame Kozlova was saying.


  ‘You think she’s gone to war?’ asked Mama, incredulous.


  ‘But she’s a girl!’ interjected Thomas.


  ‘My daughter is not of the common run of girls,’ said Marina’s mother, ruefully. ‘If they will not have her as a soldier, then she will no doubt try some other way. Join the nursing corps. Drive an ambulance. Whatever she can.’


  ‘Of course. But she is so young. And oh, she could be in such danger!’ exclaimed Mama.


  ‘She would not even think of that,’ replied Madame Kozlova. ‘She would not admit obstacles in her path.’


  ‘The obstacles will not necessarily step aside for her though,’ said Mama. ‘Has she taken her passport?’ she added.


  ‘No. My husband keeps them all in the safe.’


  ‘Then at least she cannot get out of the country,’ said Mama.


  I tried to keep my face expressionless.


  ‘I wouldn’t be too sure. She is a resourceful girl,’ sighed Marina’s mother. ‘And she won’t take no for an answer. Trying to tell her otherwise is a thankless task.’


  ‘I understand exactly what you mean,’ said Mama, shooting me and Thomas a meaningful glance. We chose that moment to make a discreet exit, leaving the two ladies to commiserate on the difficulties of parenting.


  Once safely out of earshot, I said to Thomas, ‘Look, can we go to the recruitment office tomorrow? I’ve got an idea as to where Marina might be.’


  ‘Of course. The recruiters can wait,’ said Thomas. ‘They’re there every day but your Marina won’t be.’


  ‘She’s not my Marina!’


  ‘You care about her. Anyone can see that, and that’s nothing to be ashamed of. You must try and find her and persuade her to come back, Louis. A young girl alone in a war zone—it doesn’t bear thinking about.’


  ‘Finding her is one thing, persuading her is quite another,’ I said, ‘but yes, I know, I’ve got to try. Will you come with me?’


  ‘If you really want me to. But it may not be such a good idea. If she’s as proud and self-willed as she sounds, then if you come with reinforcements, she might dig in her heels. Whereas maybe on your own …’


  ‘True enough,’ I said.


  ‘I’ll cover for you with Mama and Papa,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell them you’ve gone to look for a job in a newspaper office, just till university goes back.’


  I looked sharply at him. He shrugged. ‘Unless you can think of a better idea.’


  ‘No, that’s all right. But Thomas—tomorrow we go to the recruiters. All right?’


  ‘All right,’ he agreed.


  I spent the rest of that day looking for Marina, first of all in Montmartre. An unusual little district clustering around the hill that gives it its name, it has almost a countrified air with its big trees, windmills, green-shuttered houses and cafés, vegetable gardens, and hilly streets, topped by the great white bulk of the Sacré Coeur cathedral. But it is also well-known for being a favourite haunt of musicians, dancers, artists, writers and bohemian types of all kinds. And where you have the bohemian element you almost always also have a shady edge, an edge of the underworld.


  I asked discreetly for Blanchard and was directed to a table at the back of the café, where two men sat talking over drinks.


  Blanchard was a bulky blond clean-shaven man with a dull, heavy face.


  ‘Maybe I did see her,’ said Blanchard. ‘And maybe she was in too big a hurry.’


  ‘I don’t understand.’


  ‘She didn’t want to wait the time it would take.’


  ‘Oh—does that mean …’


  ‘Means she went without it, young man,’ said Blanchard. ‘Girl was in too much of a hurry.’


  ‘Where did she go, Monsieur?’


  He shrugged. ‘To some amateur, I suppose.’


  ‘But who might I ask? Please, Monsieur.’


  ‘Clerc, at the Lys. Though if she went there …’


  I didn’t stop to hear any more.


  At the Bistro du Lys, a weary-looking barmaid told me that Monsieur Clerc had not been in today. Pressed, she gave me directions to his house. But when I got there, the grumpy old man who opened the door told me that his ‘good-for-nothing son’ had left a short time ago, ‘with a young woman’. He grudgingly gave me a description of the young woman—which matched Marina’s—and said that they’d gone to the Saint-Lazare station. They had been gone no more than twenty-five minutes, he said.


  Thanking him, I hurried away and took a cab to Saint-Lazare, which is the departure point for trains going to Normandy and the north. If Marina was heading there, I thought, rather than the Gare du l’Est, which is for trains going east towards Russia, it meant that she planned to go a roundabout route, to take a boat to Britain and then to Scandinavia and the Baltic. Many Eastern territories were under the control of the enemy and going north via Belgium was obviously impossible.


  Just as I arrived at the station, a boat-train to Dieppe, the closest Norman port, was about to leave, and I caught a glimpse of her at a window. Without stopping to think—or to buy a ticket—I jumped onto the train. It was crowded and it took me quite a while to fight my way through third class into second class where I thought I’d seen her. The train stopped at one station and then another and more people got on, many with lots of baggage and that held me up even more. I had no idea what I was going to say to her once I did find her.


  She was in the dining car. She was surprised to see me but after the first shock, she made it quite clear that nothing I could do or say would make her change her mind. She demanded to know how I had found her and was not at all pleased that Sergey had given me the first clue. Under her defiant confidence was a streak of uncertainty about what she was doing, though she would never have admitted it for the world, least of all to me.


  ‘If something happened to you, Marina, I don’t know what I’d do,’ I told her, after having vainly tried to be a spokesman for her parents’ views. ‘Does that mean anything to you?’


  She looked me straight in the eye. ‘It does,’ she said, softly, ‘but if you try to stop me, Louis—then I—then I can never forgive you. Do you understand?’


  I nodded.


  ‘I’ll be perfectly safe. I’ll be in London by the end of the day. And Bertie is meeting me at the station. I sent him a telegram.’


  ‘Why ask Bertie? I could have helped you. If you asked me.’


  ‘I needed someone in England,’ she said, in a practical tone of voice. ‘Your place is here. With your countrymen. As mine is in Russia. With mine.’


  ‘Yes, but …’ I broke off, and finished my sentence instead by saying, ‘But I’m joining up soon and we might never see each other again.’


  She looked at me, startled.


  ‘One day, when all this is over, Louis—we will see each other again. I promise you.’


  ‘Anyway the war will be over in a matter of weeks, according to the armchair general in our pension,’ I said, her words quickening my heart.


  ‘I doubt it,’ she said, with a serious air.


  ‘Whenever it is—I don’t care—I will look for you,’ I said.


  ‘And I will find you,’ she answered.


  The train blew its whistle and began to slow down and she said, ‘You’ve got to get off. This is the last station that’s close to Paris. Please,’ she added, when I opened my mouth to argue. ‘You must go home. And you must not tell anyone you’ve seen me, or I am sure my parents will try and have me stopped before I board the boat at Dieppe.’ She saw my expression, and gently kissed my cheek. ‘Please, Louis. Swear you won’t tell. Not my parents, not yours. Not even Thomas.’


  ‘I swear,’ I said, helplessly thinking that in saying that I was breaking my promise to Sergey.


  The train pulled into Mantes station, and she got up with me and saw me to the door and down onto the platform. ‘Remember, this is not adieu, Louis, but au revoir,’ she called, smiling.


  Arriving just before dinner, I feared I might have to explain myself. But I didn’t. No-one was interested in the reason for my absence. Something more momentous had happened in our family that day—while I was out scouting around Montmartre, Thomas had been notified he must present at the barracks the next morning and would leave the same afternoon for a training camp in the north. Mama was tearful, anxiously fussing over kitbags and uniforms. Papa was trying to arrange various matters including regular transfers of money that might be wired to Thomas should he need it for extras, and Thomas himself was looking excited and confused all at once.


  ‘How did you go?’ Thomas whispered to me in a quiet moment. We were left alone in the room, as Mama had hurried off to check his kitbag one last time, and make arrangements for his final dinner with us.


  I looked at the floor. I couldn’t look him in the eye and lie.


  ‘No good, no sign of her.’ He must have taken my reluctance to look at him as a sign of my disappointment. He put his hand on my shoulder.


  ‘She’s quite a girl, Marina. She’ll be fine, you’ll see.’


  ‘And you? I can’t believe you are going so soon. I thought we’d have a few more days, at least.’


  He shook his head. ‘It’s faster than I expected, yes.’


  ‘I’ll be following you soon enough. I’m going to the recruiting office tomorrow afternoon, even if I have to go without you.’


  But to my horror he replied, ‘No. You can’t. Not yet, Louis.’


  ‘What do you mean? Nothing’s changed.’


  ‘Mama won’t cope,’ he said, ‘if you go so soon after me.’ He looked at me earnestly. ‘Give her a bit of time to get used to my being away. Please—wait a few weeks, at least.’


  ‘A few weeks! Why not a few months or years?’ I said, acidly.


  ‘For God’s sake, Louis, you’re not even eighteen yet.


  ‘You know I’m right. I’m not saying you shouldn’t go. Just that you give Mama a little breathing space. It’s not too much to ask.’


  ‘You didn’t give her any,’ I snarled. I didn’t know why I was so angry, but I was.


  ‘I know. I should have. But now it’s done. Please, Louis. You saw what she was like today. Promise me you’ll give her a little time.’


  It wasn’t fair of him to ask me such a thing, and I wanted to throw it back in his face. But picturing Mama’s drawn face as I’d seen it that evening, the tears in her eyes, I knew my brother was right. If I left straight after him it would hit her hard. Waiting a little—was that such a bad thing? I was determined to go, but I’d have to choose my moment better. So, grudgingly, I said, ‘Very well. I’ll wait.’


  His face cleared. ‘Thank you.’


  I shrugged. ‘You drive a hard bargain. But don’t try to do that to me again.’


  ‘I won’t,’ he said, solemnly.


  He left early the next morning for the barracks. He’d asked to go on his own—we were to say goodbye to him at the railway station that afternoon. Mama looked bleak and Papa proud as Thomas strode out of the door and down the street to get the tram.


  The day passed in a strange limbo. We went to the station early, ‘in case’, said Mama, but even so the place was already crammed with people, for we were certainly not the only families waiting to farewell their sons, brothers, husbands, sweethearts. Very soon the soldiers arrived and then the crush was even more enormous as people struggled to get to their loved ones to hug and kiss them before they had to get on the train. The crowd swirled around us—crying girls and cheering small boys, stoical women in hats and laconic elderly men in berets, people of all types, all ages, all backgrounds. There was even a sprinkling of Arab faces, Asian faces, African faces. And we were in the midst of it, a family like any of the others, in the middle of something that felt big and exciting, something that made me feel humble, like a grain of sand on this beach of people, and yet that made me feel so good too. We were part of the nation we loved and wanted to defend.


  We finally caught sight of Thomas, in the midst of the sea of military caps and coats. He looked different, in his uniform. Older. Poised. The uniform fitted him as though he’d been born to wear it, and already he looked every bit the soldier. I envied him.


  ‘It’s all gone well, Mama,’ he said hugging her. His words tumbled over each other. ‘I’ve already made friends with some of the other fellows, a good bunch, we’ll have each other’s backs, no doubt about that. They’re itching to fight.’


  ‘Oh, Thomas,’ Mama said, her voice soft and sad.


  He held onto her hand. ‘I’ll be fine. Just as Mr Jackson said, it will be all over by Christmas, once the Germans realise we will never give in to them.’


  The new soldiers were to be in a training camp for a couple of weeks and then sent to one of the frontier posts where the Germans were trying to launch themselves across the border.


  ‘But don’t worry, Mama,’ Thomas went on, ‘they’re using our experienced troops, we new recruits won’t be at the frontline in Belgium. Not yet anyway.’


  I saw her flinch at that ‘not yet’ but she did not cry, or tremble, she just hugged him again, without a word. I took some pictures of the three of them, Mama, Papa and Thomas, and then Papa took some of Mama and Thomas and I, and then I took a few others of the crowd. But all too soon it was time to say goodbye as the orders were given for the troops to embark, and the train whistle blew.


  We followed Thomas with our eyes as he marched off with his new friends, and I could see that my parents were upset, my mother most of all—though still she did not cry, unlike many of the other women.


  Myself, I wished to be Thomas, so proud and splendid in his new uniform, setting off to fight the good fight. I did not doubt I would get in—I was sure I knew how to mask my affliction. Deafness in one ear is not obvious. And though I’m not tall, I’m wiry and strong. I was sure I could pass for twenty, especially with the moustache I planned to sport, if I could grow it!
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  The next day, we finally moved into our own apartment, not far from Papa’s office. It was good to be spread out, to have my own space in which to work. If I could not be in Thomas’ place, at least I could do something that he might have done. I wrote the story that evening, in a great burst of inspiration. The words flowed from my pen as I told the story of an ordinary young soldier who is not ordinary at all. It was about Thomas though I did not mention his name. I wrote of how he need not have answered the call but volunteered. Like so many of his mother’s countrymen in Australia, yet to come across the sea to join the fight, he could not stand idly by while France was in need. I wrote of families, and the sacrifice they had made. I spoke of Thomas’ gentleness and yet his determination, his liveliness and light-heartedness and his seriousness and loyalty. I called it ‘An Australian Son of France’.


  To my delight Le Jour de Paris took the story straight away. They would illustrate it with one of my pictures of the crowd, they said. If I had any more such stories, the editor told me, I must bring it to them first. I agreed, happily.


  I was so inspired in those first few days and weeks that I wrote piece after piece for Le Jour, dashing them off in quick bursts. They were all about the great effort everyone at home was putting in. I roamed the streets taking photographs of young soldiers, shops done up in patriotic colours, young women volunteering to work as nurses, Notre Dame surrounded by sandbags, Belgian refugees staring into space. Le Jour took almost everything I wrote, no matter how rushed or minor, because everyone was hungry for news and the editors needed more and more stories.


  I was obsessed by the war news, buying several papers every day, and pasting clippings into a large scrapbook, trying to piece it all together. I marked articles about the major battles with borders of red or black, depending on whether they were victories or defeats. The Serb defeat of the Austro-Hungarians on 19 August got a red border, while the German occupation of Brussels the next day got a black border. Then our army and those of our allies advanced into Belgium, taking on the Germans before they could steamroller their way into France, that was a red-border day. Three black-bordered German victories in quick succession at Charleroi, the Ardennes and Mons were offset by a new ally joining our side—Japan, who would fight German forces in Asia—and by the capture by French and British forces of Togoland, a German colony in Africa. Our defeat by the Germans at the Battle of Lorraine on 20 August was reversed a few weeks later. On the Eastern Front, a Russian defeat at the hands of the Germans at Tannenberg in East Prussia was offset by their victory against the Austro-Hungarians at Gnila Lipa in Eastern Galicia. Far away in China, British and Japanese forces captured the German-controlled port of Tsingtao, while in the Pacific, New Zealand forces seized control of the German colony of Western Samoa. The Australian Naval and Military Expeditionary Force of 1500 had left Sydney heading toward German New Guinea, as Mr Jackson had mentioned.


  This was truly a world war, stretching across the globe. I put circles around each battle site on my battered atlas, shocked at how many pages I had to mark.


  We received a letter from Thomas that he had sent from the training camp. We then received another, sent from the north-east, in Champagne, where his regiment had been sent to reinforce defences. Mama was fretful, as since that second letter we had not heard again.


  ‘We would have heard if anything had happened to him,’ Papa reassured her.


  In our neighbourhood, already, the families of those killed and injured or captured by enemy forces were being advised by telegram. The local baker’s oldest son had been killed in Belgium, the brother of a neighbour on the second floor had been seriously injured, and the husband of the young florist had also been injured, though not badly. These events were multiplied many times over, all over the nation.


  I don’t know whether my father’s words comforted my mother; but though I knew she was anxious, she tried to put on a brave face. Papa had suggested again that she might consider leaving Paris and going to stay with his parents; but she refused. ‘Whilst you are still here, and Louis too, I will not be moved,’ she declared.


  But Mama did not stay at home fretting either. Instead, she helped out in charitable efforts set up for refugees: serving in soup kitchens, organising parcels of clothes, helping to get children enrolled in school. She was kept so busy that there was little time to worry, though I knew the nagging anxiety about Thomas, and the bad news from the north as the Germans kept pushing further south, was taking its toll.


  Jamie had sent word that his regiment, like many others in the British Expeditionary Force, was being sent to Belgium.


  ‘There are thousands upon thousands of new volunteers flooding in to help,’ he wrote. ‘Kitchener has certainly got his new army! Whole football teams, factory floors, even bankers, are joining up in “pal” battalions. The Boche won’t know what’s hit them when they have to face an English football team, that’s for sure. Or a bunch of Cockney barrow boys!’


  Jamie’s letter was cheery and full of the enthusiasm shown by his fellow countrymen throughout Britain, and the British colonies. ‘Kitchener’s New Army’ was named after the British Field Marshal and Secretary of State for War, Lord Kitchener. He was attempting to raise the biggest volunteer army the world had ever seen. The regular army had already suffered heavy losses in Belgium.


  ‘I would have joined up with my pals too, given the chance,’ Jamie wrote. ‘It was my good luck to already be in the proud ranks of the 2nd Worcestershire.’


  Mr and Mrs Jackson were immensely proud of Jamie, but Mrs Jackson’s pride was turning to alarm as the realities of war were becoming harder to avoid in Paris. Anti-German propaganda was everywhere, and posters depicting German attacks on innocent women and children lined the streets.


  ‘He’s a brave lad, the bravest. I’m so proud of him. But he is just a lad, isn’t he Tom?’ She looked up at her husband. ‘I am only glad that we are close by,’ she added. ‘Here in Europe, this war is much more real than I’d have imagined if we were at home. Australia is such a world away. If we were in home, I don’t know what I’d think. I can’t see us going home now, not now that Jamie will be here for … for … I don’t know how long!’ Her cheeks were tear-stained.


  Mama reached over and took Mrs Jackson’s hand. ‘I understand,’ she said, softly. ‘My Thomas, too—I am of course proud of him, but I only wish that there had been no need of this.’


  ‘Begging your pardon, ma’am,’ Mr Jackson said, nodding to Mama, ‘but women aren’t made for war. It’s a man’s world.’


  ‘War is,’ said Mama, dryly, ‘a thing created by men. But made for war or not, we all have to face it. Somehow. Bombs and bullets don’t discriminate, after all. And maybe we women cannot fight, but we can do other things. Nursing. Helping out.’


  ‘Yes, Mrs Jullian, you are quite right,’ said Mr Jackson.


  The next morning, I received a letter from Marina. I read it and re-read it and then read it again.


  Dear Louis


  A word in haste before I leave with all the other new nurses on the train. We are bound for a hospital on the Russian-Austrian border where there will be a good deal of work for us, and where I may also see Sergey. I am excited and pleased that at last I will be able to make myself really useful. Thank you so very much for not stopping me and for being such a good friend. We will find each other when it is all over. That much I promise.


  Your friend

  Marina Feodorovna Kozlova

  



  Feeling guilty, and relieved at the same time, I showed the letter to Mama.


  She looked at me. ‘Thank you for not stopping me?’ she repeated. ‘You knew?’


  ‘Yes,’ I said, my head bowed. ‘She made me promise. And I don’t think I could have stopped her even if I had tried.’


  ‘She’s plucky, I must say,’ said Mama. ‘But Louis, you must tell Madame Kozlova.’


  ‘Yes, Mama. I’m on my way there now.’


  ‘No doubt she has written to them too, but we never stop worrying about our children. And when they are brave, and determined, then I’m afraid we worry even more.’


  As I made my way to the Kozlov’s house, Marina’s letter nagged at me. Marina and those other girls I’d seen queuing up at hospital recruitment centres were doing their bit. They couldn’t be soldiers. But they did the next best thing. But not me. I had kept my promise to Thomas, but how long must I wait?
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  News from the northern frontier campaigns got worse. The Germans were pushing the French and British back out of defeated Belgium, forcing our armies to retreat into France. And still the Germans kept coming, their forces capturing border villages, shelling French farms, towns, churches. The Belgians and the French and British armies were fighting back and achieved some hard-won victories in various places, but not enough.


  The German steamroller seemed unstoppable. The refugees coming into Paris were French as well as Belgian, and Parisians started to make plans to live in a city really under siege.


  ‘I think you should reconsider going to the south to stay with my parents,’ Papa urged Mama.


  Mama dug in her heels.


  ‘I have work in Paris, Raymond. It only gets done by doing. And I will be doing. And staying.’


  Mama’s words only added to the growing unease that had been gnawing at me for weeks. First thing next morning, I headed straight to the recruitment office, determined that I would get in whatever it took.


  At first all went well. The officer taking my details barely looked up at me as he marked off the forms. Feeling confident, I bumped my age up to twenty-one. The officer wrote down my date of birth silently, moving quickly on the next question. I couldn’t believe it, as I know I didn’t look it, despite my bravado.


