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One

Hawaii—November 1941

The wave of white just seemed to keep on coming. Sailors. So many sailors.

They attracted stares of both disapproval and admiration as they sauntered down the busy avenue, chattering and squawking at high volume, reminding Elizabeth of the flocks of white cockatoos that often swarmed around her home back in Australia. The crisp white of their navy uniforms was blinding in the bright Hawaiian sunshine, bellbottoms pressed to perfection, Dixie cups sitting atop regulation military haircuts.

As the mob came closer, almost as one, ten pairs of eyes zoned in on them. Well, on Maggie, anyway. Elizabeth both marvelled and worried at how her little sister seemed to attract men like bees to a flower. Maggie’s honey-blonde hair was curled in perfect waves across her shoulders, left bare by the halter-neck dress she’d purchased that morning which their father would never approve of.

Which was probably exactly why she bought it. 

‘Howdy there, little lady,’ one of the sailors called. His greeting was promptly echoed by a multitude of voices and plenty of whistles.

Elizabeth lowered her eyes, intent on walking right on through the gaggle of sailors, but as she came out the other side, she realised she was alone. Turning back, she was unsurprised that Maggie had stopped, and was now surrounded.

‘Well, howdy yourselves,’ Maggie answered, her dimples winking as she smiled flirtatiously.

‘Where y’all from?’

‘Australia.’

‘Australia! Hot damn, boys, we got ourselves a real Aussie here.’

Elizabeth sighed, trying to rein in her impatience. ‘Maggie, come on.’

‘Maggie!’ the chorus sang out.

‘Sorry, boys,’ Maggie responded, pressing her way out of the circle of admirers. ‘My big sister calls.’

‘Oh, Maggie, you’re breakin’ my heart!’

One of the men called out to Elizabeth. ‘Hey, big sister! Come with us so we can get Maggie a shave ice?’

‘Thank you, but we must be going,’ Elizabeth declined, smiling politely.

‘Aw, come on now, sweetheart.’

‘Bye, boys!’ Giggling and obviously enjoying herself, Maggie joined Elizabeth and they crossed the street, heading back towards the distinctive pink building of the Royal Hawaiian Hotel.

‘Maggie, you really shouldn’t encourage them.’

‘Oh, don’t go getting all high and mighty, Elizabeth.’ She waved it off. ‘It’s just a bit of fun. You can be such an old maid.’

Elizabeth opened her mouth to object, but closed it again just as quickly, too tired to argue. She understood her sister just wanted to have some fun, but while there was only four-year age difference between them, she often felt the gap was immeasurable. 

Stepping into the lobby of the hotel, the girls walked through to the Coconut Grove Lanai and found their parents having tea with the Davenports, an American couple they’d met on the boat from Australia.

Her father dominated the setting. He might not wear the uniform anymore, but every part of her father’s presence betrayed him as a military man. His no-nonsense air that drew respect from people in business or politics. ‘Good afternoon, girls,’ he greeted them. ‘How was shopping?’

‘Splendid, Daddy.’ Maggie leaned down to kiss his cheek. ‘Do you like my new dress?’

Dark, bushy eyebrows knitted together in a frown, just as Elizabeth had expected. ‘I’d like it better if you’d put on that cardigan you’re holding.’

Maggie rolled her eyes. ‘It’s so hot, I couldn’t possibly.’

‘Girls, say hello to Mr and Mrs Davenport,’ Mother instructed.

Elizabeth spoke up. ‘Good afternoon, Mr Davenport, Mrs Davenport.’

‘Good afternoon, girls.’ Mrs Davenport smiled. ‘Don’t you look lovely and sun-kissed. Be careful not to get too much colour. Nobody likes a freckle-face.’

Elizabeth lowered her gaze. Sun or no sun, freckles would always be her curse as a redhead.

‘Katharine Hepburn has freckles and I think they’re rather fetching,’ Maggie returned, sending Elizabeth a wink.

‘I’ll call for more tea.’ Mother lifted a hand to attract the waiter.

‘Actually, Mother,’ Maggie said, ‘Lizzy and I are about to get changed and go to the beach.’

‘Very well, but don’t get burned,’ Mother insisted, waving the waiter away again. ‘Your father has organised for us to dine with several naval officers from the Pacific Fleet tonight, so don’t be late.’