  As I waited in the queue outside the medical examination room, I overheard conversations about how thorough the doctor on duty was, and my heart sank.


  Perhaps it would not be a problem, I told myself. Being deaf in one ear is hardly obvious after all. And maybe I could distract him.


  I was ushered into the medical examination room and brusquely told to take off my shirt and coat. I immediately began to talk about how my brother was away in the north-east, and about how I’d written an article about him for the newspaper, entitled ‘An Australian Son of France’.


  The doctor looked at me sharply then and said, ‘I read that. It was excellent. So that was you, was it?’


  ‘Yes, it was. I’ve written quite a few other pieces since then,’ I added, as he started his examination, listening to my pulse.


  ‘Good, good,’ he nodded. I didn’t know whether he meant my heartbeat or my journalism, but it felt encouraging. So I babbled on about how my ambition was to be a soldier like my brother, to do France proud myself. Meanwhile the doctor was examining various parts of me, making me flex my muscles, measuring my height, looking into my eyes, now and then making little grunting noises that I took as sentiments of approval. He had seemed to accept that I was of age to enlist and as to the rest of it, I was winning him over, I thought. He would either not notice my problem, or if he did, he would ignore it.


  I was being too hopeful. He looked in my left ear, then in my right, then in my left again, and this time with the aid of a lamp. ‘How long has there been this damage?’ he barked. ‘Did it happen in childhood?’


  ‘Oh no,’ I gabbled, snatching at hope that he meant that only a person deaf from childhood was unfit. ‘It’s only happened very recently. In Sarajevo.’


  He looked up in surprise. ‘What?’


  I explained, rapidly.


  He listened quietly and when I finished, he said, ‘I see. Quite a story. Would I be right in recalling that I read an article that also told that story? Did you write that too?’


  ‘No, doctor. My brother wrote that one. I did,’ I paused, ‘take a photograph though.’


  ‘The one of Princip?’ he asked, his gaze direct.


  ‘Yes. I was in the right place at the right time, Doctor.’


  He snorted. ‘That’s one way to look at it.’ He looked me up and down. ‘I’m sorry, my friend. I can’t pass you.’


  ‘But please, doctor, why not? It’s only recent. I have full hearing in my right ear. And …’


  ‘I’m sorry,’ he said again, cutting me off. ‘If the damage had been a long time ago, you might have learned ways to compensate. It’s too recent. The damage is quite substantial. And I could see you favoured your right side as soon as you walked in and I spoke to you.’


  Crestfallen, I said, ‘I—I don’t understand.’


  He gave a ghost of a smile. ‘I have the same problem. Only mine happened as a result of a childhood accident. So I’ve had time to compensate, you see.’


  Just my luck to be seen by a deaf doctor, I thought, bitterly. He saw my expression and understood. He shrugged and said, ‘I’m fit to be a doctor. Or an ambulance driver, at a pinch. But not a soldier. Even if I wasn’t too old to be taken, that is. I’d only endanger myself and my comrades, trying to go into battle with only one good ear.’


  ‘Oh but please, sir.’ I was humiliatingly close to tears. ‘I want to serve my country. Please.’


  ‘There are other ways to serve your country than being a soldier,’ he said. ‘Surely you know that already.’


  I stared at him.


  ‘You’re a journalist, and a good one, seems to me. The whole country is hungry for news. Have you not heard of war correspondents?’


  ‘War correspondents?’


  ‘Are you an echo, young man? A war correspondent reports directly from the theatres of war. Sends back dispatches to …’


  ‘I know,’ I dared to interrupt, ‘but what about my—the problem with my hearing?’


  ‘It won’t affect your scribbling,’ he retorted, ‘or taking photographs. Journalists don’t go into battle. They stay in the rear-guard of the armies.’


  I looked at him. He looked at me. ‘Listen well, young man,’ he said, scribbling something on a piece of paper and handing it to me. ‘Get yourself a credential from one of your papers, and later go and see the officer whose name and address I’ve noted for you there. He’s in charge of the press corps in the north-east—that’s where you said your brother was, didn’t you?’


  I nodded, a lump suddenly thickening my throat. ‘Thank—thank you, Doctor.’


  He waved me away, ‘Get dressed and get on with you,’ he said, briskly. That ghost of a smile appeared again. ‘I’ll be looking forward to your dispatches, Louis Jullian.’


  It was hard, walking out of that office. I was disappointed but I also felt excited. Being a war correspondent seemed to me something that Frank Hurley might do, taking photographs of places of danger and bringing news from far away to those desperate to hear it. If I couldn’t be a soldier, I could still useful to my country. If I couldn’t fight the battle, I could write the battle.


  I set off immediately in search of those ‘credentials’, thinking all the while of how I was going to persuade my parents to let me go.
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  By opening my eyes to other possibilities, the doctor opened a door. I soon managed to have the written agreement not only of Le Jour de Paris for all my articles, but also the promise of freelance photographic work from Le Miroir, a picture paper that was specialising in photographs from the various war fronts. The editor there was mightily impressed that I’d taken that photo of Princip. ‘It showed not only real skill, but also great sang-froid, cool calm in the face of danger,’ he said enthusiastically. ‘Exactly the sort of person we want!”


  Neither was prepared to pay me a lot—my age and inexperience being cited as excuses. Le Jour had told me that lodging, ‘of the most modest kind’, was covered, and as to food and other expenses, I would have to live within my means. But filled with confidence from my success I thought that if my parents permitted me to go, I could also convince them to provide an extra allowance.


  That evening, I broached the subject to my parents.


  ‘I’ve been offered a job,’ I announced. ‘With Le Jour de Paris, and also Le Miroir.’ I made no mention of my visit to the enlistment office.


  ‘Oh. But you were to resume your studies,’ Mama objected.


  ‘Mama, I cannot study. Not now. Not while this war is going on. And as I cannot follow Thomas into the army, I need to go to work. To make myself useful. You understand that, don’t you?’


  ‘Of course. But …’


  ‘It’s a real promotion for me, Mama. I’ll actually be a real reporter. They want to put me on the payroll. To give me credentials. It means they value my work, and think I have the potential to—’


  ‘Wait a moment,’ said Papa, sharply. ‘Give you credentials, you said. But credentials are for foreign correspondents.’


  I swallowed. ‘Yes.’


  ‘They want you to travel?’ said Mama. ‘Where?’


  I hesitated. But it was now or never. ‘To the north-east,’ I said, in a small voice.


  They both stared at me. It was Papa who spoke first. ‘Then you are actually speaking of being a war correspondent.’


  I nodded.


  ‘That’s the job they offered?’ my mother said, in a tone of disbelief. ‘But you’re too young. You have no experience. They must be mad.’


  ‘No, Mama. They know I can write.’ I hesitated, but this was something I had to say. ‘I know I can take care of myself.’ I paused. ‘And—after all, I was there when it all began. You could say I have the first shot of the war lodged in my very ear.’


  ‘Oh, my darling Louis!’ she said, gently. ‘That’s exactly why we can’t let you.’


  My father interrupted her. ‘Stop, Clare. Louis is not a child any longer. War forces young people to grow up fast. This is no time to be thrusting him back into childhood. You and I, we have always believed in allowing our boys to follow their own call, and to contribute. We must not abandon that, now.’ He looked at me. ‘You say they have offered you this job. What have you said to them?’


  ‘That I—that I would talk to you—but that I—that I intended to take it up. I must, Papa. I really must.’ I clenched my fists. ‘I am of no use in the army. But I can at least help. I have some small talent, which I can put at the service of my country. In a way, it will be my way of fighting. Please don’t stop me from doing it. I think that if I—if I cannot do this, then—then I truly will feel ashamed, and useless.’


  ‘Louis!’ said my mother. ‘You will never be that. Never!’


  ‘Then let me do this, Mama,’ I said. ‘Please.’


  ‘But Thomas—Thomas is already gone,’ said my mother, on the verge of tears. ‘Am I to lose my youngest son too?’


  ‘You have lost neither of us, Mama,’ I cried, passionately. ‘We love you dearly, but we must make our own way. I know it was hard for you when Thomas went. But you came to understand. Please, do the same for me.’


  ‘You must let Louis go, Clare,’ added my father, quietly. ‘Or you will only stunt him. And I know you don’t want that.’


  ‘Of course I don’t, Raymond,’ she murmured.


  She never had a chance, really. Not against the two of us. And she knew that. Poor Mama! She made the best she could of it, saying gamely that at least Thomas and I might be able to keep an eye on each other. ‘And when we read the newspaper,’ she added, ‘we’ll know it’s your hand drawing the picture, through your eyes we’ll be seeing it.’ And she hugged me. ‘I am proud of you, my son, and don’t you forget it. But promise me, please, that you’ll stay out of harm’s way.’


  ‘I promise, Mama,’ I said, hugging her tightly back.


  ‘It’s safe enough. Journalists always stay in the rear-guard, like diplomats,’ said my father, cheerfully, ‘so I’m sure he’ll be quite all right.’ I was so relieved when my mother gave a little smile, and nodded.


  But later that evening, after I’d gone back to my room after dinner, Papa came to see me. ‘You tried to enlist, Louis, didn’t you?’ he said.


  I looked at him and saw it was no use denying it. I nodded.


  ‘Yes. I’m—I’m sorry, Papa.’


  ‘I’d have done the same, in your place,’ he said, surprising me. ‘But it was kinder not to tell your mother.’


  ‘You really think so, Papa?’ I cried.


  ‘Yes. She is upset, now. But she will get over it.’ He smiled. ‘And think how proud she will be when she reads your war reports in the paper.’


  ‘I hope so,’ I said.


  ‘Don’t hope, my son,’ he said, gravely. ‘Make it happen. And do what you promised her. Stay out of harm’s way.’


  ‘Of course, Papa.’


  ‘Good.’ A pause. ‘I do not know what the future holds for any of us, Louis. But I am proud that we have brought up two fine young men. And that is the greatest pleasure a father can have.’


  ‘Thank you, Papa,’ I said, in a choked voice. I was so moved, not only by his simple, beautiful words, but also by the fact that my father clasped my hands so warmly and tightly that it almost hurt.


  The next day, I went to the army press office to have my credentials registered. There were crowds gathered around the newsstands.


  ‘Party of Uhlans Sighted in the Oise’ screamed the headlines. The Uhlans were light cavalry regiments of the German and Austrian armies. Armed with lances, pistols and sabres, and they had a fearsome reputation. Travelling fast and light on their superb horses, they’d often be sent on ahead to inspect an area. This party had got as far as camping in the Oise—a heavily forested region to the north of Paris.


  ‘The rest of their army is only about 100 kilometres from the city!’ cried one man, waving his newspaper in great agitation. ‘The enemy is almost upon us!’


  The military governor of the city, General Gallieni, was in charge of the defence of Paris. He started to make provisions for the worst-case situation. Demolition charges were placed on all the bridges across the Seine, sandbag fortifications reinforced, and heavy artillery prepared.


  Civilians were advised to evacuate. The streets were already full of overloaded vehicles and swarms of people. I was too late, I thought, despairingly, dodging the streams of traffic. If orders were issued that everyone must evacuate, there was no way I would be able to embark for the front. My new life was already over before it had even begun, and my mother would insist I come with them to safety at my grandparents’ place. It was madness to try to head against the fleeing tide towards the war they were escaping. If I had any sense at all, I should return home at once and resign myself to being a refugee, not a reporter.


  But my heart was propelling my feet onwards. I would not give up. Not now. Not ever. I could not allow panic to crowd out determination.


  It was then I began to notice something odd. In the streams of motorcars and horse-drawn vehicles that were passing me, were lines of Renault taxis. That in itself wasn’t strange, but none of the taxis had passengers, only drivers. What was going on? Pondering the small mystery, I took a few pictures.


  I eventually arrived at the army press office. I had my reporter’s papers duly stamped, without any real examination. The office was much too busy. Telephones rang, typewriters clattered, telegraph messages were coming in and out. Nobody was particularly interested in me, only in the news that was coming through the wires. Mission accomplished, I was about to leave when a harassed-looking officer, who’d been barking down a telephone, called me back. ‘You! What paper are you from? I haven’t seen you before.’


  ‘I’m from Le Jour de Paris,’ I said, warily.


  ‘Good. You’ll do, then.’


  ‘I’m sorry, sir, I don’t under—’


  He waved me away, impatiently, towards the clerk who had stamped my papers, and turned back to the telephone.


  ‘There is a special operation happening,’ explained the clerk. ‘And there are a few places available for reporters.’


  ‘Places?’ I echoed. ‘What places?’


  ‘You’ll see. Present yourself by 4 pm at the Invalides.’


  The Hotel National des Invalides was a vast place, containing not only Napoleon’s tomb and military museum, but also a big convalescent home and hospital for army veterans. ‘Where, exactly?’ I asked.


  The clerk snapped, ‘In the square, of course. Small kitbag only. No suitcases.’


  My curiosity was at fever pitch by now, but he wouldn’t tell me any more, just repeated the instructions.


  Racing back home, I told my parents that I had my first assignment. Just as I’d expected, my mother had thought better of her earlier agreement to let me go. But my father, home for lunch, assured her that the Germans were still days away. He knew what ‘the special operation’ was. It turned out that the right flank of the German army was exposed, so thousands of troops were being moved from Paris to the Marne River. ‘They’ve got to be quick, so they’re not moving them by train,’ he said.


  ‘How then?’ Mama said.


  ‘They’ll be requisitioning trucks and buses, whatever they can.’ He looked at me. ‘If they’ve told you that there are a few places reserved for reporters, then clearly they want this to be well-publicised. It’s an operation to boost people’s confidence. To remind them that we are still fighting and won’t give up, no matter how bad it looks.’ He looked at me. ‘However, being advised to take only a small kitbag suggests you are not going all the way to the front, but will be dropped off somewhere along the way.’


  ‘Thank God for that!’ exclaimed my mother.


  I frowned. ‘But I don’t want …’ I began, when my father interrupted me.


  ‘If you truly want to be taken for a man, Louis, don’t be childish! Take what you are given, and don’t argue. Following an army is not a holiday. Understood?’


  I felt stung by his stern tone. He hadn’t spoken to me like that for a long time. ‘Yes, Papa,’ I answered. ‘I didn’t mean …’


  A smile lightened his face. ‘Don’t explain. And forgive my harshness. I know you’ll do your best. Now you’d better get started on your packing.’
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  My journey ended at Nanteuil-le-Haudouin, a small town fifty kilometres to the north-east of Paris. The taxi cabs dropped off the soldiers so they could then be trucked to the front some kilometres away. The taxis returned to Paris, but the other reporters and I stayed in Nanteuil. We found one of the town’s cosy bistros amid the narrow cobbled streets and fine buildings to compare notes and get to know each other.


  There were about fifteen of us, from all kinds of different publications from all over the world. Most of my colleagues were experienced and hard-bitten and I was amazed to be counted among them.


  In those first few days, I didn’t speak much but listened as much as I could. I knew I had to learn a good deal. But to my surprise, my photograph of Princip after the Archduke’s assassination was known to many of my new colleagues. Like the soldiers I’d met so far, these men didn’t see age or experience but judged others by character. I felt humbled to be accepted so readily as one of their own.


  Our working quarters in a local hotel were cramped. Our typewriters, pens, notebooks were crammed together in one room as we filed our reports by telegraph and telephone. We developed photographs in a makeshift darkroom, and sent them by a special messenger.


  Even though the battles were close by, and the wind brought us their terrifying sounds, our information came from whatever the Army personnel stationed with us distributed, for reporters were not allowed on the battlefields. We telephoned offices in London and Paris and gleaned as much news as we could.


  I was befriended very quickly by a young Australian, Brian Cook. He was from Melbourne, and ‘tickled’, as he put it, that I was half-Australian. He was working for a string of British publications, as well as a couple in Australia.


  Brian was twenty-one, small and agile, with a boxer’s broken nose and wiry hair that he tried to tame with a stinking pomade one of the other French reporters called ‘huile de putois’ (oil of polecat). His father had been a journalist and a correspondent in several wars, including the Second Boer War of 1899-1902, where Australian troops had fought alongside British ones against the South African Boers.


  ‘I started in this game when I was 14,’ Brian told me. ‘Just a copy boy for a while for one of the local rags.’ He winked. ‘Didn’t have the same glorious start as you, mate! But I can see you’ve got the same bug. I got mine from hearing my father’s stories and couldn’t wait to get into it. After I’d been scribbling for a couple of years, one of my articles caught the attention of a couple of London papers. I was eighteen by then and so I thought, well, why not go to Blighty?’


  Brian was also a deft cartoonist, turning out impromptu sketches of politicians and generals. I was in awe of him, and the speed with which he banged out his pieces.


  News was coming in thick and fast about the astonishing success of our forces against the enemy. Instead of retreating, our forces had gone on the offensive, and battles were being fought all over the Marne, Oise and Ourcq valleys. We filed reports on the Germans being pushed back, losing the ground they’d gained in their first lightning attacks. Pounded by more than seventy-five batteries of heavy artillery, they had to rapidly retreat. Losses were reported as very heavy, on both sides, but in the reporters’ office there was a palpable sense of excitement as the picture grew of a real turning of the tide.


  We worked from morning till well into the night, feverishly writing piece after piece built around any scrap of news we could find. The army bulletins we saw were blunt and sometimes cautionary. One issue of the British Army Routine Orders carried news of the execution of a young British private, Thomas Highgate. He was shot by a British firing squad after being trialled for desertion.


  ‘He joined the army in 1913 at seventeen,’ Brian shook his head angrily. ‘He was in the Battle of Mons. And that’s the thanks he gets.’


  The single telephone operator assigned to us was in danger of being severely overworked. Any stray vehicle was hired for huge sums to rush photographs, any photographs, back to Paris.


  I surprised myself by snagging a scoop—about the first time aeroplanes were used in the war, or any war. One morning I was the only one in our quarters. I had stayed behind to develop some photographs while the others went off to an interview with a British military attaché in a nearby town. I was used to odd noises by now, and the rumbling of guns in the distance was constant. But this was a new sound. A droning I didn’t recognise. I went outside to investigate and saw several reconnaissance planes flying over, on their way to the front. The French Blériot XIs carried a crew of two. The airmen would have been in grave danger, as the monoplanes flew at low levels over the enemy lines to report on troop movements. They came over too fast for me to photograph them but I wrote a story titled, ‘The Planes of War’, about this new age where men could fight on land, sea and sky.


  Amongst all the news, rumours and stories flew wildly: The Kaiser is about to sue for peace. Hundreds of thousands of prisoners have been captured. The Germans are fleeing across the Marne, pursued by our victorious troops. Germany will be suing for peace very soon.


  Brian thought the rumours too good to be true. ‘Those blighters aren’t going to give up so easy,’ he said. ‘But I tell you what, Louis, we can’t sit on our behinds here forever, dependent on what the Army deigns to tell us. I’m sick of second-hand reports. How about we try to strike out and find out for ourselves?’


  ‘But they won’t let us …’ I began.


  Brian waved that away. ‘We won’t ask their permission. We’ll hire a car to get us as close as possible and bluff our way through. Heard the other day about a fella from the Daily News who got through the lines in Belgium with the French, he’s been filing the best copy ever. I don’t want to be left behind to rewrite Army bulletins.’ He looked at me. ‘What about you, mate? You in?’


  I hesitated. I remembered what I had said to my parents. I had promised them I would keep out of harm’s way. But Brian had hit a nerve. I thought about Frank Hurley. I hadn’t come to rewrite bulletins and I hadn’t come to be useless.


  My heart beating fast, I said, ‘I’m in!’


  ‘That’s the ticket,’ he laughed.


  We found a car, and a driver who agreed to take us as long as we paid him what seemed like a huge sum of money. Brian paid without arguing and we were driven through back roads in an attempt to avoid the guard posts that might make us turn back. We got no further than about fifteen kilometres before we were blocked by a massive convoy of slow moving army vehicles heading back from the front. Our driver refused to try to barge his way through the traffic, so we told him to go back and wait for us a kilometre down the road. Clutching our notebooks and cameras, Brian and I set off on foot. We dodged in and out of the traffic, stopping to chat to soldiers sitting in the backs of trucks and those wearily trudging along the road. Most of them were British. We were eager for their impressions, their stories, their feelings. A few refused to talk to us, or just stared blankly. Most, however, wanted to speak.


  ‘Machine guns. Bloomin’ machine guns,’ one young private mumbled over and over to me.


  ‘The Boche are armed to the teeth with them,’ his mate chimed in. ‘What’ve we got? Rifles and bayonets! Only thing a bayonet is good for is to open yer can of bully beef.’


  The German Maxim machine gun could fire up to ten bullets a second. The soldiers were right, how could they expect to defeat an enemy with that amount of firepower?


  ‘Doesn’t your unit have any machine guns?’ I asked.


  ‘No. My cousin’s regiment has a couple, I’ve heard, but the only ones I’ve seen are the ones pointed at us!’


  We returned to Nanteuil that afternoon, our notebooks bulging with words, our cameras full of images. ‘This is the best possible way,’ said Brian. ‘Speaking to the men on the ground, that gives a real feel for what’s really going on. We don’t have to only depend on the Army bulletins and government messages then. They only tell you what they want you to hear, at the best of times.’


  ‘I don’t understand,’ I said. ‘Surely they’d only tell us the truth.’


  ‘The truth!’ Brian snorted. ‘Maybe. Sometimes. The army and the government have their own agenda. Look at the posters they’re plastering everywhere. The powers-that-be want stories that support their main interest. That’s recruitment, not facts.’


  I was confused. Was Brian right? Did the authorities hide the truth from us? But what was the truth?


  ‘Truth is the first casualty of war, haven’t you heard that?’ Brian went on. ‘The fog of war, my dad calls it. And then apart from that, there’s rumours and gossip, like we heard before. He says it’s the job of a real reporter to at least try to see through it all, try to find the hundreds of stories that together tell the tale’.


  ‘We spoke to dozens of soldiers today, and none of them told the same story,’ I said, Brian’s point beginning to dawn on me.


  ‘That’s it, mate,’ said Brian. ‘There is more than one story.’ He grinned. ‘And we’re going to ferret out lots of them. That’s our battle. Fighting through the fog to find the truth. Right?’


  ‘Right,’ I echoed, inspired.


  So we continued like this for a few days, evading roadblocks and army patrols and heading out in different directions every day to speak to soldiers, both French and British. We spoke to men in the towns, and taverns, enjoying some moments of friendship and normality. We spoke to soldiers returning from the front, dirty and disheartened.


  We visited one of the field hospitals behind the lines. It was there that the reality of the battlefield hit me. Nothing had prepared me for it, not the tales I’d heard, the articles I’d filed, or the pictures I’d taken.


  In the crude hospital tents were rows of beds, filled with men who had survived the battle, but were horribly and terrifyingly injured. Blinded, deafened, missing hands, arms, legs, even faces. Their bodies had been blown apart by hand grenades and shell explosions. Their screams and their silences were equally haunting.


  I walked through the ward and, my stomach churning, back out again. I couldn’t bear to see it, but I knew I had to.


  ‘You all right, mate?’ Brian had followed me out of the tent.


  ‘I …’, my voice faltered.


  ‘I know. It’s indescribable.’ Brian sat down on the ground with me, his hand on my shoulder comfortingly.


  I looked up into the sunlight, shaking my head. ‘How does anyone possibly go on, after, after … something like that? How do you go on without your legs, without … a face?’


  ‘The human spirit’s an amazing thing, and as horrendous as it is in there, that’s what we’re witnessing. The will to live, the fact that there’s more to a man than his blood and bone.’


  I thought of Marina, what horrors she must be faced with every day, and the work she was doing. I knew that she wouldn’t flinch. I watched the doctors move from one patient to the next, their operating aprons drenched in blood, doing everything they could to help those broken men. All of them, the doctors, the nurses, ambulance drivers, were run off their feet, haggard with lack of sleep, trying to patch up what others had damaged.


  One of the doctors, his face exhausted, explained to me, ‘We don’t think about the enemy here. Our patients are suffering and we try to help them. On the other side, there are hospitals just like this. We try to help people. They try to help people. That’s it, you see.’
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  It became clear to us that the rumours we had heard hadn’t all been wild. A decisive victory really had been achieved. In just a few days, the seemingly unstoppable German advance had not only been halted, it had been reversed. That was a real cause for celebration.
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  But the celebrations were tinged with sadness, for thousands upon thousands of men had been killed and injured. At least, though, there was a sense that it was a sacrifice that had not been made in vain. Paris had been saved, the Germans forced to abandon their plans to seize the capital. ‘We have lost the war,’ the German war commander, Von Moltke, was reported to have told the Kaiser. ‘Our boys have won,’ we reporters told each other, toasting news of the victory in our cramped quarters. Even cynical Brian was wreathed in smiles. It was a giddy moment, a moment of hope and triumph that we sorely needed.


  The next morning, Brian had news for me. ‘I spoke to one of the French officers at Nanteuil,’ he told me. ‘He’s a decent fellow, and I mentioned you had a brother in the fighting.’


  ‘Have you heard about Thomas?’ I asked, breathless. ‘Where is he? How is he?’


  ‘He’s safe and well, and what’s more, he’s been commended for “conspicuous gallantry on the field of battle”. Looks like both you Jullian boys are bold sorts,’ smiled Brian.
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  Unfortunately we were celebrating too soon. The Germans had only tactically retreated, to the Aisne River. They weren’t giving up.


  The Aisne River is very wide and very deep, with low-lying ground sharply giving way to a line of steep high cliffs, then levelling to a plateau. The German First Army settled on the higher ground, behind dense thickets that gave them good protection and vantage points. There they set up their machine gun nests and light artillery gun positions.


  Meanwhile the French Fifth Army, led by General Franchet d’Esperey, and Sixth Army, led by General Maunoury, were joined by the British Expeditionary Force. The BEF was under the command of Field Marshal John French. Their armies lay in wait for the right moment to cross the Aisne river and attack the German positions.


  The Germans had chosen their stronghold well. All around was only low-lying unfenced countryside which, apart from fields of crops, had very little in the way of hiding-places. The crops were not high enough to hide our soldiers from German gunners, and trying to get up the cliffs was extremely dangerous. Yet there was no option but to attack and try to force the Germans back north.


  The BEF were camped at a place called Venizel, close to the south bank of the river. Brian had met a fellow Australian in town, who was serving as an officer in the BEF.


  ‘What’s the chance of getting a bit closer to the action?’ Brian asked him.


  ‘That’s up to you, if you want to tag along to the camp I can’t stop you.’ he replied. ‘But stay on this side of the river, don’t get in the way and don’t blame us if you get killed.’


  On 13 September, Brian and I, along with a couple of other reporters, managed to get ourselves to the camp. We saw clear signs of the retreating, furious enemy as we went: destroyed villages, branches torn off trees by explosions, dead horses, fresh graves, and large craters left where shells had hit. There were horrifying traces of blood everywhere. In the distance, we could hear the pounding sound of shells.


  The French forces, the Fifth and Sixth Armies, would attempt the crossing at different parts of the river. The plan was that they would all join up on the other side and catch the Germans in a surprise pincer movement.


  Most of the bridges across the Aisne River had been destroyed by German shelling. The troops were to cross on pontoons, floating silently across the water, but not till the dark of night.


  It was an eerie feeling, being there just before a battle, knowing that only just across the river, the enemy were watching and waiting too. You couldn’t see them but you could feel them. It was like being hunted, yet like being the hunter too. I can scarcely describe the feeling. It was exciting. And it was terrifying. We talked to a few of the men, but our hearts weren’t in it. At least, mine wasn’t. Brian seemed his usual self.


  As night fell, a thick mist lay over the river. In the double cloak of night and fog, the men could cross unseen by the waiting Germans. We were to remain on this side of the river, watching the soldiers embark on the pontoons and disappear into the fog.


  ‘Who’d notice us if we crossed too, in this mist?’ Brian asked. ‘Wrapped in our coats, and with these spare helmets we’ve got, we don’t look any different to the others.’


  He looked at me, expectantly. I paused, but then agreed. I hadn’t come this far to stand tamely on a riverbank.


  We slipped into the crowd of soldiers and onto a waiting pontoon. No-one challenged us. No-one could see anything in that fog, even the face of the man next to me was little more than a blur. I could feel the movement of the water under my feet, and smell it. I had no idea how far into the river we were, or how deep it was.


  And despite there being thousands of men, on scores of pontoons, there was scarcely a sound. Barely a splash betrayed us.


  At last our pontoon struck the opposite bank, and we got off. We advanced like blind men in the dark and fog, but we were comforted by the knowledge the Germans could see nothing either. I remembered what the country beyond the river had looked like, the cliffs that overlooked the flatlands below and I could not help a tremor of fear.


  Shaking off these fanciful thoughts, I whispered to Brian, ‘How close to them are we?’


  ‘No idea, mate,’ he whispered back. There was fear in his voice and I could feel it in my own gut, though I tried to master it as best I could. I thought of Thomas, commended for conspicuous bravery. I wondered what Brian and I had done, and at this moment, felt more foolish than brave.


  I was startled to hear a whisper in my ear.


  ‘Louis!’


  I knew that voice. Turning, I made out the face of Jamie Jackson! Sporting a stubbled chin and a certain bruised look around the eyes—tiredness, I thought—but he still managed one of his darting smiles. ‘I didn’t know you’d enlisted.’


  ‘Jamie!’ I grabbed his arm, glad to see my friend. ‘I’m not with the BEF, sorry to say.’


  ‘Then why in blazes are you here?’


  ‘I’m a reporter,’ I whispered, hoping no-one would overhear. ‘For a French newspaper.’


  ‘Are you now? Well, Louis, that is marvellous news. You’re obviously a keen one, if you’ve smuggled yourself here.’


  ‘Can’t let you get all the glory,’ I teased, trying to sound braver than I felt. I turned to introduce Jamie to Brian. ‘This is my old school chum, Jamie. Can’t believe …’


  I never finished my sentence, for a furious voice broke into our reunion, hissing, ‘What the hell are you two scribblers doing here?’ It was Brian’s friend, the Australian officer. He didn’t look at all friendly, right now.


  ‘We …’ I began.


  ‘For God’s sake, man, don’t you have any sense at all?’ he snarled, turning on Brian. ‘Now get your sorry behinds out of here quick smart! I told you to blinking well stay on the other side!’


  He wouldn’t listen to any of our protestations, but made us go back to where another pontoon was about to make the trip over again to get more men. ‘And if I catch you beggars on this side again, never mind Fritz, it’ll be me that has your guts for garters,’ he growled.


  There was nothing Brian and I could do but go back, meek as lambs. Brian was fuming. ‘Damn officious so and so! There wasn’t any danger. Fritz couldn’t see us. Wouldn’t for hours, I reckon. Wouldn’t be surprised if that mist hangs around all day.’


  By the early morning, we were back near the camp. Brian was still cursing about our rotten luck when the mist, suddenly, cleared. He looked towards the river.


  ‘Dear God,’ he muttered.


  The French and British forces were exposed. The bright morning sun shone pitilessly down, leaving no room to hide.


  The machine guns started. The dreadful chattering noise of them, the unending bang and roar and scream of shells. The Germans, secure behind the cliffs, turned all their firepower on the armies advancing towards them across that unprotected ground and up the deadly, narrow paths towards the plateau.


  My one good ear echoed with the tremendous blast of the terrifying war machines. In that mechanical din, the screams of the injured and dying were hidden by that relentless, awful noise.


  Brian’s cheeks were wet with tears. ‘Those poor beggars are all going to die.’


  I said nothing. There were no words. I thought of Jamie, out there in that hell, with his comrades, and felt as though I could hardly breathe.
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  In the hours that followed, Brian and I frantically tried to get any news we could of the battle. We heard that the French Fifth Army, who had crossed the river at Berry au Bac, managed to take a steep ridge on the eastern tip of a place called Chemin des Dames.


  ‘The French even fought hand to hand,’ Brian told me. ‘Bayonets and shovels. But they did it, they knocked out German machine gun nests.’


  But even that news was no cause for celebration, for the Sixth Army had been caught in the valley and severely mauled by artillery and machine gun fire. The BEF had sustained massive casualties. The Germans did not get off lightly either. The casualties on both sides must have been in the tens of thousands. It was beyond comprehension. I wept for the men I had never met, and feared for those I had.


  ‘I have to find out what happened to Jamie,’ I said to Brian. ‘It’s too hard not knowing. Even the worst news is better than that.’


  Brian nodded, ‘I’ll help you, mate.’


  We found Jamie in the makeshift hospital at Venizel. He had been wounded but not badly, and had been ferried back across the river and treated.


  ‘Don’t know what to tell you, Louis,’ he said. There was a dazed look in his eyes, and his hands shook a little. ‘Can’t get the sound of those bloody guns out of my head. Think I’m going deaf like you, mate.’ He gave a crooked grin which took the sting out of his words.


  I wanted to say something, anything to express what I felt, what I imagined he felt, but could not find the words. All I could say was, ‘You’ll be right, mate,’ trying to match his tone. ‘Yep, soon be back to fighting Fritz,’ he shrugged, ‘and this time we’ll push ’em out, you’ll see.’ His voice was toneless.


  ‘Of course we will,’ I said, hoarsely. ‘Is there anything—anything I can do for you? Send a message to your parents maybe?’


  His face lit up. ‘That’d be mighty decent of you, Louis. The old mum worries, you know, good to let her know I’m all right. I’m not much of a writer, not like you.’


  I left soon after and it was only when I was back in our hotel quarters, my hands on the typewriter, that my mind became clear and the words began to come again, the words I needed to describe what had happened that day.


  I saw Jamie again a couple of days later, when Brian and I were in the field. This time, though, it was not on the field of battle. We’d heard that something was brewing and had gone out to outlying villages to see for ourselves.


  Jamie seemed to be back to his old self, the shock gone from his eyes. I was amazed by his resilience. The sights and sounds of the battle were still playing in my head, especially at night, in my dreams.


  He was with some other men in his unit. They’d been sent to visit local farmers and ask them for digging tools: spades, pickaxes, shovels.


  ‘So it’s true,’ Brian said, as I took photographs of an old farmer handing over a battered shovel.


  Jamie nodded. ‘Yep, we’re digging trenches. We’re having to borrow tools for miles around. Amazing how nice people have been over it,’ he added, smiling at the farmer, who of course didn’t understand his words, but understood the smile all right, and insisted on having his photograph taken next to Jamie.


  ‘It’s their country, my country, the Germans are threatening,’ I said. ‘Not surprising we all want to do everything we can, however small.’


  Jamie nodded.


  ‘What do you men think of what’s going on?’ asked Brian, scribbling in his notebook.


  ‘We think the trenches are a good thing,’ said Jamie, rather flatly.


  ‘Yes, but why do you think they are being built?’


  Jamie stared at him. ‘You must know. You saw what it was like out there.’


  ‘Yes, but I want to hear it from you. In your own words. For the readers back home.’


  Something flickered in Jamie’s eyes then. ‘It was hell,’ he said, at last. ‘We were pinned down. Helpless. It didn’t matter how well you thought you …’ He bit down on his lip, and went on, in a wooden tone, ‘The generals say we can’t sustain that kind of battle any longer. The losses …’ He paused. ‘The losses are too heavy.’


  ‘Did you lose mates, Jamie?’ said Brian.


  Jamie flinched, nodding. Anger and shame filled me. It didn’t feel right to persist in asking such questions. ‘We better let Jamie get on,’ I said, sharply, ‘and get on ourselves.’


  Brian waved me away as though I’d been a pesky fly. He continued to ask Jamie blunt questions, and Jamie answered them, although I could see it pained him. Both men shared an Australian forthrightness that reminded me of my mother.


  ‘Thank you, mate.’ Brian shook Jamie’s hand warmly. ‘I’m a pest, but I can’t see the point in turning a blind eye to what’s in front of us, hard as that may be.’


  Jamie looked at him. ‘No. Thank you,’ he replied, returning the handshake.


  ‘Could you fellows use some help with the digging?’ Brian asked.


  ‘I suppose so. But it’s not up to me.’


  ‘Good-oh. We’ll see you soon, then.’ And he marched off, hurriedly. I farewelled Jamie and set off after Brian, catching him up a short distance away.


  ‘Are you really going to dig trenches?’ I asked.


  ‘You said it yourself, we all are trying to help as we can. And besides, this way we know what’s happening, rather than chasing rumours.’


  ‘They won’t let you,’ I began.


  ‘Oh, they will. I’ll find a way.’ He stopped, and looked at me. ‘You mark my words, Louis, this is important. It could change everything.’


  ‘Eh?’


  ‘This is a whole new way of warfare. No more open battles. Everyone dug in. Do you know what it means?’


  ‘They’re trying to protect the men,’ I said. ‘This land’s too exposed. At least they’ll have shelter in the trenches.’


  ‘Right,’ he said. ‘The generals have realised they can’t fight a twentieth-century war with nineteenth century tactics. Those machine guns have put paid to that. But it’s more than that, Louis. It means we’ve reached a stalemate with the Germans. They won’t retreat any more and we can’t advance any more. We’re stuck.’


  ‘Not for long, surely,’ I cried. ‘They are on the back foot.’


  Brian shook his head. ‘They’re not going to give up. They’re in for the long haul. And they’re digging trenches too, just like us.’


  We found the officer who’d bawled us out the other day, Lieutenant Tomkins, in the soldiers’ tent-camps. He was much friendlier this time—because he’d been told by his superiors to co-operate with us. Apparently they’d decided it was a good opportunity to show ‘the people back home’ the change in tactics, which were sure to bring victory soon. So while Brian dug a little and scribbled a lot, I took photographs of the different stages of the trench-building, and made notes, for my own ‘readers back home’.


  The soldiers dug shallow trenches—no more than ditches really, that provided immediate protection from the guns. But the Germans adapted quickly, and we soon heard about a devastating attack that had happened on an entrenched unit of the BEF—not Jamie’s unit, thankfully—where new weapons, trench mortars, rifle grenades and hand grenades were used to terrible effect, lobbed directly into the trenches where they killed and maimed many men.


  ‘All this inventiveness used to develop weapons,’ I sighed. ‘I can’t get my head around it. This modern world, full of the stuff of imagination. Photography,’ I brandished my camera at Brian, ‘motor cars, aeroplanes, telephones, electricity … now look what it gives us!’


  ‘There’s a dark side to everything,’ Brian shrugged.


  Brian and I went to see how Jamie’s unit was faring. We found Lieutenant Tomkins grimly directing the building of a different kind of trench, much deeper with the walls braced with timber and other fortifications. ‘We’re going to go zig-zag to stop the enemy from just wiping out everyone if they get into the trenches.’ He gave a twisted smile. ‘When I was a boy, I used to always be amazed by the intricacy of rabbit warrens. Feels like we’re taking tips from the rabbits, right now.’


  Barbed wire was stretched over the top of the trenches, attached to cans full of stones. If the wire was touched, the stones would rattle, as a warning.


  As fast as the trenches were dug and fortified, more fearsome weapons were brought to destroy them. The war’s appetite for more and more destructive weaponry was unending. Siege howitzers lobbed massive shells directly into the trenches, causing even the strongest ones to collapse. More and more adaptations had to be made.


  Within a few weeks, the system of trenches settled into three main lines. The frontline trench, the most dangerous, was closest to ‘No Man’s Land’, the awful, and terrifyingly small stretch of land between the two opposing armies. Behind the frontline trench was a system of communication trenches to safely move men, equipment and supplies. Next was the support trench, where, if the front trench was captured, men could retreat to fight. The reserve trench was the last line of defence. The tent-camps were abandoned and the back or side trenches became the cramped quarters of the soldiers. In these trenches the men dug burrows into the dirt walls, making small, uncomfortable dugout shelves where they could attempt to sleep.


  Trench construction also had to be adapted. ‘Simply digging uses too many men and exposes them too much,’ Lieutenant Tomkins explained. ‘“Sapping” means only a few men digging a trench from opposite ends, much better.’


  Soldiers were tunnelling too. The diggers were protected by the ground above them, but there was another danger—tunnel collapse.


  The single strands of barbed wire were replaced by heavy curled lengths that formed a three-foot high obstacle for anyone attempting to attack the trench. They were hammered, as silently as possible, into posts, and ran in deadly coils across No Man’s Land, in front of our trenches. The Germans did the same in front of their trenches.


  ‘All very well,’ said Brian. ‘But if it stops the enemy getting into our trenches, then it also stops our blokes getting out and into theirs. I can’t see that it achieves much except to cage us all into the frontline.’


  Sitting in our makeshift quarters writing up the day’s events, it was hard to keep putting a positive angle on our reports.


  One of the officers in charge of the press corps came to see us. ‘You must be fully aware,’ he barked at all of us, ‘that you must spare no effort to keep the population focused on the idea that this war is not only winnable, but that we will soon be kicking the Germans out of France. Every reader of every newspaper should be in no doubt that we will be celebrating a triumph by Christmas’.


  He harangued us about our responsibility to keep up morale, and that every sentence we wrote should be a patriotic call to duty.