‘Blurgh.’ Maggie let out the sound of distaste once they had left the table. ‘I don’t want to sit through dinner with a pack of puffed-up old navy officers. And what’s with that Davenport woman? “Nobody likes a freckle-face”.’ She imitated the woman’s nasal voice. ‘What a witch.’

‘Maggie!’ Elizabeth scolded, but couldn’t stop the chuckle. Her sister had a way with words sometimes. Still, she appreciated the solidarity, and Maggie’s quick thinking that had got them both out of tea with the Davenports. ‘Will you ever learn to keep your opinions to yourself?’

Maggie shrugged. ‘What? It’s not like they can hear me. Just because Daddy is kowtowing to the Americans so they’ll join Australia in the stupid war doesn’t mean I have to be there to see it.’

Thirty years with the Royal Australian Navy, during which he had achieved the rank of lieutenant-commander, had led Robert Cardwell to a life of politics, and that naval experience held him in good stead as he spoke with the elite commanders of the United States Pacific Fleet on behalf of Prime Minister John Curtin. Three years already the war in Europe had raged and it had weighed heavily on Australia. So many of its young men had followed Mother Britain’s call into yet another conflict and, by all accounts, things weren’t going well.

It was rare for the family to travel with Robert on diplomatic trips, but when he’d announced he was going to Hawaii on business, Maggie and their mother had badgered him within an inch of his life to let them tag along for a holiday. Elizabeth had been just as excited but she’d barely had to weigh in thanks to their relentlessness. Still, she was surprised at Maggie’s understanding of the situation.

‘I didn’t know you knew so much about Father’s work here.’

‘I’d have to be deaf and blind not to know what’s happening,’ Maggie tossed back as she stepped into the elevator. ‘I just choose not to get maudlin over it. I want to enjoy our holiday while we can.’
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An hour later, they were draping their towels over the hotel sun-lounges on Waikiki Beach. Holiday-makers and locals played in the turquoise waters while surfers tried their luck with the small waves. Further out, tiny sailboats bobbed and cruised outside the reef. The smell of hibiscus and frangipani mixed with the humid, salty air as four local men on an outrigger canoe paddled into shore.

Someone was playing ‘Winter Wonderland’ on a ukulele as the shiny red and green tinsel wrapped around the tall palm trees swayed in the light breeze. To Maggie, this was the perfect paradise.

Unsurprised to see Elizabeth diving back into her book, Maggie removed her sundress and posed on her lounge, scanning the beach beneath the adorable, white-rimmed sunglasses she’d purchased earlier.

Not far from where they sat, a shaggy-haired blond man was teaching a young boy the finer points of surfing. The board was on the sand, and the Adonis-like instructor was demonstrating how to quickly move from stomach to feet without losing balance. Maggie lowered her sunglasses to admire the man a little better, and read the sign on the small wooden shack nearby: Surf Lessons: $1.

‘I want to learn to surf.’

Elizabeth studied the object of Maggie’s gaze and, with a shake of her head, went back to her book. ‘Of course you do.’

Maggie smiled wickedly. She had absolutely no desire to learn to surf. What she had was a very strong desire to talk to the beautiful blond surf instructor and she’d happily sacrifice her perfectly coiffed hair to do it. Besides, she looked sexy with wet hair. If Esther Williams could swim and still be glamorous, then so could she.

‘We can’t come to Hawaii without learning how to surf,’ she insisted and standing from her lounge she held out her hand. ‘I need a dollar.’

Sighing, Elizabeth took one of the green dollar bills from her purse and handed it to Maggie, putting her book aside. ‘This I’ve got to see.’

‘Wish me luck!’

Checking that her new blue and yellow swimsuit was sitting just right, she sashayed across the sand, picking the exact moment the object of her intentions saw her headed his way. Pale blue eyes did a double-take, his mouth dropped open ever so slightly and, just like that, the kid on the board no longer existed.

‘Good afternoon,’ Maggie said once she’d reached him.

‘Afternoon, ma’am,’ he answered with a head nod. So polite. ‘How can I help you?’

‘I was hoping you might teach me to surf.’

His eyes swept her from the perfectly curled hair to the pink-painted toenails. Maggie waited; she was used to men admiring her.

‘Beg your pardon, miss, but you don’t strike me as the sporty type.’