  Watching him leave, Brian frowned. ‘We didn’t need to be reminded of our patriotic duty, mate. We’re here aren’t we?’ he growled. ‘But I’ll be hanged if I’m going to give the punters false hope by underestimating the enemy. To speak of it being over by Christmas is ludicrous, unless we get another miracle of the Marne, only ten times more decisive, and that would be a miracle of miracles.’
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  My birthday was on the 2nd of October, and I received the best present I could hope for. My brother Thomas had been given a day’s leave, and I met him in Amiens. The town was a vital one, being a rail hub, and had been taken by the Germans from the BEF in a brutal fight in August. The French had bravely recaptured the town only days before. His unit, amongst others, was being shifted north. The men had been given a few hours’ leave before having to board the troop train. He looked like the other soldiers I saw every day, tired and haggard, but doing their best to keep their spirits up. But still, his appearance shocked me. The last time I saw him he looked so young and energetic. I hugged him and told him again and again how proud we all were of his commendation for bravery. He made light of it, being Thomas, but I knew that it had been awarded because he’d gone under fire to rescue two wounded comrades and successfully got them to hospital. They owed their lives to him.


  But Thomas didn’t want to talk about that. ‘But what about you, little brother?’ he exclaimed. ‘We are all very proud of you too, you know. You don’t know what a comfort it is to be able to read your articles in the paper. You are bringing news to families who have had to send their sons to a place they can’t comprehend. You are helping them understand. Don’t underestimate what that means.’


  I felt shy hearing his praise, thinking that his words were kind but not quite true. ‘I didn’t realise how hard it would be. It’s a constant battle to find out what is going on, and even more of a battle to get that news printed. I feel like we’re being deliberately kept in the dark sometimes.’


  ‘It doesn’t surprise me,’ Thomas said, looking up. ‘The news isn’t good, how could it be?’


  ‘I do have some good news though,’ I smiled. ‘I’ve met up with Jamie.’


  I told Thomas how Jamie had been caught up in the disaster of the Battle of the Aisne, and how he was now fighting in the trenches with his unit nearby where we were staying. ‘I’ve seen him a few times, each time I do I’m grateful that he is still with us. He is stoic, despite the hell that surrounds him.’


  ‘Jamie’s always been one to make the best of things.’


  ‘Jamie and Brian get on famously. They like to tell jokes I don’t always get.’


  ‘I’m happy you’ve found a friend and mentor in Brian,’ Thomas told me.


  ‘He has made getting used to this life a lot easier for me,’ I agreed. ‘He sees things with a clear head and he doesn’t suffer fools!’


  ‘That’s definitely a recommendation.’


  ‘Although he puts up with me talking about you,’ I added, winking.


  ‘I think he’s bringing out your Australian side,’ said Thomas with a wry smile.


  ‘Mama would be glad to hear that,’ I laughed.


  We spoke about home, and our parents, and marvelled how distant that happy world we knew before summer now seemed.


  ‘I often wonder about Hansel,’ Thomas said, looking at me pointedly.


  He didn’t need to say any more. Hansel was so often in my thoughts too. I couldn’t begin to comprehend that he was now my ‘enemy’. It was some consolation to me that in picking up a typewriter instead of a gun, I saved myself from the horrible possibility of ever aiming a weapon at my friend.


  ‘I’ve wanted to write to him, but, well … it’s hardly possible.’


  ‘No,’ agreed Thomas. ‘But you’ve reminded me.’ He reached into his pocket and pulled out a letter. For a moment I thought, hoped, it was from Marina.


  ‘It’s from Bertie. Saw him not long ago, he gave me this letter for you. His unit in the BEF has seen quite a bit of action in Belgium, but he’s coping well. Same old Bertie, you know, thinking more of others than himself.’


  Yes. I knew. I opened the letter, and read it to Thomas.


  
    Dear Louis


    Thought I’d send you a few words while I had the chance. Can’t tell you exactly where I am of course, but just let me tell you things are a little hot right here, we’re pushing Jerry pretty hard in the flat country. Blighters are pretty stubborn though. The chaps I’m with are a hardy lot. It would take more than a few whizz-bangs to worry them too much. Thomas tells me you’ve got into the reporting game, and you’re good at it, well done you. When this is all over, I insist you tell me all about it, old bean. How’s that camera I gave you doing? Not giving you grief I hope. Thinking of all the good times we all had, back in the old days. Funny to think of it as the old days, eh, but that’s what it feels like. New world now, not sure I like it, but there you go. Can’t choose our times. But hope all the old gang are doing all right. Send me a note back via Thomas if you like, he’ll make sure it reaches me. Keep safe, old bean. And keep your head down!


    Cheers from Bertie.

  


  There was a lump in my throat when I’d finished reading it. It was just so much like Bertie, and yet there was a note of longing in it, that I understood all too well. I said, ‘He seems all right.’


  ‘He is,’ said Thomas. ‘As right as you can be.’ I waited, but Thomas did not say anything more. He clearly did not want to speak of his experiences at the front. He’d answer my questions, up to a point. In the past days there had been a frontal attack against the Germans in Albert, a town to the north-west of Amiens. I knew Thomas had been in the fighting near there, as the Tenth Army, which he was part of, had been integral to the push under the command of General de Castelnau. Thomas called him ‘the fighting friar’, his popular nickname. He told me that he had recently worked as a runner, ferrying messages to and fro between unit commanders but beyond that, and telling me of the friendship and antics of his fellow soldiers, he wouldn’t, or couldn’t, confide more.


  I understood. Unlike Jamie, who’d been an army cadet and schooled in the idea of combat since childhood, Thomas would not have become a soldier, not if war hadn’t made him one.


  We ate supper together that evening, lingering over the meal, trying to compress as much as we could into those last few precious minutes. Before he left, I scrawled a short reply to Bertie. I included a photo I’d taken with his camera, one of the old farmer with his shovel, posing with Brian and a couple of soldiers.


  When the time came for Thomas and I to say goodbye, I could not help feeling a sharp pang of anxiety, remembering what I’d seen at the Aisne. ‘You will take care, won’t you?’ I urged him, and he hugged me, saying, ‘Yes—and the same to you, little brother. Right?’


  ‘Right,’ I echoed, and watched him go up the road with his comrades, wondering when I would see him again.


  [image: ]


  The French Tenth Army was now under the command of General Louis de Maud’huy who had earlier successfully captured several key areas during the Battle of the Aisne. Brian woke me early one morning with the news that the Tenth Army had surged into the far north of France, near Calais, and attacked the Germans, outflanking them and forcing them away from the coast and the important Channel ports.


  ‘It’s a race to the sea,’ Brian explained. ‘The battles have been moving that way for weeks. Albert, then Artois. The French have got some wind in their sails.’


  We packed up our kit, collected our typewriters. The surge northwards kept us correspondents constantly on the move.


  ‘The Brits have got to hope the Frenchies do hold ’em off,’ Brian said, one evening, ‘cos if they don’t, next thing, Fritz will be setting sail for Blighty, nothing surer.’


  ‘They threw too much of the BEF into the Aisne,’ another reporter, a tough Cockney Londoner by the name of Mitchell, added. ‘Poor blighters were exhausted.’


  ‘But they’re moving north now to join the French,’ I said. Jamie and his unit had gone on the 3rd. ‘They’ll be in position soon.’


  ‘Some of them’ll go to Belgium to shore things up there,’ said Brian. The papers were full of the battle of Antwerp, which the Germans had eventually won but not without extremely fierce fighting from both the Belgians and the British divisions stationed there. The Belgians were being pushed back and back but they fought like demons to control their territory. We were all in admiration of them. In France, the Belgians were often the butt of jokes. Not any more!
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  The push north by the French and the British was halted at Douai, when the German Sixth Army, under the command of Crown Prince Rupprecht himself, launched a ferocious counter-attack. Retreating to Arras, the French managed to hold off the Germans. We set up our temporary quarters in a small tavern. Arras had become an army town, and many of the locals had left for safer areas, for there was constant shelling going on. But there were still tough types who refused to leave their homes, and some shop and tavern keepers who saw an opportunity to both serve their country and make a bit of extra money as well. That sometimes led to fiery scenes when a shopkeeper might ask for more than what a soldier might think was a fair price.


  One evening, Brian and I had to break up a fight that had broken out between a couple of young soldiers and a burly tavern-keeper who’d apparently overcharged them for a beer. He swore it wasn’t true, and that the soldiers were trying to get out of paying at all. The soldiers didn’t speak French but they swore and shouted loudly enough, and the tavern-keeper understood well enough. One of the soldiers was Scottish, the other Australian, very young. The Scotsman was just eighteen.


  We sorted out the truth—or attempted to. Brian calmed the lads down, I apologised to the tavern-keeper on their behalf, and we took them off for a calming drink at our own quarters. ‘Crikey,’ said the Australian, whose name was Joe, ‘you chaps really must be crazy, being here when you don’t have to be!’ He was a chatty kind of fellow but his mate, Angus, hardly said a word but gazed into his drink as though he could see his future there. Maybe he could.


  ‘It’s our last night in this neck of the woods,’ Joe told us, lighting his cigarette. ‘A mob of us in the BEF are being shifted north into Belgium, to try to stop the Germans from getting to the ports there.’


  ‘Have you happened to come across a chap called Jamie Jackson? I asked, hoping to hear some news of him. ‘He’s another Australian in the BEF.’


  ‘No, sorry mate. Though there’s quite a few of us from home around the traps, you’d be surprised.’


  ‘We’ve come across a few too,’ agreed Brian. ‘It’s good to trip over a cobber once in a while.’


  ‘A lot of us blokes who were in England when this thing started joined their family regiment. There’s always been at least one Henderson in uniform, and now it’s me. I’m following my dad’s footsteps, and you won’t meet a prouder man in Adelaide. And, well, you can’t just stand by and watch your mates join up and wave them good bye, can you?’


  ‘They’re turning them away at recruitment offices back home,’ Brian said. He shook his head sadly. ‘It’s hard to feel as enthusiastic as they do, once you’ve seen what lies in store.’


  At that, Angus raised his head. ‘Aye, that’s the truth.’


  ‘What regiment is your mate in?’ Joe asked me.


  ‘The 2nd Worcestershire Regiment,’ I answered.


  ‘I think they’ve already been sent into Belgium. Strange name, can’t get my tongue around it. Wipers?’


  ‘Ypres?’ Brian asked, pronouncing it ‘Eepra’.


  ‘That’s it!’


  ‘Then good luck to them,’ I said.


  We all raised our glasses at that, in a silent salute.


  It was getting more and more difficult to get accurate information. I worried about Thomas, but at least I knew that his regiment hadn’t been moved to Belgium but was with the rest of the Tenth in the Pas-de-Calais area, holding the Germans back from the Channel ports.


  Being in Arras was good in one way as we were close to the action; but because the town was controlled by the military, it was more difficult to get first-hand accounts. We were constantly given excuses as to why we couldn’t report the battles the way we wanted to. ‘It’s too dangerous,’ or ‘you’d be in the way’ we were told.


  It was difficult too to find vehicles to hire, as nearly all of them were commandeered by the Army.


  They’d also taken over the telegraph office, which we had to use to wire our stories to the papers. Sometimes they wouldn’t let pieces through.


  ‘It’s ridiculous,’ Brian fumed. ‘The simple truth of why we are subject to this censorship, and why we are banned from the front, is that the British War Secretary doesn’t like journalists!’


  Kitchener had established a central press office in Charing Cross in London, which issued all official war news. Phillip Gibbs of the Daily Chronicle had already been arrested and sent back to England for filing reports from the front. I wasn’t sure if such a threat would apply to my work for Le Jour de Paris. So far, it hadn’t. The French authorities were a little less restrictive.


  ‘They’re afraid that if we show what it’s really like, we will put people in a funk,’ Brian raged. ‘Nonsense! If they only let us tell things as they are, then we’ll make people even more determined to fight. Everyone knows we’ve got to beat the Germans. What matters is that we’re all behind our blokes one hundred per cent. Our blokes, mind you,’ he added, ‘not these bone-headed officials who think we’re all sheep to be herded!’


  ‘But surely,’ I said, ‘there’s good work being done by British journalists still.’


  ‘They might try, but it doesn’t get through. I’ve seen the tripe the British press are publishing now,’ Brian thundered. ‘The bureau re-writes what does manage to get sent through, and turns it into recruitment drivel.’


  I shared his frustration, but I couldn’t see a way around it.


  We both tried our luck with various high-ups, arguing that if we were given a freer hand, we would write much more powerful pieces that would fire up readers and make them even more supportive of the war effort.


  It was no use. I’d almost resigned myself to staying here and filing second-hand stories when one morning I got news that stiffened my spine again.


  I opened the latest copy of Le Jour de Paris to see the headline, ‘Travelling with the Russian Steam-Roller’. The Russians had captured Eastern Galicia, crushingly defeating the Austro-Hungarians, and they’d also moved against Germany in Upper Silesia, in Poland. It was Aristide Jolivet’s report and it featured first-hand accounts, and several photographs in the field. Clearly the Eastern Front correspondents didn’t have Kitchener in charge!


  One of the photographs showed a field hospital: ‘Twin devotion: A nursing sister tends her brother-in-arms,’ was the caption. The photograph was of a young nurse at the bedside of an injured soldier, whose head was bandaged. My heart banged against my ribs, for I recognised them at once. The nurse was Marina. The soldier, Sergey. It was clear that Sergey had been injured but it must not have been too badly or they would not have taken his picture. But the hospital was also close to the frontline, and that made me fear for Marina as well. If the Germans overran it … or a shell landed on it …


  But she was there. She was there, in the thick of the action. She had not let her sex, her age, military rules or censorship stop her, just as she’d vowed.


  I stared at Marina—that small grey image of her that managed to find me all the way across Europe, an image that captured her determination and bravery—and I made my own vow.


  I went to Brian that very day and told him I could not stay here any longer. ‘I’m going to the trenches,’ I said, ‘and no-one is going to stop me.’ And I outlined a plan to him.


  The next morning, we told the officer in charge of the press corps that we were heading back to Paris. He looked relieved and we managed, with his help, to get a driver to take us back as far as Amiens.


  Once in Amiens, instead of getting other transport to take us back to Paris, we turned back north-east towards Albert where the French attack, that Thomas had been such a valiant part of, had stalled as the race to the sea progressed to the north-west. Smaller battles were still being fought in the area against retreating Germans around the Somme River.


  Approaching the outskirts of the town in the Somme countryside, we bailed up a French officer and explained what we planned to do.


  ‘We know it’s dangerous, but we want to write about what life in the trenches is like,’ I explained.


  ‘The real story of how our brave men live and fight,’ added Brian. ‘Personal stories of what our boys eat, how they sleep, who they’ve left behind. Hardly military secrets, but it would be sure to make people really appreciate what their sons and brothers and husbands are going through!’


  The officer looked perplexed. ‘I am not against this personally,’ he said, ‘but you do know, Mr Cook, that Lord Kitchener has threatened to shoot reporters that try to report direct from the frontline?’


  We were fully aware of the British command banning journalists from the front, but this extreme policy was news to me. I began to wonder if it was also news to Brian.


  ‘There’s plenty of fellows happy to pass on army news bulletins, and keep up morale typing their propaganda,’ Brian answered. ‘Kitchener can keep a tight a leash as he wants on the British reporters. But I’m Australian, and my friend here is not only Australian too, but French to boot. That’s why we’ve come to you.’


  ‘Monsieur,’ I chimed in, ‘can we really be lapdogs for the English aristocracy?’


  It was a thrust that went home. The officer smiled, and held out his hand to me. ‘Jean-Paul Bastien.’


  I shook his proffered hand warmly.


  ‘So you’ll help us?’


  ‘Oui.’


  He led us to the comparative safety of a reserve trench, and introduced us to the men who were stationed there, who welcomed us as comrades.
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  CHAPTER

  16


  I knew first-hand now how deadly this war was. I knew a shell or a burst of machine gun fire or a bayonet could blot out a life in an instant. I knew that no-one was safe, even in the shelter of the trenches. The young man from Champagne was not the only one whose death I’d witnessed. It was not something you got used to. But until that day in mid-October, it had not hit home in quite the way it did when I learned that Bertie had been killed at Ypres. The thought that calm, generous Bertie was no more seemed scarcely credible. How sadly I recalled those carefree days we’d all shared, back in Vienna, back before all this madness began! How painfully I read and re-read that last letter of his! Oh God. Poor Bertie. Poor, poor Bertie. I could only hope he had not suffered, but had died instantly.


  Jamie and Thomas were at Ypres too. And suddenly I knew I must go there. Brian had been talking about going to Belgium anyway, despite the fact the BEF presence was heavy there and Kitchener’s threat still loomed. I’d intended to stay put, to continue to report from here, where at least we had an accepted place. But Bertie’s death shook me hard. Now, I readily agreed to go as well, to honour my poor friend’s memory and bear witness, and to be as close to Thomas as I could.


  So we said goodbye to the friends we’d made in the Somme trenches and left, not without a certain amount of guilt, at least on my part. Brian was more philosophical. ‘They’ll not be sentimental about it. You shouldn’t be.’


  Battles had already been raging around Ypres for more than a week by the time we got there. Ypres was one of those pretty fortified Flemish towns full of medieval buildings and a long and proud history. It sat in a flat, somewhat dreary, landscape but its lovely buildings were now getting a severe pounding from endless bombardments.


  Standing right in the path of the German sweep through Belgium towards the sea, the town was of great strategic importance. The BEF, under the command of Sir John French, had retreated there after Antwerp fell. They’d joined other Corps of the British Army, including the First Corps under the command of General Douglas Haig, and combined with the Belgian army and the French forces under the command of General Ferdinand Foch.


  We met a Belgian correspondent, Emile Daessens. He told us the plan had been for a coordinated Allied attack that might help our forces quickly recapture Lille and Brussels. ‘Foch and French hoped for a quick victory,’ he said, adding, with a grim smile, ‘but the Boche had other plans.’


  ‘Don’t they always,’ growled Brian. ‘You’d think we’d have learned that by now. What about those intelligence networks we’re always hearing about? Aren’t they supposed to have spies behind enemy lines?’


  ‘They do,’ said Emile. ‘And there’s been some good work come out of them, but it’s dangerous work, anyone who gets caught is shot on the spot. I was told there’s been dozens of radio messages intercepted, too. But they can’t keep track of it all. And the Germans are throwing everything they’ve got at this battle. I’ve heard they’ve even recruited some very young fellows, well below serving age—under fifteen, some of them are—to swell their numbers, they’re so desperate to win.’


  ‘They outnumber us anyway,’ said Brian, ‘so they hardly need the youngsters. It’s certain that they don’t intend the Channel ports to slip through their fingers, and it’s going to be a hell of a fight to get them to change their minds.’


  It had been a hell of a fight already and showed no sign of letting up. I learned that poor Bertie had died in an attempt by a division of the BEF to advance eastwards: ‘we only gained three miles at a cost of more than 2,000 men,’ one young officer told me, sadly.


  The Tenth Army division to which Thomas’ corps belonged was somewhere on the coast between Nieuwpoort and Dixmude, north-west of Ypres, fighting alongside the Belgians attempting to push back a concerted German assault. Jamie’s regiment was in a reserve position in the vicinity of Polygon Wood south of Ypres. Fighting was concentrated up and down the roads radiating out in every direction from Ypres, for the German high command had decided on a pincer movement to encircle the defending forces. It was clear this was going to be one of the major campaigns of the war so far, and because there was so much to report on, Brian and I decided to go off in different directions—me following the Belgians and French at Nieuwpoort, Brian deciding to risk Kitchener’s ire by following the BEF heading south towards Armentières.


  At Nieuwpoort, I interviewed a French soldier, my brother Thomas. We came across each other literally by chance in the street—he had been sent to deliver a message from his unit commander, not long after the canal locks had been opened—and we spent a few moments together. All too soon he had to return to duty, but the sight of him, dirty, unshaven, tired but smiling, gladdened me immensely. I did not tell him about Bertie. I did not think it right, not at that moment. There would be time later, I thought.
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  Maybe it was superstition too. Despite his dangerous work as a runner, I had a hopeful thought that Thomas had some special luck, and I didn’t want to jinx it. Brian had written a light little piece for the Sydney Mail a while back about a soldier in the BEF who was known as Four-Leaf-Clover Sam because he’d miraculously escaped several things that should have killed him. I had a shrewd suspicion that Four-Leaf-Clover Sam was one of those legends that quickly build up around war, stories that have some basis in the truth, but are also a tall tale. But in my heart I wanted to believe that Thomas was my own private version of Four-Leaf-Clover-Sam.
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  CHAPTER

  17


  I returned to Ypres, but as Brian hadn’t yet come back from Armentières, I decided to head for Polygon Wood where Jamie’s regiment, the 2nd Worcestershires, were in reserve position, just west of the wood. I planned to take some photographs for a series of articles on the medical crews in the region. They were working tirelessly—from the frontline first aid posts, to the battalion aid stations in the trenches, to the collection centres, the field hospitals where the emergency surgeries were performed, right up to the big base hospitals where the bulk of patients were sent to convalesce.


  I hitched a ride in an ambulance ferrying wounded from the frontline to the field hospitals around Gheluvelt, a village on the Menin Road, on the low ridge near Ypres. It was the last place still in British hands from which German lines could be overlooked and attacked. There were four British regiments there, the Queens, the Royal Scots Fusiliers, the Welsh and the Kings Royal Rifles, fiercely defending their positions against increasing German attack.


  I arrived on the evening of 30 October. The 2nd Worcestershire was still in reserve, but all other units had been sent as reinforcements. Battle was raging in Gheluvelt, and from Polygon Wood you could hear the sound of guns and see the smoke rising into the air, with the tall Gheluvelt church spire just visible through the smoke. Wounded soldiers were being brought in a constant stream to the relative safety of the collection point in the wood. The doctors, orderlies, stretcher-bearers and drivers were being worked off their feet. I soon abandoned my camera and pitched in to help. I was readily accepted as another pair of hands to fetch and carry and help those who could be moved onto the trucks so they could be taken to the much greater safety of the field hospital several kilometres away from the frontline.


  The 2nd Worcestershire’s time in reserve had allowed them precious sleep and decent food, at least something better than their standard rations of bully beef and thin Maconochie stew. They knew that it was likely they’d soon get called into action, but three months of war had given them confidence in their fighting powers and trust in each other, and they were remarkably calm, even jovial. I found Jamie in the midst of a group of mates, looking pretty much like his old self, and at night shared stew and bread with them.


  Despite the calm atmosphere in the wood, it was an uneasy night, for me at least, and I barely slept. Towards dawn I fell into a fitful doze, only to awake with a jump to a loud crashing sound. Gun-fire!


  The Germans must be very close!


  If I was nervous, nobody else seemed to be. The cooks were busy making breakfast, the men sitting around talking as if nothing was happening. ‘There’s a big attack going on right now,’ said Jamie, over breakfast. ‘We’ll probably have to go in soon.’


  ‘How soon?’


  He shrugged. ‘When they give the order.’


  Hours passed. The thunderous sound of gunfire grew louder and louder. Still the men sat around, waiting for the order. They cleaned their guns, played cards, smoked, had cups of tea, while stragglers and the wounded trickled in from beyond the wood and the medical staff prepared all the kit to set up their first aid posts. Some of the medics would follow their battalion into action and set up a post only a few hundred metres from the frontline. Others would stay at the collection point, and I was told to stay with them.


  Bad news filtered in. The German infantry was coming in huge numbers, overwhelming the battalions defending Gheluvelt who numbered only about a thousand men all told. By midday it was clear that the village had been lost and a big breach made in British battle lines. If that gap was not closed then Ypres was exposed and so were the other forces.


  Finally the order was given. The 2nd Battalion had to counterattack to regain the lost positions. It had to strike swiftly, making a desperate dash against German guns. The scouts were sent on ahead to cut all wire fences in the way. Soldiers were given extra ammunition, and told to leave kitbags behind and to fix bayonets at the ready.


  The lighter ambulances were also being readied. While no-one ever fired on ambulances directly, or deliberately, it was dangerous work. At any moment a stray shell or bullet might hit them.


  From our corner of the wood, I could see the village burning—smoke and flames rising high in the air, mingling with the never-ending thunder and crash of the guns bombarding the areas still holding out. The men were moving at a fast pace onto the ridge, and surprise was on their side. But not for long, for as the German batteries caught sight of them, a perfect storm of gunfire broke out, cutting down the advancing line. Still they kept grimly going on. At the collection centre, it was bedlam. Ambulances and stretcher bearers were going hell for leather, bringing back the wounded and returning to collect even more almost immediately. I had just delivered some fresh water to the medic when one of the drivers called me over. ‘We’re a man down,’ he said, grimly pointing out a still, bloodstained figure. He threw an orderly’s coat at me. ‘Come with us.’


  ‘Just do what you’re told, do what you can and you’ll be fine,’ he said, pointing me towards his ambulance. ‘Bert’s the name.’


  I flinched a little at that, thinking of Bertie whom I would never see again. Slipping on the coat, I hurried to join the other two stretcher bearers returning to the frontline. My heart was beating fast but otherwise I felt quite clear and steady. There was no time to even introduce myself to the stretcher bearers, and no time to be afraid. Things were moving so fast it was hard to make sense of it.


  Over one hundred men had been killed in that first rush, but most of the platoons had succeeded in scrambling across the railway, through hedges and fences, and had burst into the grounds of the castle.


  The Germans had been ill-prepared for this new advance, being busy trying to mop up the last of the original defenders, who were still making a brave stand. With this extra threat against them, the battle grew even fiercer. The British artillery some distance away was shelling the area to protect our forces as they advanced.


  The screams and groans at the first aid posts mingled with the crash of the guns to make a hellish cacophony. Dreadful sights were all around. Dead men lay over the ground, others were mortally injured, with limbs blown off, or with even more horrifying injuries. The mix of smells—gunpowder, burning houses, burning flesh—was putrid.


  But there was no time to think about that. We tried to help those who could be helped and offer brief comfort to those who were almost beyond it. My eyes were stinging in the acrid air, my head spinning, my hands shaking. I kept grimly on, determined that I would not for one instant falter.


  All around us, metre by fiercely-fought metre, the village was being retaken. Soldiers fought hand to hand amongst burning houses and the pounding artillery rained down from both the German and British guns. Roofs caved in, walls exploded, and the buildings crumbled. Gheluvelt was being destroyed.


  As the British went from house to house trying to rout out snipers and hold-outs, the Germans were being slowly pushed back. From my relatively safe distance on the outskirts of the village, all I could see of it was a haze of smoke and fire.


  I had no idea how much time had passed, for time had ceased to have any meaning. We worked on and on, moving and carrying and comforting. The light was fading, so it must have been sometime in the afternoon. Yet another cluster of wounded men were waiting for us. Guiding the ambulance through the haze and the rubble, we drove towards them, ready to do whatever we could.


  Bert stopped the ambulance a small distance from them, and my fellow orderlies and I jumped out, running as fast as our weary legs could carry us. At that moment, a stray shell burst with a flash of light. A deafening roar thundered in my right ear. The ambulance burst into flames.


  We were flung flat on the ground, shrapnel exploding around us. I felt a sharp pain in my left shoulder, and knew I’d been hit. Someone screamed; it was Bert.


  He was staggering out of the burning vehicle, his clothes on fire. I tried to walk over to him, but before I’d gone more than a few steps, I passed out, and knew no more.


  I awoke to juddering and shaking. My shoulder seemed to be on fire. I touched it gingerly. It had been roughly but efficiently bandaged. My head was pounding, but I tried to make sense of my surroundings. It was dark but not cold. For a moment I had no idea where I was. I could hear sounds around me. Groans. Screams. A soft murmur, a name repeated over and over, a woman’s name. Gradually my senses returned and I realised I was lying in the back of an ambulance truck with several other men.


  I remembered the last moments before I’d passed out, and wanted to know what had happened to Bert. I struggled to sit up, to see if he was in the ambulance with me, but when I tried to raise my head I felt so dizzy and nauseous that I had to lie down again before I was sick.


  A thought struck me. My camera. My notebook. My kit bag was at the collection point. I had to get it back. I had to make them understand it was important. I couldn’t lose all those interviews, all those pictures. I had to tell them.


  But there was no-one to tell. The priority was attending to the badly injured. Those with less severe injuries, like myself, had to wait. The nurses made sure we were comfortable but then swiftly disappeared to help the constant stream of seriously wounded.


  It was hours before the doctor came round to me. He was a tall man of about forty with a Canadian accent, a gaunt exhausted face and a bloodstained coat. He took off my bandage, took a look at the wound and grunted. ‘You’ll not be carrying a stretcher for a few days, buddy, but you’ve been lucky, it’s just a flesh wound.’ He moved on before I had a chance to say anything.


  I was beginning to obsess about my notebook and camera, worried that my kitbag would be lost, taken, or bombed. Towards morning, after a night of sleeplessness intermingled with agitated dreams, I’d made a decision. I had to get out of here, rescue my lost gear, and carry on with my work. Told sternly by a nurse at the processing desk to get back to bed, I protested, ‘I’m fine, I have to go.’


  ‘We’ll wait and see what the doctor says,’ she retorted. ‘Your unit will manage without you for a little while.’


  ‘You don’t understand,’ I said, desperately. ‘I’ve left my bag at the collection point.’


  ‘It can wait,’ she said, calmly writing in her ledger.


  ‘No! It’s got my camera, my notebook, all my interviews. I’ve got to get them.’


  Her pen stilled in mid-air. ‘What did you say?’


  ‘My camera,’ I repeated, and then broke off as I saw the look in her eyes. Too late, I realised the spot I’d put myself in. Not only was I not an orderly, but I was a civilian, and a reporter to boot, caught at the frontline without permission. I remembered Kitchener’s ban on frontline reporting. I remembered what had happened to Philip Gibbs, sent to prison for just such a thing.


  ‘I’m not British,’ I declared, quickly, before she could say anything. ‘I’m a French journalist, and I write for Le Jour de Paris. I have permission from Lieutenant Bastien. He talked to your people here.’ I was talking fast, hoping she’d get confused. She did. But not in the way I’d hoped. She called over an orderly and told him to fetch a military policeman. There was nothing I could do but wait, for there was nowhere to run to.


  The military policeman was a gruff British Northerner named Jenkins. He plainly did not like reporters and I’m sure that if it had been Brian caught in the same position—not that Brian would have been idiotic enough to do what I had—he’d have been clapped into irons immediately. But I was officially working for the French and he couldn’t do with me as he might have done to one of his own compatriots. As it was, I got a severe tongue-lashing. ‘You’re a bloody disgrace,’ the MP hissed. ‘Vultures, that’s what you newspaper men are, making money out of suffering! If I had my way the lot of you would all be arrested for the duration! Anyway, why aren’t you fighting, like a real man?’


  I swallowed. ‘I—I was deemed unfit, sir.’


  He sneered. ‘Rich daddy to get you out of it, is that it?’


  Anger flamed into my face. ‘No. I’m deaf in one ear, sir.’


  ‘A cripple and a vulture, then,’ he said, unmoved. ‘You don’t belong here. You only get in the way.’


  He wasn’t impressed by my battlefield wound or my feeble protestations that I’d been helping the medics, in fact that seemed to inflame him further. ‘I suppose you’re just going to use this to your own benefit, writing your tawdry pieces for the entertainment of your readers!’


  ‘No,’ I said, shakily, ‘I can’t, I’m just …’


  ‘Shut up,’ he said, angrily. His eyes narrowed as a thought struck him. ‘How do you speak such good English anyway, if you’re a Frog as you say?’


  ‘I’m Australian,’ I stammered. ‘My mother’s Australian. My father is French. One of my Australian friends—he’s in the 2nd Worcestershire. I—I just wanted to honour him and his mates. To those brave fighting men, who …’


  He cut me off, but his expression had softened a little. ‘The 2nd Worcestershire?’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ I said, eagerly. ‘He’ll vouch for me. James Jackson. He’s …’


  ‘Be that as it may, you’re here illegally, and you can’t stay,’ he said, sharply. ‘Soon as the doc says you’re fit to go, you’ll be trucked out. And don’t try to sneak back in,’ he added, grimly. ‘Next time, we won’t be so lenient. Understood?’


  ‘Yes, sir. Er—my—my bag, it’s at the collection point back in Polygon Wood—it has my camera. I wondered if I could …’


  ‘No!’ the MP snapped. ‘You can say goodbye to all that. Property of the Army, now.’


  He wouldn’t listen to any plea, and so I had to resign myself to the loss of my notes and my camera. It was a bitter loss, and the fact the camera had been given to me by Bertie made it worse.


  The doctor pronounced me fit to travel, and I was sent off in disgrace, back to Ypres, with the MP’s parting words ringing in my ears. ‘A cripple and a vulture.’


  Was that what I was, I asked myself sadly, as the truck lumbered on its way. My shoulder hurt. But the pain of it was small compared to the ache of uncertainty in my heart.
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  CHAPTER

  18


  Back in Ypres Brian was waiting for me. He looked more agitated than I’d ever seen him, but he clasped my good arm firmly. ‘You look like you’ve been in the wars.’ He smiled grimly. ‘Hope you can still type one-handed.’


  ‘I don’t know that I’d be much use, with one hand or two.’ I shamefully told him that I’d been caught reporting from the frontline. ‘The MP called me a vulture. A parasite, feeding off blood.’


  Brian shook his head, ‘Don’t let that sort of nonsense get to you. They’ve got their reasons to not want you reporting, and you know what you’re doing and why. Looks to me like you’ve fought a fine battle to report it too.’


  ‘A pointless one. My camera and notebook are gone. I did try to get back to get them, but that’s when I stupidly ‘fessed up what I was doing. Up until then, they thought I was a stretcher bearer.’


  ‘Jeez, mate, what if you’d been arrested, or worse? What the hell did you think you were doing? Your parents …’


  I saw his sudden look of fear.


  ‘I’m here now, and in one piece. I’ll be better in no time and my parents won’t have to know, let alone worry.’


  Brian still looked uneasy.


  ‘Oh my God. Thomas!’ A cold terror gripped my stomach as I suddenly understood the look on Brian’s face. ‘He’s—he’s been killed?’


  ‘No. No. He’s alive. But hurt.’ Brian hesitated. ‘Fairly seriously. Just heard this morning. He …’


  I cut him short. ‘Where is he?’


  ‘Calais.’


  ‘What happened?’


  ‘I don’t know. Apparently it was two days ago. Soon as they could move him, they shipped him and the other wounded from Nieuwpoort.’


  I felt numb, remembering how I’d spoken to him only a few days ago. It must have happened almost straight after that. ‘My parents …’


  ‘They won’t know yet. I only learned it by chance.’


  There was a lump in my throat. ‘I’ve got to tell them. And I’ve got to fetch him home. I don’t care how, I’ll make it happen.’


  ‘Fair enough. But even if they let you take him from Calais, it’s going to be expensive. You’re going to have to get a car. You can’t take him any other way.’


  ‘I can manage.’ My meagre savings had just about run out, in fact, but I didn’t care. Once I got to Calais, I’d figure it out, I thought.


  ‘Look, mate,’ said Brian, his tone sympathetic, ‘I was planning to go back towards the coast and then to Paris anyway. My paper wants me to interview some people in the government. Why don’t we head off together? I’ll find us a car and driver and you can pay your share later.’


  Brian’s kindness overwhelmed me. In a normal situation, I’d have insisted upon doing everything myself, but there was nothing normal about this, and all I wanted was to get Thomas home.


  The drive took longer than it might have, as the driver had to find a zig zag route away from the trenches. I willed the car to go faster, haunted by the fear that if I wasted one more moment I would never see Thomas again. Like Bertie, he would vanish from my life without a goodbye.


  We crossed over the border into France and we came across a small village that had clearly already seen battle. ‘Stop a moment,’ Brian ordered our driver, who’d been about to skirt it. Brian had leapt out of the car, and set off at a fast pace towards the village.


  ‘Brian!’ I shouted. ‘What on earth are you doing?’ My voice was angry, desperate. All I could think of was to keep going without delay or diversion. I jumped out of the car after him, intending to drag him back to the car if I had to, so we could reach Calais before Thomas … I didn’t dare finish the thought.


  He turned. His face was still, and he, inexplicably, placed a finger over his lips, shushing me. I stopped and looked at the scene before us.


  We were confronted with a desolate wasteland. The place was utterly deserted—just about every house was a shell, the roofs burned and caved in, the broken spines of walls and piles of rubble were all that remained of what had once been peoples’ homes. The streets was strewn with broken glass, masonry and tiles, smashed bits of rifles, swords, battered helmets, debris of every description. It is hard to explain just why what I saw disturbed me so. After all, I’d seen worse, much worse, in the trenches and the battlefields.


  There was not a soul to be seen, and not a sound to be heard. The heavy silence spoke of terrible violence.


  Small scraps of ash and leaves fluttered in the wind. A dirty piece of paper landed at Brian’s feet and he bent down to pick it up. He handed it to me, wordlessly.


  It was a bloodstained, crumpled letter, written in German.


  I looked at it, a lump in my throat. I read it out loud, translating.
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  The letter would never reach Franz’s girl. He had probably been killed and was rotting in some mass grave not far from where we stood. I thought of Hilda, waiting for him in Germany. She would never even have the small consolation of knowing that his last thoughts before facing his death had been of her.


  Dear God. Franz was a total stranger, more so, he’d been the enemy, the invader, part of the relentless German war machine that had killed my poor friend Bertie, injured my only brother, and pounded this village so relentlessly like so many others. And yet—and yet—how those stranger’s words struck me to the heart! I walked rapidly back to the car, hardly knowing what I was doing, only that I wanted to get away from there as soon as possible.


  We finally reached Calais in the early evening, and made our way at once to the base hospital, where on presenting my ID documents and telling the nurses I was Thomas’ next of kin, I was allowed in. Brian was told to wait outside.


  ‘You know your brother’s lost his leg?’ said the nurse, looking up at me.


  I felt it like a punch. ‘No.’


  ‘It was so badly mangled it had to come off,’ said the nurse. ‘They did a good job, at the field hospital. It’s healed well. He’s lucky.’


  Lucky? Lucky? I thought. But I said nothing.


  ‘He was a hero, they tell me,’ she said. ‘First over the line, straight at the enemy. A wonder he survived.’


  I nodded, as a shiver rippled over me. I did not want to think of what might have happened. She looked at me. ‘Are you all right, Monsieur Jullian?’


  ‘Yes,’ I managed to say, and I followed her as she led the way to the ward.


  My brother was down the end of a long room filled with rows of iron beds, each containing a wounded soldier. Passing by them on our way to Thomas’ side, I saw here a man whose right eye had been bandaged, there another man whose sleeve hung empty, over there a man whose face had been twisted by shrapnel, and here a man whose injuries were not apparent, but who lay curled up on the bed, shaking like a leaf. Opposite him was another, his body intact but silent and still, his face wore the dulled expression of a man who had seen into the very pit of hell. I had seen men like this before, shell-shocked from crouching for long and dreadful hours under the constant roar and scream of shells and guns, waiting for the order that will throw them again headlong into the jaws of fire above.


  I finally caught sight of Thomas. He was lying covered by a thin blanket, the lower half of his body out of sight. But it was the look on his face that struck me first. It was as though, looking at his familiar features, I saw a stranger’s face. A stranger whose blue eyes were empty of the brightness my brother had always had in such abundance. My chest felt tight as I remembered the last few times I’d seen him. He’d been tired but in good spirits, although his eyes and his silences had hinted at horrors seen and endured. Now it was not even that, his face did not hint at anything. It was the face of a man alive, but dead.


  ‘Private Jullian,’ said the nurse, briskly, ‘look who’s come to see you.’


  Thomas had seen me. Of course he had. But his eyes did not change, and he didn’t say a word. He stared straight ahead.


  ‘He had a bad night. Nightmares. Kept half the ward awake,’ the nurse said. ‘Now you can stay only a few minutes, mind.’ The click of her disappearing heels sounded faintly disapproving, like her words.


  Once she’d gone, I sat on a small wooden stool beside Thomas’ bed, and reached for his hand, which was lying on top of the bedsheet. He didn’t respond, but his hand sat motionlessly on mine.


  I whispered. ‘Thomas, I’ve come to take you home. To Paris. Mama and Papa—they’ll be …’


  The words stuck in my throat. I’d been about to say, ‘they’ll be so glad to see you,’ but how could I say that? How could they be glad to see their eldest son in such a state? I swallowed, and went on, ‘They’ll want to look after you.’


  ‘No,’ said Thomas. His voice was flat. Still, he didn’t look at me.


  I hadn’t expected that. I’d thought it was the army I had to argue with, not my brother. ‘But, Thomas, home would be so much better for you …’


  ‘What do you know about that?’ he asked, and this time there was a harsh note to his voice that chilled me. And still he stared straight ahead.


  ‘I don’t—but I—for Mama’s and Papa’s sake.’


  ‘No,’ he said, turning his head into the pillow.


  ‘But Thomas,’ I pleaded.


  But he wouldn’t speak, after that. He wouldn’t speak, or look at me. I had to leave. The nurse was making gestures at me across the room. Sadly, I went out, rejoining Brian outside.