That hadn’t been the response she’d been looking for. Defiant, she lifted her chin slightly to show off her long, slender neck. It was one of her best features. ‘I’m Australian. We’re a very sporty nation.’

‘No kiddin’. Well, you’re in luck. Bobby here’s just about to go out on his own. Let me set him off and I’ll be right with you. Name’s Cody.’ 

He reached out and she slowly placed her small hand into his. It was warm, and a tingle of attraction skittered across her skin. ‘Maggie. Maggie Cardwell.’

‘Well, Maggie Cardwell, I’ll be right back. Don’t disappear on me, now.’

‘Wouldn’t dream of it.’

He grinned slowly at her unmistakably flirtatious tone before he lifted the board from the sand like it weighed no more than a twig and walked Bobby down to the water’s edge. She studied him closely as he manoeuvred the boy past the first set of small shore waves. Short black swimming trunks hugged his narrow hips perfectly, and she enjoyed the way his back muscles flexed and contracted as he moved the board into position for Bobby to climb aboard. She enjoyed even more watching him stride back up the beach towards her, his tanned chest gleaming in the afternoon sun.

‘Gorgeous day,’ Maggie said as he joined her.

‘Gorgeous.’ He nodded, his eyes tracking across her body again.

It always gave her a thrill when a handsome man found her attractive. She wasn’t a girl who played the shy debutante well, despite constant nagging from her sister that she should be more modest. She figured God gave her good looks and He would want her to use them to her advantage.

‘Let’s get you set up with a board,’ Cody said, heading into the little wooden hut.

She let Cody take her through the basics of surfing, watched as he demonstrated the technique to paddling out and how to snap up from her tummy to her feet. While she had approached Cody under false pretences, she discovered that she was quite enjoying herself.

‘You’re pretty good at that,’ he complimented.

‘I think I’m ready to go out there now.’ She pointed out to where small waves were breaking just offshore. 

‘Really?’ His crooked grin was a touch condescending. ‘You might get that pretty hairdo all messed up?’

Her hands went to her hips, eyes narrowed. ‘I didn’t go through all that practice on the sand only to leave without actually trying out the board in the water.’

‘Alrighty then, Miss Cardwell,’ he acquiesced, his surprise evident. ‘Let’s see what you can do.’
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‘Maggie! Maggie! It’s time we went!’

Why did it feel as though that was all she said these days?

Maggie, it’s time we left. Maggie, Mother and Father will be waiting. Maggie, put down that surfer boy, you don’t know where he’s been.

The sun was hanging low in the sky, and they were due to meet their parents for dinner in less than an hour. Elizabeth stood on the shoreline, the waves lapping at her feet, trying desperately to get Maggie’s attention. Was she ignoring her on purpose? Frustration peaked when Maggie turned the surfboard and headed back out to catch another wave.

Elizabeth sighed heavily and dug her toes into the soft, cool sand. Why couldn’t she be the one having fun with a young man with someone calling after her for once?

Because Fred is away fighting Hitler.

Shame overwhelmed her momentarily. Fred had been away for eighteen months already, such a long time to be apart. He wrote as often as he could, but even so, he was unable to tell her anything. At first, he’d been sent to Africa, then Greece, and now …? Well, she really had no idea where he was now.

She missed him. She did. But when she saw how much fun Maggie was having in the company of a handsome young man, the loneliness became a terrible ache. 

And the surfer was handsome. And young. A few years younger than her, she guessed. Twenty-one? Or twenty-two, perhaps? His blond hair fell in messy, sun-bleached waves to his shoulders, and what broad shoulders he had. All that surfing, she supposed. Lifting those long, heavy surfboards for tourists would keep those muscles taut. She imagined he was popular with all the tourist girls who visited Waikiki Beach, but right now, he had Maggie’s undivided attention and the two of them were riding the waves like old friends.

She was surprised at how quickly Maggie had picked up surfing. It had been a long time since her sister had put her mind and energies into anything other than imitating movie stars and their hairstyles. She’d skipped her way through the last few years trying one job and then another, choosing to spend most of her time going to the pictures. She pored over the latest issues of Women’s Weekly magazine to discover the latest gossip out of Hollywood, and to find dress patterns that their mother could help her sew. Their mother indulged Maggie because she didn’t believe her girls needed to work; her only aim was to marry them off to successful husbands.