  ‘So how did it go?’


  ‘Not well,’ I replied, and told him.


  He nodded. ‘Poor beggar’s ashamed.’


  ‘There’s nothing to be ashamed of,’ I cried. ‘He’s been hurt. He needs to go home. To be looked after.’


  ‘Is that what you wanted, Louis, when you got injured?’


  I looked at him. ‘No, but that was different. I—I was barely hurt. I had to get on with things. But Thomas … he’s lost his leg. He can’t—can’t go back.’


  ‘Exactly,’ said Brian. ‘And that’s what shames him.’


  I said nothing.


  ‘You’ve got to get him home, anyway,’ Brian said.


  ‘You think so?’


  Brian nodded. ‘He might think right now he prefers to be here, hidden away, but if he stays—it’ll just get worse. Surrounded by suffering like that all the time. I’ve seen men fall into such a funk that they lose the will to live.’


  The terror gripped at my stomach again as I remembered the emptiness in Thomas’ eyes. ‘But what do I do? I can go and ask for him to be released but if he won’t come, what then?’


  ‘Then we have to persuade him to,’ said Brian, calmly. ‘But first of all, perhaps you should contact your parents.’


  The terror became anguish. Yes, I knew I had to tell them. But how?


  Deciding against sending a telegram, I endured a long wait in a queue to use a telephone in the post office. When finally it was my turn and the operator had connected me to my parents’ line in their Paris apartment, it was not my father who came to the telephone but my mother. When she heard my voice, she exclaimed, ‘Louis! I am so glad to hear from you! Where are you? Are you coming home soon?’


  ‘Soon, Mama, yes, soon, and …’ I began, but she interrupted me.


  ‘I’m sorry we missed your birthday, I hope you managed to have at least a decent meal, and was Thomas able to share it with you?’


  I gulped. ‘We—we did have a meal together.’


  ‘That’s good! I’m so glad! Glad to think of my two darling boys together on such a day.’


  Tears sprang to my eyes as I gripped the handset. ‘Mama—there is something—something I—I have to tell you. It’s—it’s about Thomas.’


  I heard her shocked intake of breath, and cursed myself for a fool. Hurriedly, I said, ‘He is in hospital, and—and I am here with him—’


  ‘Where?’ she asked, and her voice was very quiet.


  ‘Calais. But I’m going to bring him home, Mama. We’ll both come home together.’


  ‘If he can be moved, then—he is all right? He is all right, Louis?’


  I hesitated. I almost lied, thinking it might be kinder—better—to let her find out the truth when we were there, in the flesh. But I thought better of it. ‘Mama—he—he has been quite badly hurt. He—he has lost his leg.’ I heard her gasp, and went on quickly, ‘but they say he was lucky, the surgery worked, his leg’s healed well, and he—he spoke to me, when I went to see him just now …’


  The person behind me in line was looking daggers at me. I must have used up my quota of time. Turning my back on them, I whispered into the mouthpiece, ‘Please don’t worry, Mama. I will get him home as soon as I can. I will get us both home.’


  ‘Yes,’ she said, in a voice so faint I hardly heard her. ‘Yes, Louis. I am counting on you.’


  ‘Of course,’ I stammered. ‘I won’t let you down. I swear. I—I love you, Mama.’


  But she didn’t answer. It was a moment before I realised that the connection had dropped out. Stumbling out of the post office, I could feel a hot hard ball of tears lodged in my throat, tears that I didn’t want to shed, not in front of all these people.
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  We stayed that night in a cheap hotel in Calais.


  ‘I don’t know how long it will take me to convince Thomas to come with me,’ I told Brian. ‘If you need to push on to Paris, I can stay here until he’s ready.’


  Brian shook his head. ‘I’ll stay put, mate. You could do with the hand. And I’ll fill in time talking to the blokes here.’ Calais was full of British soldiers—as a Channel port it was an important base for them as much as the French.


  The next morning, before I set off for the hospital, Brian handed me a small parcel wrapped in brown paper. ‘You give this to your brother. Compliments of the Australian press.’


  I looked at him, a little puzzled, and he gave me a cheeky grin. ‘It’s not much, mind you. Been carrying it in my kitbag, thought it was time to lighten the load.’


  When I came into the ward, Thomas was sitting up on his bed, staring into space. The nurse had told me he’d hardly slept again last night. There were new shadows under his eyes, but he was as closed-off as he had been yesterday.


  A bitter feeling squirmed through me, an uneasy mix of anger, pity, and love. I wanted to comfort him, and help him. I wanted to tell him about being glad to see him again, and about the phone call to our mother. I said nothing of that, all the words I had planned to say clogged in my throat. Instead, reaching into my coat pocket, I took out the parcel Brian had given me and held it out to him. ‘Thomas, do you remember my friend Brian Cook, the Australian newsman you met once? He said to give this to you.’


  I felt stupid. What would Thomas care about a present from someone he’d met for five minutes? It was absurd. I was absurd. But then Thomas turned and though he did not take the parcel, he looked at me and I thought that there was something in his expression, some tiny spark there and I knew that I must go on.


  ‘Do you know, Thomas, he’s been staying up half the night sending telegraphs to Sydney as well as London so he can get pieces in all the papers at once? I thought I was doing well, but he’s got me beat, easily.’ I continued babbling on, the words flowing as though this was normal, merely the continuation of a paused conversation, and not the ridiculous exhibition I was making of myself, for no good reason. My voice was rising too though I did not know how that was happening, and I could see the nurses across the ward beginning to look over at us. In this hushed, sad place, my foolishness seemed even more glaring, and yet I could not stop myself.


  ‘Do you remember saying to me you liked that piece about those taxis of the Marne? Well, I forgot to tell you I wrote one about the planes, and then Le Jour wanted one about the dog-carts of the Belgian refugees, and another about the motorcycles of the dispatch riders. I rather think that if I’m not careful, I’m going to be stuck with being the dedicated transport correspondent!’


  Now Thomas’ eyes were really on me. Was that a tiny smile, flickering over his face? Or a grimace of pain? I went on, ‘Do you know what I saw the other day too? An article by our old friend Jolivet. He too is getting stuck in vehicle talk—only in his case, it’s the Russian steamroller, as he called it!’ An idea came into my mind, and I told a small white lie. ‘And do you know what—I had a telegram from Marina the other day. Do you believe it!’


  ‘She wrote?’ said Thomas. His voice was almost normal, and it made my heart beat faster.


  Trying to keep my own voice steady, I said, lightly, ‘Yes, she did, but only a few words. You know what telegrams are like.’


  ‘And Marina,’ said Thomas.


  I nodded. ‘Telegrams and Marina were made for each other.’


  This time, there was a definite smile at the corner of Thomas’ mouth as he observed, ‘What a pity you are not a telegram then.’


  It wasn’t a bad joke, either, considering, and I laughed, still nervous.


  I took the opportunity of his lightened mood to try again to hand him Brian’s parcel.


  Opening it, he revealed a rather lurid yellow-covered book called Mystery of a Hansom Cab, by Fergus Hume. There was a short note with it: ‘One silver franc says you can’t work it out.’


  ‘What on earth …’ I said, but Thomas interrupted me. ‘I’ve heard about this book,’ he said. ‘When we were in Australia. It’s like the Australian version of Sherlock Holmes.’


  Thomas was a great fan of Sherlock Holmes. ‘Have you read it before, then?’


  ‘No. Never got round to it.’ He leafed through the book. ‘It’s set in Melbourne.’


  ‘Brian’s from Melbourne,’ I said.


  ‘We must not hold that against him,’ Thomas said.


  ‘No,’ I said, and we looked at each other and smiled. And it was then that I was finally able to tell him that I’d spoken to Mama, and what she’d said. He was quiet a moment, then he said, ‘It’s not—not that I don’t want to see them, or home.’


  ‘I know,’ I said, gently.


  ‘It’s just …’ His hand absently stroked the book. ‘I don’t know if I can …’


  ‘I will be with you, every step of the way. Please, Thomas. Please let me bring you home.’


  ‘I can’t.’ His voice faltered, his eyes turned in the direction of his absent leg, then he quickly turned his gaze away.


  My heart sank. I was about to plead with him when all at once my eyes alighted on the book again and I had an idea. ‘Tell me something,’ I said. ‘Are you taking Brian’s bet?’


  ‘What?’ he said, sounding astonished.


  ‘He bet you one silver franc that you can’t guess the solution to The Mystery of a Hansom Cab.’


  He looked at me. ‘Oh, that. Yes. So?’


  ‘Are you confident of winning?’


  ‘Not a hundred per cent certain, but pretty confident I can. I’ve read a lot of detective stories. Why?’


  ‘I want to add my own bet,’ I said.


  ‘What’s that?’ he said, warily.


  ‘I bet you can’t guess it either.’


  ‘And what’s the price?’


  ‘If I’m right, you stay here, and I’ll stay here too. If I’m wrong, you come home with me. What do you say?’


  He shook his head. ‘I’d say you were always a stubborn mule.’


  ‘Are you going to take the bet or what?’


  He looked at me and growled, ‘Oh, all right. You don’t give up, do you?’


  ‘Never,’ I retorted. Not long after, it was the end of visiting time, and I left the hospital feeling more positive than I had in a while.


  Brian was pleased about the success of his book, and laughed when he heard about my own bet. ‘Just like your brother says, you don’t give up, do you mate? Let’s hope he comes good then eh, or you’ll be stuck in this miserable, wet place forever.’ Calais was known for its wretched weather, especially in November, with fogs and mist rolling in off the Channel.


  ‘Well, Thomas likes to be right, and he’s always enjoyed solving a mystery.’ I paused. ‘That is, he used to.’


  But the war, and his injury had changed him. Had he changed so much that I’d gambled wrong? There was nothing I could do but wait. And hope.
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  I visited Thomas every morning and evening over the next three days. Each time I came into the ward I found him reading Brian’s book, slowly and carefully, taking notes. He would stop at times, and stare at the ceiling, to consider the possibilities.


  He wouldn’t give me a clue as to how he was going with it. ‘Guess for yourself,’ was all he’d say.


  We didn’t talk of painful topics, his injury, or my own close call. Instead we talked a bit about my work—he was endlessly keen to hear stories, not of battles, but of small, silly anecdotes of the life of a correspondent. Once Brian joined us, having sweet-talked his way past the nurses, and then we talked about Australia, about swimming at Bondi Beach, and playing cricket in the garden, and the joys of a summer Christmas.


  While Thomas was busy reading I ran around making arrangements for him to be moved as soon as possible. There was a good deal of paperwork but with Brian’s help I got there. I rang my parents a couple of times to keep them up to date with what was happening, and refused to listen to the small voice in my mind that said, what if he still doesn’t agree, even if he wins the bet? What if he still won’t come?


  Meanwhile, I was feeling the loss of my camera and my notes. I’d tried several times to write about my own experience at Gheluvelt, but the words had not come. If I’d had my camera, I could at least have taken pictures in Calais. But I didn’t, and I didn’t have the heart to write the kind of anecdotal pieces that Brian was turning out right now. I thought a good deal about Thomas. About my parents. About Jamie, still out there. And about Marina, so far away. On impulse, I wrote her a letter.


  
    Dear Marina,


    I saw you in a newspaper photograph. I hope you are well and Sergey recovering. It must be a relief for him to have you there, and for you to be with him too. I have been reporting from Belgium. I’m now back in France, with Thomas. He’s injured, but is thankfully alive and being well looked after. The nurses in his hospital remind me of you.


    Please take care of yourself and Sergey, and God be with you both. I hope the day comes soon that I see you again.


    Your friend, Louis

  


  I addressed it to her care of the nursing corps at the Russian army base where Jolivet had written from. I had no idea if she would get it. But how I hoped she did.


  On the morning of the fourth day we were in Calais, I went to the hospital as usual to see Thomas. As soon as I walked in, I felt certain that I’d lost my gamble. The look on his face! It was hard, the eyes steely, the mouth tight, the book in his hand, firmly closed.


  ‘So,’ I said, trying to hide my dismay, ‘what’s it to be?’


  ‘Where’s Brian?’ he asked.


  I did a double-take. ‘Why?’


  ‘He’s got to hear it. He knows the solution after all. Bring him here this evening.’


  My heart sank. ‘All right. But Thomas, it was only a bet, just a silly bet and I wish that you …’


  ‘Stop it,’ said Thomas, cutting me off. ‘Now go away. I’m tired.’ And he closed his eyes.


  I was angry. Upset. I was sure that I’d lost my bet. I really thought I’d been helping. That he was getting better. Yet how could I think such a stupid thing? For there was my brother, lying in a hospital bed with only one leg. My brother, who would never run again. Might never walk again. The doctors had said that he might be fitted with an artificial leg, but even then, that was not always possible.


  That evening, Brian came along, as requested.


  Looking directly at Brian, Thomas told him his solution to the mystery, with a set face and a glint in his eye. ‘It was not difficult,’ he said. ‘Not in the league of Sherlock Holmes.’


  I looked at Brian expectantly. He reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out a silver franc and solemnly handed it to my brother. ‘Fair’s fair.’


  ‘Will you come home?’ I asked, relieved, but wary.


  Thomas shrugged. ‘Isn’t that what we agreed?’


  His voice sounded flat, and I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, but at least he hadn’t gone back on his word.


  I said, ‘We will leave as soon as possible.’


  ‘As you wish,’ said Thomas, shrugging, but my heart leapt as I saw the expression in his eyes. Was that relief? Even gladness? I did not know. And I did not want to ask. I caught Brian’s eye. He winked.


  A day later, early in the morning, we left for Paris, travelling by the big old taxi cab that Brian, exercising his usual ingenuity, had managed to hire. It gave me a strange feeling of déjà vu. Thomas had been carefully positioned in the back seat, with blankets and a pillow. I sat in the front seat with the driver. Brian had stayed behind in Calais for another day or two, arranging to meet with us in Paris as soon as he could.


  It was a slow road back to Paris but we got there by nightfall. The entrance to the city was still defended by trenches. They had been hurriedly dug months ago by the Italian workmen who had been working on new lines for the Metro. Compared to the last time I’d been there, when an imminent German attack was expected, the city seemed to have regained some of its liveliness. We drove through streets that weren’t as busy as before the war, but at least bustled. Shops were back in business and the cafes doing a brisk trade, although watchmen and sandbag barricades were ever-present. There were lots of French, British and Belgian soldiers on leave about, including some fierce-looking ‘Turcos’, the North African regiments of the French army whose fearsome reputation easily matched that of the German Uhlans.


  When my father opened the door of the apartment, I was shocked. He looked like he’d aged ten years. His face was thin and there were dark circles under his eyes. But he broke out into a smile when he saw me, and hugged me tight, then hurried over to the taxi. I saw him open the back door and speak to Thomas, then he looked at me.


  ‘I got a stretcher. Wait.’ He hurried back inside. He came back out with the stretcher, accompanied by his secretary, Valentin. They’d been working late on a document for the Foreign Ministry. Between us, we managed to get Thomas, as gently as possible, onto the stretcher and we carried him into the house, anxiously presided over by my mother who by now had also appeared. She flittered about him, with nervous smiles and little cries of joy. ‘We’ve made the bedroom as comfortable for you as possible, Thomas,’ she said, touching his hand, ‘and we’ve engaged a nurse, and the doctor’s coming tomorrow, and we’ve made a special arrangement for …’


  ‘Wait, wait, Clare,’ said my father gently, ‘there’ll be time enough for all that. The boys have had a long and tiring trip and they need to catch their breaths.’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ she said, colouring. ‘Of course. I’ll order some tea. Cakes. A glass of wine. Oh! Thank God. Thank God you’re here, both of you.’ And she hugged me, and gently stroked Thomas’ hair. He said, very quietly, ‘Thank God you’re here, Mama, Papa.’


  Later, after Thomas had been settled into his room, and I sat in the salon, our living-room, with my parents, Mama said, ‘Thank you, Louis. Oh thank you. I knew you could do it. I knew it.’


  ‘It was due to Brian and his book, really,’ I said. I quickly explained. ‘If he hadn’t given me that book …’


  ‘No. It could have gone either way. Either way,’ said my father, soberly. ‘The book—it could have been the wrong thing to give him. It might have made no difference. You just knew what to say.’


  ‘I didn’t know,’ I said, honestly. ‘I just said what I could, what I felt.’


  ‘That is the best way,’ said Mama, and she smiled. ‘Words from the heart.’ She squeezed my hand. ‘We are proud of you, Louis. For this, and your work. Both of us are so proud.’


  ‘But, of course,’ said Papa. ‘So, so proud. You must know that. You must always know that.’


  ‘It doesn’t feel like very much, what I do,’ I said, quietly. ‘Not compared to what Thomas has done. And now—he has paid such a price, while I …’


  ‘You have paid a price already,’ said Mama, still clutching my hand. ‘In Sarajevo. That is enough.’


  I thought of what had happened, in Gheluvelt. I couldn’t tell them, not yet. Maybe not ever. ‘No,’ I said. ‘It isn’t the same.’ Thomas’ life had been altered forever by the war.


  ‘Not the same, but still enough,’ she replied.


  That night, I came to a decision. I could stay here. Help with Thomas. Keep him company. Let my parents feel a little safer. I would not go back to the front. Not yet. I needed time to think about whether I was truly cut out to be a war correspondent. If I actually wanted to be one.


  Those horrible words of the military policeman in Gheluvelt still rang in my ears. I did not want to be a vulture, feeding on other people’s misery. My parent’s pride in me soothed me a little. Perhaps I could still be a reporter, but on the home front. But Brian’s words plagued me too, words that inspired me to be a brave witness so that others could know the truth. But just now I did not feel like a truth-bearer. I only felt uncertain.


  Brian turned up the next afternoon, sooner than I expected. My parents welcomed him with open arms, and he and my mother spent quite some time cheerfully bantering about the superiorities of Sydney and Melbourne.


  ‘They’re all right, your parents,’ he grinned at me, afterwards. ‘Although your mother is sadly mistaken if she thinks Sydney can hold a candle to Melbourne. With respect of course.’


  ‘Of course,’ I smiled.


  ‘So, I’m here for a day or two and then heading back north-east,’ Brian told me. ‘Will you be ready to get back on the road by then, now that Thomas is safely home?’


  I looked at him directly. There didn’t seem any point in not being straight with him. ‘I’m not coming. Not yet.’ I explained to him that I needed some time to consider my next move.


  ‘I kind of suspected that to be the case,’ he said. He was not in the least bit miffed or judgemental, just accepting.


  ‘It’s not an easy job, ours,’ he said. ‘I know you like to think you’re not doing enough, but consider this. You’ve got to fight to find the story, fight to speak to people, get close enough to seek the truth, and stay safe enough not to get attacked. By the Germans, not to mention Kitchener’s henchmen. And if you manage to battle through all that, what sort of reception do you get?’ He looked at me pointedly. ‘You’re fighting on all fronts in your battle to tell the truth. That’s not just enough, it’s more than that. And I’ll hazard a guess that your parents can see that too.’


  Brian’s words, as always, created some clarity and purpose for me. By the time he left, I felt a little pang, at saying goodbye and for not heading back to the front with him. But I brushed that aside. Now was the time to think about Thomas. About my parents. They needed me right now. I had to stay, for a while at least.
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  The apartment was peaceful, and the household routine running like clockwork (there was both a maid and a cook, still). It felt to me at times like we were cocooned. A letter from Brian, already back in the trenches in the north-east, felt like a missive from another world. It quickly made me feel useless again.


  Seeing my agitation, my father quietly went out and bought me another camera, which he presented to me one evening. ‘There are stories here too,’ he said.


  He was right. Within days I had written a few pieces for Le Jour and taken some photographs for Le Miroir. The editor there liked my work, but dropped hints about how good my pictures from the front had been. I ignored them, or pretended to, but was glad to hear him say it.


  Thomas was getting stronger, but his moods were changeable. One day he might be almost cheerful, another morose, keeping to his room, and eating his meals off a tray. He spent a lot of time reading, all his old Sherlock Holmes stories, and the Gaston Leroux mysteries.


  We kept news of the war from Thomas and Mama. She was so obviously glad to see me home, so delighted by the continuing improvement in Thomas, that the war no longer seemed to matter much to her.


  But Papa and I, when we were alone, would spend many hours discussing the latest developments. His vast knowledge of foreign affairs and geography presented the bigger picture to me. He told me that my experiences at the front provided him with a more intimate insight to the personal experience of the war.


  The fighting was spreading further now. German U-Boats were sinking ships in the Atlantic Ocean. The Russians were fighting the Ottomans in the Caucasus region between the Black and Caspian seas, where Europe borders Asia. The British were fighting the Germans in East Africa, and had also captured the German fortress of Fao on the Persian Gulf. In Eastern Europe, the Austro-Hungarians finally took Belgrade.


  One evening, the Jacksons came for dinner. They had been regular guests of my parents since they had decided to stay in Paris, rather than England. They wanted to be as close to Jamie as they could. They plied me with questions about how he had been when I last saw him. I recounted to them what had happened at Gheluvelt, and how bravely Jamie’s regiment had fought, and as I spoke, I could see the shine of tears in both their eyes. Mrs Jackson said they’d received a letter from Jamie not long after the battle. ‘He always makes so light of things,’ she said. ‘He doesn’t want to worry us, I know. It is so good to hear you describe it too, really makes us feel we are there with our son.’ She turned to Mama. ‘It must be such a relief to you to have your sons home, and in one piece.’ She paused. ‘Almost. Oh, poor, dear Thomas.’


  I knew Mrs Jackson meant well, but I was glad Thomas had pleaded a headache and stayed in his room. I quickly turned the conversation around to the latest news, the sinking of the mighty German battleship, the Emden, which had already destroyed many Allied ships. It had been attacked and sunk near the Cocos Islands by the Australian cruiser HMAS Sydney. It was a great victory for Australia, and the Jacksons and Mama were successfully diverted onto this track. Later, as they were about to leave, Mr Jackson took me aside and said, ‘I want to tell you, Louis, the work you do, it doesn’t only open our eyes, it has really helped Jamie and others like him. I haven’t told Mrs Jackson this, but he told me in a brief phone conversation a few weeks ago that nothing he’d imagined had really prepared him for the reality of battle, that it left him without words. That’s why we need you, Louis. You give us all the words.’


  ‘Thank you, sir,’ I mumbled, embarrassed but touched. ‘It’s very kind of you.’


  ‘Not at all, son,’ he said, clapping me on the shoulder. ‘You stepped up to the plate, you are doing your duty honourably, and that is the truth.’


  One day, Thomas’ doctor came to my parents with a suggestion. ‘I’ve been observing Thomas,’ he told my parents. ‘He is clearly highly intelligent, with a fine analytical mind and a love of riddles. And I believe he will need to have work that is worthwhile and will take his mind off the fact he is now a cripple.’


  My parents flinched at his words, but the doctor barely noticed their reaction. He continued, ‘I think he could be of great use in certain services, Monsieur.’ He looked meaningfully at my father.


  ‘Mmm,’ said my father, not wanting to be drawn.


  However, the idea had clearly taken root in Papa’s mind. Two days later, he told us that he had spoken to someone in the Deuxième Bureau, the intelligence service.


  ‘There could be possibilities for Thomas. But we can say nothing to him until he is quite recovered.’


  Thomas was to have an artificial leg fitted the next morning. We did not stay at the hospital with him, on the doctor’s advice, but returned to see him in the afternoon. Thomas was not in the best of moods. Fitting the artificial leg had been painful, but more than that it brought home to him the fact once more that he would never walk on his own two legs again. But the angry black mood that was on him was not as frightening as the constant grey bleakness of before. He snapped at us, more than once, but we humoured him, and the bad moment passed. The next day, the doctor pronounced him fit to go home.


  The following evening, we were sitting in his room after dinner, playing cards. Thomas was winning, as he almost always did. He was sitting in the armchair, with his metal leg hidden under his trousers. His face was lively and concentrated, with no trace of his previous dark moods. Suddenly, he put the cards on the table, face down, and said, ‘Louis, there’s something I have to tell you.’


  ‘What?’ I asked, vaguely, still thinking of the strategy I’d have to adopt if I was to have any chance of beating him.


  ‘It’s not what you think. What happened to me.’


  I stared at him. ‘I don’t understand.’


  ‘Remember those stories we used to read at school?’ he said. ‘About the great battles of the past, the great warriors? The Battle of Agincourt, Joan of Arc, the Duke of Wellington, Napoleon? I thought that’s what it would be like. Facing each other as soldiers, as men, with honour. But …’ He swallowed. ‘It was nothing like it. It wasn’t men we fought. It was machines. Faceless steel monsters that mowed us down without pity. And the noise! Oh God, Louis, the noise! Day and night—the smell—the smoke—choking us—driving us mad. I—I can’t explain.’


  I swallowed, remembering what I’d witnessed, at the Aisne, in Gheluvelt. ‘You don’t have to,’ I said. ‘I understand.’ I hadn’t told him about those things before, but now I did, and he listened, his eyes on me, searching my face. ‘I know there’s no glory in any of it, Thomas,’ I finished. ‘No honour, no glory. I can’t tell you how much I admire the men I saw. How much I admire you. To be there in that hell and not lose yourself is a courage greater than anything.’


  He looked at me. There was a desolation in his expression that chilled me. ‘Oh, Louis. That is just it. I am lost. I am finished.’


  ‘No,’ I cried. ‘No. You’re not. You can still …’


  ‘You don’t understand.’ A pause. ‘I wanted it to end. I—I ran into it. Do you see?’


  There was a cold feeling in my belly as I stared at him, understanding at last. He had wanted to die. That’s what he was saying. That was the grey bleakness I’d seen in the hospital in Calais. The guilt of wanting to die, and, perhaps, the disappointment of surviving.


  I knew I must choose my words very, very carefully. ‘Yes, I see.’ I said.


  ‘You do? You see?’ Whatever answer he’d expected, it wasn’t that.


  ‘Yes. You wanted it to end. But it didn’t. So now what?’


  ‘Don’t you understand?’ he said, staring at me. ‘I’m a coward.’


  ‘You’re no coward,’ I said. ‘Far from it. You’re the bravest—’


  ‘Don’t say that!’ he interrupted me. ‘I’m not brave at all.’


  ‘Then what about your citation for bravery?’ I responded. ‘When you rescued your comrades who—’


  He cut me off again. ‘I didn’t even think. I didn’t even think about what I was doing. Is that bravery? I don’t think so.’


  Exasperated, I said, ‘You think too much!’


  He looked at me and pressed his lips together, in a gesture resembling a wry smile. ‘Perhaps. I can’t help what I am.’


  ‘Exactly. You can’t. So stop blaming yourself. You did nothing wrong. Why shouldn’t you be afraid? Why shouldn’t you want to die when all you’re surrounded with is hellish madness and your only options are death or more hell?’ I paused. ‘I’m glad you did not die. That you were spared.’


  ‘Only to become a cripple,’ he muttered.


  I flared up. ‘For God’s sake, Thomas! Think of Bertie. Don’t you think his family would give anything to have him in your position?’


  He went pale. ‘That’s not fair.’


  ‘No, it isn’t! None of it is damned fair!’ I cried. ‘And if you’re a cripple, so am I! We can be two cripples together and feel sorry for ourselves, if that’s what you want. Or we can make do with what we have and do the very best we can with it.’


  He looked at me for a long moment. Then he shook his head. ‘You’ve grown up, little brother.’


  ‘I’m your younger brother, not your little one. Childhood’s over for both of us, right?’


  ‘Right,’ said Thomas, with a ghost of a smile. ‘But I have to say that being an adult is not all it’s cracked up to be.’


  ‘It isn’t, at that,’ I agreed, soberly.


  Then, without another word on the matter, we returned to our card game. But something important changed between us that evening. I had hero-worshipped my older brother; he had indulged and protected his little brother. Now we saw each other fair and square, we were equal. And we did not love each other any less for all that. In fact, more.
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  22


  My discussion with Thomas allowed me to make up my mind. I would return to duty as a war correspondent. Le Miroir, the picture-paper, had asked if I would head to the East for a few weeks where the Russians were fighting, before returning to the Western Front. The editor put me in touch with the press attaché at the Russian Embassy, who in turn put me in touch with the man in charge of the press corps in Russian-occupied Galicia, none other than Major Kozlov, the uncle of Marina and Sergey. He’d heard from his niece, he said, that I was now a ‘famous reporter’, as well as receiving good reports from ‘our mutual friend, Monsieur Jolivet’.


  The journey was long and roundabout, skirting areas where it was unsafe to travel. It was also uneventful. The weather, though cold, was not severe enough to seriously hamper travel, which was lucky as snowstorms often blocked some of the rail lines I was travelling on. Within a week I had arrived in Lviv, or Lemberg as the Austrians had called it, in the centre of Russian-occupied Galicia. Galicia is a huge province embracing both parts of Poland and parts of Ukraine. It had a diverse population, composed of Poles, Ukrainians, Jews, Austrians, Germans and others. Lviv itself was a charming town, though bearing signs of the recent battles that had seen it change from Austrian to Russian hands, and Cossack soldiers with fierce moustaches and fur hats patrolled the streets. They had a splendid but savage look; and despite the neat imperial buildings, there was a frontier atmosphere to the town that immediately appealed to me.


  Major Kozlov greeted me with the same laconic words as his niece might have done: ‘So you made it.’


  Apparently I’d arrived just in time, as he’d just organised for a party of correspondents to travel with the army to an area close to the Carpathian Mountains, where the Austrians had been forced to retreat to after the Russian offensive. I’d hoped to have the possibility of seeing Marina, but there’d be no time. She was working in a hospital some distance from Lviv, in the opposite direction to where we were going. Sergey and his unit were in the Krakow area, a long way from Lviv. Well, there’d be time later, I consoled myself. Meanwhile I had the opportunity of really making my name, for Jolivet, too, had departed for other fields a few weeks before, leaving me as the only French correspondent.


  The journey took a day there and a day back, by slow vehicles. There were seven reporters, most of whom were Russian—and good French speakers, too, like most educated Russians—along with a British reporter, a Serbian one, me, and an escort of soldiers. The Russians were a great bunch, hard and merry at the same time. The soldiers were seemingly capable of cutting throats as cheerfully as they might raise a glass with their friends, and the Russian journalists seemed that way too.
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  We came across small detachments of soldiers, some leading dejected groups of Austro-Hungarian prisoners whom we were allowed to interview. In the villages, Russian soldiers were quartered with the locals, whose Ukrainian language was very close to that of the Russian troops. In the fields, cropland was torn up by shallow trenches, filled with the usual sad debris of battle—broken helmets, swords, personal belongings. It was clear that the Russians were now masters of the land.


  We were on our way back, and had stopped to bivouac for the night in tents, in the shelter of a little wood. Sharing a tent with three other reporters, I’d found it hard to sleep, because the others snored so loudly.


  Instead of tossing and turning on the cold ground, I decided to walk in an attempt to warm myself. It was a still, sharply cold night. I’d gone to bed with all my clothes on, including my heavy coat, and on going out of the tent had also pulled on the fur hat Major Kozlov had lent me. But I’d forgotten his other loan, a pistol. Carrying a weapon everywhere had not yet become second nature to me. I knew how to shoot, having learned in Vienna—but I’d never owned a weapon. And in the trenches a pistol was not much use.


  I walked in the starry stillness for a little while, wandering down the path some distance from the camp, drinking in the peaceful quiet of the woods. Here, in this stillness, war might have been unthought of, undreamed of. Unlike the deathly stillness of the devastated village Brian and I had seen in our journey to Paris, this was a quiet that was alive. I looked up at the stars, twinkling between the treetops, and felt a sense of peace I had not known in a long time.


  ‘Hands up!’


  The voice in my ear was soft but uncompromising. And it spoke in German. My throat clenched. Time seemed to stop. Without a word, hardly even a thought, I did as I was told.


  ‘Turn around.’


  I obeyed. My stomach lurched, this time not from fear but from stunned amazement.


  An unshaven, dirty figure in a stained Austrian uniform stood in front of me, his gun pointed at my chest.


  ‘Hansel?’ I said, weakly.


  A spasm crossed his face. He cocked the rifle.


  ‘Hansel,’ I cried, ‘don’t you know me? It’s me. It’s Louis.’


  He stared at me. The gun shook in his hands. His finger was on the trigger. I was afraid that it would go off. ‘Please, Hansel,’ I said. ‘Please put that down.’


  I was beginning to regain my senses, taking stock of my situation. He was alone. There were no other Austrian soldiers with him. No-one else to be seen at all. So what on earth was he doing out here?


  In an eerie echo of my own thoughts, he whispered, ‘How can you be here? What in God’s name are you doing?’


  ‘I’m with the Russians,’ I said. ‘As a reporter,’ I added, hastily, seeing his eyes widen.


  ‘A reporter,’ he repeated. He hadn’t lowered the gun but at least his finger wasn’t on the trigger anymore. ‘I thought it was Thomas who was the writer.’


  I swallowed. ‘Thomas—Thomas enlisted.’


  ‘Oh.’ But he’d caught my tone. ‘He’s not …’


  ‘No. But he’s been badly hurt.’ I hesitated. ‘Bertie’s been killed.’


  ‘Dear God,’ he said, his voice low and harsh. After a pause, he added, ‘Sergey?’


  ‘As far as I know, he is alive. Marina too. As to Nik—I don’t know. I haven’t heard anything of him since we were all together in Vienna.’


  Hansel looked at me with an unreadable expression. ‘They’re all dead.’


  My skin crawled. ‘Who?’


  ‘The others. In my unit.’ The spasm crossed his face again and the gun, which he’d lowered, lifted again. ‘And you’re with the Russians.’


  Fear came back suddenly, chokingly. ‘Hansel, please …’


  ‘There is no place for friendship in war,’ he said, dully. ‘And no way out for those like me.’


  ‘What do you mean? Like you?’ But I broke off, for suddenly, I understood. He’d been hiding in the woods. He was a deserter. I remembered what happened to Thomas Highgate, executed by the British for running away after the Battle of Mons. The same thing would happen to Hansel. Maybe he had some confused thought of striking out for home. He must be confused indeed if he thought he could find his way home through occupied territory.


  ‘Come with me,’ I said, impulsively.


  ‘What?’


  ‘Come with me,’ I repeated. ‘You’ll be safe. You’ll be a prisoner, yes, but there is no shame in that, and you’ll be treated well.’ I crossed my fingers behind my back as I said it. It was all very well my confidently offering him this, I could guarantee nothing. But I couldn’t leave him out here in the woods, where both sides would shoot him if he were discovered.


  Hansel hadn’t let loose his grip on the gun. He was a desperate man, like all deserters. If he wanted to, he could shoot me and no-one would be the wiser. Friendship has no place in war, he’d said.


  ‘You despise me,’ he said, his voice without inflection.


  I started. ‘No—no—’ But my tone must not have sounded very convincing, for he gave a bitter little laugh and said, ‘You never were a good liar, Louis.’ A pause, and then he said in a different tone, harsh again, angry. ‘You have no idea what it’s like.’


  I looked at him. He’d lowered the gun again. ‘Actually, I do.’ I swallowed. ‘I—I’ve been there. I’ve seen what you’ve seen.’


  He stared at me. ‘How can that be? Journalists aren’t allowed anywhere near the fighting.’


  ‘I know. But I found a way.’


  Hesitating at first, then my voice growing stronger, I told him about the men I’d spoken to, in the trenches. I told him what Thomas had told me. I told him about the letter I’d found in the village. About the field hospital. About Jamie. As I spoke I could see his face change, and the tears gathering in his eyes. But they stayed unshed.


  When I finished, he was quiet a moment, and then he spoke, his voice at last betraying some emotion. ‘How, Louis? How, in God’s name, did it come to this?’


  ‘There are a dozen different answers to that,’ I said.


  ‘And none of them tell the truth,’ he retorted.


  ‘Not all of it, no,’ I agreed. ‘But that does not mean the truth is not there to be told. It does not mean you cannot bear witness to it.’


  He looked at me. ‘Is that why you do what you do?’


  ‘Yes.’ I paused. ‘Yes,’ I repeated, more strongly, because suddenly I knew it was true. I wasn’t useless. I wasn’t a vulture. I gave voice to the truth, all the different truths that might otherwise remain untold.


  ‘It is a hard task you have set yourself, then,’ he said, quietly. ‘Because you must know that truth is the very first victim of war.’


  How he had changed! The old Hansel would never have spoken like this. The old Hansel would have brushed things off lightly, not taken anything seriously. If I’d ever imagined him as a soldier, I’d have pictured him as something like those Russians I was travelling with. But he was nothing like that. He was broken, all the carefree lightness in him had gone.


  Through a lump in my throat, I said, ‘You’re not the first to have told me that. But damned if I’m going to let that happen under my watch.’


  Hansel’s head drooped, and he raised a hand to his forehead, rubbing it as if he could erase the thoughts that crowded there.


  ‘Will you come with me, then, Hansel?


  He looked up, with a small nod. ‘Very well. But you must not—we cannot be seen as friends. You must understand that.’


  ‘Hansel.’ I spoke his name gently. ‘Whether we are seen as friends or not, that is what we are.’


  ‘It is better for you that we are not,’ he said, tonelessly. And though I wanted to say I did not care about that, I knew he was right, and the knowledge sat heavily with me.


  And so I brought him back to camp, walking before me with his hands on his head and his gun in my hand. Neither of us spoke. There was nothing to be said.


  Put under guard by the soldiers, Hansel seemed relieved. He did not speak one word to me, not that night, not the next day. I didn’t approach him, but was glad to see that the soldiers did not treat him unkindly. The last I saw of him was the next evening, when we handed him over into the care of the prisoner of war camp in Lviv.


  I could not know if I would ever see him again. But I could never let go of the hope that the bonds of friendship could survive, even in the midst of war.
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  23


  I met Marina in a small cafe near the Lviv railway station. I had been in Galicia for three weeks and now she was on her way to another post, and only had a couple of hours’ leave.


  We ordered tea and cream cakes but I could barely eat a mouthful. She was as lovely as ever, as opinionated as ever, yet something in her had changed. I couldn’t put my finger on it at first, but after a while, I realised what it was. Marina listened. She was attentive. In the old days, she’d have been interrupting me as I talked, her enthusiasm overriding any patience. There was a new a gentleness to her now, that touched me and scared me at the same time. Were we all to change, then? Would any of us recognise each other when all this was over?


  She told me about her brother. ‘Sergey’s a dispatch rider, you know. He volunteered for it. The most dangerous job of all.’


  ‘I saw he was wounded, in the photograph alongside Monsieur Jolivet’s article,’ I said. ‘He has recovered fully?’


  ‘He’s been wounded twice, the photograph you saw of him was the second time. But yes, it’s fair to say he’s recovered. Enough to fall in love with a Polish girl,’ Marina laughed. ‘They want to marry, soon. My parents have urged them to wait. But he says he can’t.’


  ‘I understand that,’ I said, and for a moment our eyes met.


  She turned the talk to other subjects. She asked after Thomas, and his convalescence with our parents. We shared bittersweet memories of Bertie, but I couldn’t bring myself to mention Hansel.


  When we parted at the railway station, she farewelled me with a kiss on both cheeks, and her voice was light-hearted. But her eyes were suddenly bright with tears as she said, ‘Stay safe, dear Louis. And write to me. Promise you’ll write.’


  ‘Of course,’ I said, my heart lifting. ‘I promise I will write often.’


  ‘Good,’ she said. She took both my hands and squeezed them tightly, and was gone.


  A couple of days later, Le Jour telegraphed to say they wanted me to go back to the Western Front.


  I returned to Paris a week before Christmas. I had wished to spend Christmas with my family, but could only stay for two or three days. It was enough time to see that Thomas was now in a much better state. He had started work with the Deuxième Bureau, working in Intelligence. He seemed to enjoy it, although he could not talk about it in any detail.


  The Jacksons had arrived for dinner. Jamie was due leave and they were to meet him in Calais.


  Mrs Jackson brought out the most recent ‘snap’ he’d sent her—a photograph of himself in uniform. ‘He’s as handsome as ever,’ she cooed.


  ‘I can’t argue with that,’ Mama said. ‘The uniform is particularly dashing.’


  ‘His regiment has really done us proud,’ Mr Jackson said. ‘Their counter-attack at Gheluvelt saved the Channel ports.’


  ‘I thank God every day that he emerged unscathed. There were so many that haven’t.’ Mrs Jackson looked sympathetically at Thomas. I watched him squirm uncomfortably under her pitying gaze.


  Papa turned the attention back to Jamie’s battalion. ‘It was certainly a strategic win, and under such odds. I truly think that their actions, along with the South Wales Borderers, saved Ypres.’


  Mr Jackson nodded. ‘Our boy deserves every bit of the leave that is due to him. We’ll be heading to Calais tomorrow, Louis. As you’re head back north tomorrow too, perhaps you would like to travel with us, even spend Christmas with us if you can?’


  ‘Christmas,’ sighed my mother. ‘I remember us all saying this will be over by Christmas, but I fear it has barely begun.’


  ‘It will be a strange Christmas,’ agreed Papa. ‘But we’ve had the best present we could wish for, with our two sons here.’


  Mama laid her hand on Thomas’ arm. ‘The best present,’ she smiled.


  ‘It would be a great present to us, too, Louis, if you would come with us,’ Mrs Jackson urged. It was a kind offer, and I would have liked to see Jamie, but I had to decline. I was headed to Arras, where a new Allied offensive attempting to break the stalemate had started, and the editor at Le Jour was anxious for me to be at the front by Christmas Eve, to take photographs.


  I left the following morning and met up with Brian. With a couple of other correspondents, he’d followed the Indian troops of the BEF to the region, where they were to relieve the French by launching attacks against German positions. They were based around the village of Givenchy, ‘and it’s there we’ve got to get to, by hook or by crook,’ said Brian. He was fascinated by the Indian troops. They were colonials like the Australians, but from such a different culture, yet still fighting and dying bravely for the British so far away from their own land.


  ‘They’re real warriors, though,’ Brian declared, ‘those Gurkhas in particular, bet they have Fritz spooked!’


  Fritz wasn’t spooked for long, sadly. By the time we finally managed to get to Givenchy, on 23 December, the Indian troops, and the British units supporting them, had suffered terrible losses. Bodies littered the No Man’s Land between the trenches, and the survivors, huddled in the freezing, damp quarters underground, were not in the mood to talk to us.


  I decided to head back to Arras, where some French divisions were stationed, so I could take my Christmas photographs.


  ‘What does Christmas matter?’ Brian’s voice was flat and dismissive. I could tell he was struggling, more than I’d ever seen before. He took the devastation to the Indian forces badly. He’d been in such awe of them, he was having a hard time accepting their fate.


  ‘I think it does matter, Brian. I know it seems frivolous in the midst of this mess, but it’s important. For the home front, at the very least, and for the men away from their families. At least we are recognising that.’


  Brian cocked his head, in a gesture of acknowledgement. ‘Does it have to be Arras? I’m not keen to head south again, considering we’ve got to be back further north within a few days. What if we head to Fromelles? They’ll be plenty to photograph there, and it’ll be Christmas Day there, just like it will be in Arras.’


  I didn’t want to spend this desolate Christmas without him, so we agreed to head 30 kilometres north to Fromelles, planning to be there by the afternoon of Christmas Eve. At least we could stop there for a while, and celebrate friendship at least, if not peace and goodwill to all men.
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  24


  We made it to Bois-Grenier on the Fromelles Road by noon on Christmas Eve. The BEF had suffered heavy losses at Ypres and remnants of various units were up and down the front, holding down a sector in the region.


  Basing ourselves a safe distance from the front, we’d been given shelter in a barn by a rather surly old farmer. We headed out on borrowed bicycles to speak to men in the reserve trenches. No-one was in very good spirits. It was cold and getting colder, and many of the men wore vests made out of goatskin over their uniforms in an effort to hold back the cold. The trenches were full of icy mud, as well as rats and lice. The army rations seemed even more meagre in this weather. Packages from home didn’t raise anyone’s spirits; instead they made them even more homesick and sad.


  The contrast between Christmas, with its message of love and peace and joy, and the grim reality of war was much too painful for any of them to even want to talk about.


  ‘Look who’s here,’ Brian nudged me, pointing to the far end of the reserve trench where a tall fellow was leaning against the dirt wall, writing a letter.


  It was Jamie. I hurried towards him, greeting him warmly. ‘Aren’t you meant to be on leave? I just saw your parents and they were headed to Calais to see you.’


  ‘Didn’t quite get there,’ he shrugged. ‘A lot of the regiments have taken a beating, and I’ve been sent back to meet the rest of my regiment. I’ve sent word to Mum that I should be able to see them in January. I’m hoping they’ll head back to Paris and wait there. I’m disappointed not to be with them, but what can you do?’


  ‘They’ll wait, anywhere, don’t doubt it. Your parents couldn’t be prouder of you, you know. Your mother talks of no-one else.’


  Jamie grinned broadly at that. ‘That’s Mum, all right. But we can make the most of it here, I reckon, now that you’ve turned up.’


  A young British private ran up to us. He was excited and breathless and sporting a broad grin across his friendly face. ‘Have you heard the rumours?’


  ‘What rumours?’ Jamie asked.


  ‘There’s a truce.’


  ‘What?’ Brian spun around so quickly it startled me.


  ‘What do you mean, Harris? Is it over?’ Jamie asked.


  ‘I don’t know,’ Harris said. ‘But there’s talk down the line that the Germans have stopped firing.’


  I looked at Brian. ‘Do you think they’ve changed their minds?’ The Pope had made a specific plea to the leaders of both sides to agree to a truce for Christmas, but it had been officially rejected.


  ‘Do you know where this is happening?’ Brian asked Harris.


  ‘South of here, not far. Neuve-Chapelle. The 23rd Brigade had some sort of truce yesterday.’


  ‘No,’ Brian shook his head. ‘We’ve just come from the south. It has to be a rumour.’


  ‘It’s a nice thought though,’ Jamie said, wistfully.


  Leaving Jamie with the promise of finding him later to share some sort of Christmas cheer, Brian and I returned to the barn to write up our notes for the day. At about 7 pm the surly old farmer burst in, only he wasn’t surly any more. His face was wreathed in smiles. ‘Sirs, sirs, a miracle is happening, a veritable miracle! Come, come, you must come!’


  We headed out in his rickety old cart, and approached the trenches. There was no sound of gunfire. It was quiet. A very light snow was falling. It was almost dead silent—except for—


  ‘Was that … singing?’ Brian whispered.


  I nodded, feeling as stunned as he looked. We listened closely, trying to make it out.


  ‘Cripes,’ said Brian, ‘it’s Silent Night!’


  ‘It’s a miracle!’ cried the farmer.


  As we got closer to the front we saw lights in the distance. Not the flash of a bombardment that lights up the night sky, but twinkling golden lights, like miniature stars.


  Brian and I looked at each other. ‘Leave us here, mate,’ said Brian to the farmer. ‘We’ll walk the rest of the way.’


  ‘Thank you.’ I shook the farmer’s hand as he stared at the lights ahead of us, open-mouthed. ‘And joyeux Noel.’


  We didn’t walk but ran till we reached our reserve trenches. The soldiers were standing as if mesmerised, staring out across No Man’s Land at the German line of trenches, only a short distance away. The line of twinkling lights stretched as far as the eye could see.


  ‘What the blazes is going on?’ asked Brian, spotting Jamie.


  ‘Christmas trees,’ said Jamie, shaking his head.


  ‘All lit up with candles,’ put in Harris.


  Jamie looked at us all. ‘You know what, mates? I’m going over to get a better look.’


  ‘Are you sure that’s …’ began Brian, but Jamie took no notice, clambering over the top of the parapet before anyone could stop him. I worried about sniper fire, but there was none. As if in a dream, others took Jamie’s lead, climbing out of the trenches. On the other side, the Germans climbed out of theirs.


  Brian and I followed, climbing out of the trench and into that narrow stretch between our trenches and the Germans’, carefully navigating the barbed wire as we went.


  The snow had stopped falling and it was a bright clear night with lots of stars. The air was still, the light snow crunching under our feet as we walked over the punctured landscape of No Man’s Land. We stared at the Germans. They stared at us.


  A German voice, in a deep baritone, began singing. ‘Stille Nacht, heilige Nacht.’ We stood still, watching him in disbelief, until Harris joined in, ‘Silent Night, Holy Night’. Others joined in too and soon the carol was being sung by the Germans and British in unison. Someone began ‘O Come All Ye Faithful’, and the Germans took up the refrain in Latin, singing ‘Adeste Fideles’.


  Brian and I approached the young baritone, standing not far from us, his open greatcoat revealing the words on his belt buckle: Gott mitt uns, God is with us. I held out my hand and introduced myself to him in German. ‘You sing wonderfully,’ I told him.


  ‘Danke,’ he replied. He shook my hand warmly and told me in English that his name was Gunter. He waved to another soldier, beckoning him to join us. ‘Das ist Kurt’.


  ‘Frohe Weihnachten.’ Kurt wished us merry Christmas in German, but he also spoke English fluently, explaining that he had family in England.


  ‘Blimey’ said Brian. ‘That puts a spin on things.’


  ‘You don’t sound English,’ Gunter said to Brian.


  ‘Australian,’ Brian said.


  ‘You are a long way from home,’ Gunter said, and turned to another of his comrades. ‘Otto. Komm hier.’ Looking back at Brian, he explained, ‘Otto has family in Australia.’


  Brian smiled broadly at Otto. ‘Whereabouts?’


  ‘The Barossa Valley,’ Otto replied, reaching into his coat and pulling out a cigarette packet. ‘They have a vineyard there.’


  ‘We should meet up there when this is all over then,’ Brian said taking the cigarette Otto offered him. ‘For a bottle of wine, and a talk about old times!’


  We all laughed at that.


  Otto had a laugh that reminded me of Hansel’s, which caused me a momentary wrench in the midst of the miracle that was unfolding about us.


  Everyone was now out of their trenches and exchanging smiles, awkward words, and jokes. Small groups wandered about together, looking at the Christmas trees. Officers and ordinary soldiers alike mixed. Photographs of family were shared, small gifts—buttons, cigarettes, cards—given. Pastors and priests led us in prayers, in German and English and French.


  It was amazing, and wonderful. Like magic. Like a wish come true. It seemed to us that the war had ended as the spirit of Christmas had prevailed. And yet, I imagine each one of us knew in our hearts that those same hands we’d shaken in friendship tonight were pulling triggers yesterday, and would proably do so tomorrow too.


  Christmas Day dawned bright and clear and to our delight, the magic lingered. It was a day of real festivities. It began with church services, and more singing. We shared what food we had with the Germans, and they shared theirs. We sat together over our meal, talking as best we could. Many of the Germans spoke English and French, more so than our side had German-speakers, and many of them had visited Britain and France. A few even had friends and relations there too, just as Kurt did.


  After eating, someone organised a game of football, and Jamie distinguished himself by scoring two goals, making the German team groan loudly but with good humour.


  Harris taught Gunter a British trench anthem and the two of them looked like brothers, as they sang and laughed.


  
    Hush, here comes a whizzbang.


    Hush, here comes a whizzbang


    Now you soldiermen get down those stairs


    Down in your dugouts and say your prayers.


    Hush, here comes a whizzbang,


    And it’s making right for you.


    And you’ll see all the wonders of No-Man’s-Land,


    If a whizzbang, hits you.

  


  I watched the two of them and marvelled at this strange dream, in stark contrast to the nightmare that had been before it.


  The truce continued into the night, but as with all dreams, it ended.


  Even if the guns started again, even if we awoke to the dark reality of the war grinding on, nothing could take those memories away from us.


  Brian and I both wrote about it and our articles were published straight away. News of the Christmas truce had leaked out everywhere. In some places the truce had lasted for three days or more.


  But the censors soon began to suppress any futher news of it. For how did it look, if so-called enemies could shake hands and play football? How could the war be won, fumed the high and mighty? The order was given to stop any more such embarrassing demonstrations. Statements were issued by the war offices, denying even that such things happened. Anyone who claimed otherwise would be arrested. And any soldier who fraternised with the enemy again would be shot.


  Brian was more downcast than I’d ever seen him. I think that despite his cynical air, he really did hope that the tide might have turned and the politicians would come to their senses. Strange that it was him who really thought this, and not me. I don’t know why, but though the Christmas truce warmed my heart, it did not give me hope. For the war to end, everyone had to agree that the losses were too heavy and that preserving lives counted more than winning. And there was no chance of that. Someone would always think they had a chance at victory, and would be prepared to pay any price.
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  New Year’s Day came and went, with no celebrations. Brian and I had moved on from Fromelles, where we’d been made to understand we weren’t welcome any more, after our articles on the Christmas truce had appeared. We’d gone back to Arras to report on the fighting in nearby Artois. The miracle of Christmas seemed very far away, with any hope of a possible peace fading.


  The new year brought with it a disturbing development. It was said that the Germans had attempted to use some form of gas, probably chlorine or tear gas, against the Russians near Warsaw.


  The attack had failed, due to the cold conditions, but I was horrifed. ‘They can’t use gas. All sides have agreed not to. It has to be a rumour, or German propaganda to scare us,’ I said to Brian.


  Brian shrugged. ‘The Germans also said they wouldn’t attack Belgium, and we know how that turned out.’


  Try as we might, we could find out almost nothing more about it. Brian heard some very patchy information there had may have been a gas attack last October, not far from us at Neuve Chapelle, but it hadn’t done any harm. The Germans didn’t want to admit what they’d done, and the British and French were keeping mum about it too. All our questions were met with silence.


  I even tried asking Papa, on one of my rare phone calls back to my parents in Paris. ‘I can’t tell you,’ Papa said. ‘Not that I don’t want to. I can’t. There is literally no information.’


  It was as though it had never happened.


  Brian headed to the Champagne region after that, with most of the other correspondents, where the French had been launching an offensive attack. I decided to stay in Arras, closer to home. I was glad to be in easier reach of Thomas and my parents, but I felt Brian’s absence.


  The winter stalemate added to my sense of loneliness. The previous summer seemed a world away. I forlornly remembered Thomas and I naively planning our journalistic careers, as we bicycled through the fields of Bosnia. And now here I was in France, no longer a school boy, and earning a living with my camera just as I’d dreamed, but in a way that I would never have imagined or wished for.


  My gloomy thoughts were interrupted by an army messenger.


  ‘Louis Jullian?’ he asked.


  I nodded.


  ‘This is for you,’ he said, handing me his message.


  I opened it, already fearful of what it might be.


  Jamie had been killed, in an assault two days before. Some letters had been found in his quarters, one addressed to me.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ the messenger said. ‘By all accounts he was quite the fellow.’


  I did not have the heart to respond, and he left, leaving me alone to read Jamie’s letter, with a bitter lump in my throat.


  
    Fromelles


    1 January 1915


    Dear Louis,


    I suppose that if you read this, I’ll have been done for. I’m sorry to put this on to you, but you are the only one I can trust with this. Can you please go to my folks and break the news gently to them, in person? I know the Army will send a telegram but there is never anything more than that and it will not be enough for my parents, especially my mother. You know what it is like. Do not tell them everything, only what they can bear. You’ll know what to say. You understand. I know you do.


    It is strange but as I sit here writing this, I can’t think of anything profound, even knowing this letter may be my last. All I can think of is home. It’s summer right now, in Australia. Oh, the smell of the air in summer! I keep smelling it in my dreams. And I think of how we used to hunt cicadas. We called them by all sorts of fanciful names. Yellow Mondays. Black Princes. Green Grocers. I can hear the thwack of leather on willow in our cricket matches at school. Do you remember the first time I tried to explain the rules to you and your brother? The puzzled looks on your faces, it was so funny! And the light. How I miss that, in this murky gloom!


    Thanks for being a mate, Louis. I don’t suppose I’ve ever said it, but you’re a dashed good reporter. And you’ve got guts. Take care, will you, mate? We need people like you, to tell what it’s like. What it’s really like.


    Cheers mate,

    from your friend, Jamie.

  


  Tears stung my eyes, and I put his letter carefully in my coat pocket.


  I will not let him down. Not Jamie. Not Bertie. Not Thomas. Not Hansel. Not Marina, or my parents. Not all those people I’ve met whose lives have been so cruelly taken from them, or changed inalterably. Whether soldier, refugee, doctor, nurse, parent, brother, sister or child—their lives will never again be the same.


  But one thing cannot change. I can never lose sight of what honour and hope and decency means—all the things that Jamie represented and fought for.


  Tomorrow I must face the Jacksons, and tell them the truth, in a way they can bear, but the truth nonetheless. It is what I must do, all the days of my life. It is my fight, and the only thing that makes any sense.
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  HISTORICAL NOTES


  The First World War, or World War One, lasted from 28 July 1914 to 11 November 1918, and is sometimes also known as ‘The Great War’, which here means ‘massive’ rather than ‘good’. It was the first major war to engulf a large part of the globe, stretching from its centre in Europe to Asia and into the Pacific, and taking in combatants from all over the world, including Australia.


  It was one of the deadliest wars in history, with over 36 million casualties, including 16 million deaths, and 20 million wounded. Two-thirds of the deaths were in battle, with 10 million soldiers killed (including 60,000 Australians), while 2 million people—soldiers and civilians—died from disease caused by the war and 6 million others went missing, presumed dead. As well, 7 million soldiers endured capture and imprisonment as prisoners of war.


  The war changed history, society and the map of Europe. By the end of it, there would be no more Austro-Hungarian Empire, no more Russian Empire, no more Ottoman (Turkish) Empire.


  But for the people who lived through it, it was much more personal. The world that they had lived in before July 1914 was gone, and with it so many people they had loved, known, lived amongst. So many were crippled for life. So many children were orphaned, so many families destroyed. So many town and villages were flattened by bombing and shelling, so much hatred built up. So much destruction for so little gain.


  And it all started in 1914, in the ‘powder keg’ of the troublesome Balkans region of eastern Europe, and the assassination of the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, Archduke Ferdinand, and his wife Sophie, by the Serb terrorist Gavrilo Princip in Sarajevo, the capital of the Austro-Hungarian province of Bosnia-Herzegovina. Those two shots triggered a catastrophe that was many years in the making and had many complicated causes behind it. Before that day, there had been a good deal of tension in world affairs, but always, the ‘Great Powers’, as the larger countries were known, had moved back from the brink. But everything changed that year, as the Great Powers launched themselves into the deadliest conflict ever seen till then.


  This is a work of fiction and all the main characters are fictional, but it rests on historical fact. Wherever possible I have used primary sources. The description of the fatal day in Sarajevo, for instance, is based on actual newspaper and eyewitness reports of the time, including photographs. The photograph of Princip being captured, which in the novel is taken by Louis, actually exists but the identity of the real photographer is unknown. The details of the Belgian refugee exodus, life in the trenches, the Christmas truce, the ‘taxis of the Marne’ and the lives of war correspondents are mostly based on newspaper reports and descriptions in books written at the time. I have also used many secondary sources: books and other material published later.


  War correspondents, journalists who cover war zones first-hand, have existed since at least the Napoleonic Wars in the early 19th century. Advances in technology greatly helped the work of war correspondents: for instance, the invention of the telegraph in the mid 19th century made it possible for journalists to send back daily reports to their newspapers, and the rise of photography, also around that time, helped in setting the scene for readers. In the First World War, another new technology, the telephone, added yet another tool to a correspondent’s toolbox, as did advances in photography, which made it quicker to develop, print and reproduce photos, and much more compact cameras, such as the one Louis uses in Sarajevo, an Eastman folding camera that could be easily carried around. As well, motor vehicles—cars, taxis, buses, trucks etc—made it easier for reporters to travel around. However, war reporting has always attracted censorship by the authorities, who try to ‘manage’ the news, both for security and propaganda reasons. In the First World War this censorship was particularly strong. Lord Kitchener, British Secretary of State for War, hated journalists and tried everything in his power to stop them from getting close to the action. However, many reporters managed to get around the restrictions, with war correspondents such as Basil Clarke and Philip Gibbs filing reports direct from the frontline, living as fugitives on the Western Front. Discovered and arrested, they were later allowed to return in 1915 when it was decided to allow ‘accredited’ reporters to work on the frontline (though their work was still subject to censorship). The French Army was less strict about reporters, and indeed the first major eyewitness book written by a war correspondent was From the Trenches, published in late 1914, written by Geoffrey Winthrop Young, a reporter for British newspaper The Daily News, who had been allowed to travel with the French Army from the outbreak of war and who detailed his adventures as a frontline reporter in those early chaotic stages of the conflict. (His vividly written book was a very useful source).


  Australia was a very willing participant in the war from the start. Prime Minister Joseph Cook immediately declared Australia’s loyalty to the British Empire, offering to send troops. Andrew Fisher was elected as Prime Minister soon after in September 1914, and his government too pledged men to the war effort. Thousands of young men volunteered from all over the country to join newly created forces such as the Australian Naval Military and Expeditionary Force (which saw action in German New Guinea in September 1914) and the Australian Imperial Force, or AIF.


  But there were Australians also serving early on in the Western Front, in the ranks of the British Army. Though Jamie Jackson, who serves in the 2nd Worcestershire Regiment, is a fictional character, there were many like him, serving in the British Expeditionary Force from the very outset of the war. Australians, as British subjects, still had strong family links to Britain, and some were already in the British Army, while others joined Kitchener’s New Army.


  The AIF was first deployed overseas in November 1914, sent to defend the Suez Canal. Famously, instead of being moved to the Western Front in Europe, they were diverted to the Gallipoli Penninsula, landing on 25 April 1915.
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