When the war broke out, Elizabeth took a job as a clerk at the Commonwealth Bank as positions were vacated by men joining up. When Fred enlisted and was sent overseas, she did her best to understand what was happening in the war. With each of Fred’s letters, she studied maps of Africa and Greece to try and discern the approximate whereabouts of his unit from the little information he gave her. Whereas Maggie only knew where Paris was because that was where all the best fashion houses were. She couldn’t blame Maggie for not wanting to get mired down in all the horrific details out of Europe but in equal measure, Elizabeth couldn’t understand Maggie’s attachment to such frivolous things when the world was fighting for its very survival. 

As the pair surfed towards shore, she waved her arms. ‘Maggie!’

‘Like trying to herd cattle on a tricycle, ain’t it?’

Elizabeth glanced over her shoulder at a man who’d strolled up. He was in a sailor’s uniform, like every second man in Hawaii seemed to be. She was about to ignore him when he spoke again.

‘I’m Cody’s brother, Tom.’ He offered his hand, his dark blue eyes twinkling with mischief despite his polite manner.

She took his hand warily. ‘Cody?’

He pointed out to the ocean. ‘The guy teaching your sister how to surf. I’m the responsible older brother. Just like I imagine you’re the responsible older sister of … Maggie, is it?’

‘Yes.’

‘And does Maggie’s more responsible sister have a name?’

‘Oh, yes. Elizabeth. Sorry.’

‘No need to be sorry, darlin’. Elizabeth’s a fine name.’ He finally let go of her hand but kept on grinning until Elizabeth couldn’t help but smile too. ‘I know what it’s like, trying to bend ’em to your will.’

‘I’m not trying to bend her to my will,’ she shot back. ‘I’m just trying to get her to come back to the hotel before my parents send out a search party.’

Tom nodded and put his fingers to his mouth. She blanched at the loud whistle, but it worked. The two surfers looked their way, and Tom waved them in.

‘I’ve always wanted to be able to do that,’ Elizabeth admitted with a smile of admiration.

‘It’s easy,’ Tom said. ‘I can teach you.’

‘Oh, no, I … I’m sure it’s not the proper thing for ladies to do.’

He leaned in, lowering his voice. ‘I won’t tell anyone.’

Maggie and Cody rode up onto the sand and the topic was dropped. 

‘Maggie, come on. Mother and Father are expecting us in an hour.’

‘Ugh,’ Maggie groaned. ‘Dinner with dull old men.’

‘I’ll take you to dinner, Maggie,’ Cody offered, with a wink Elizabeth found a little too forward.

‘Forgive my brother.’ Tom shook his head. ‘He was brought up on a farm. Literally.’

‘Oh, please, Elizabeth,’ Maggie begged. ‘I can’t spend another night with Daddy’s horridly dreary friends. All they talk about is war.’

‘What do you expect them to talk about?’ Elizabeth asked, turning to head back to their lounges. ‘Come now. We must go and get ready.’

Tom kept stride with her. ‘Elizabeth, what my brother is so ineptly trying to say is it would be an honour for Cody and me to accompany you ladies to dinner and perhaps a movie this evening.’

‘Oh, yes!’ Maggie squealed with excitement.

‘Thank you, but you don’t have to do that,’ Elizabeth said.

‘Come on, Red,’ Cody tossed in.

‘Don’t call me Red.’ She’d always been self-conscious about her hair and she loathed that nickname.

‘Oh, fiery Red.’ His grin frustrated her all the more. ‘Live a little. You’re in paradise.’

Tom intervened once again. ‘Are you staying at the Royal Hawaiian?’

‘Yes,’ Maggie jumped in.

‘Great. We can meet you at the bar in the lobby in an hour?’ He turned back to Elizabeth. ‘I promise you will be perfectly safe with me and my brother.’

‘Elizabeth, please?’ Maggie begged. 

‘Fine.’ She gave in with a shrug. ‘But don’t get your hopes up, Maggie. You know how Father is about strangers.’

Cody laughed. ‘Don’t get any stranger than the Baker boys.’
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Forty-five minutes and at least ten outfits later, Maggie was finally ready. She wanted to look her best for Cody. He was so sweet and good-looking, and she’d got that telltale sign from him as they’d surfed together all afternoon. Men were quite transparent when they were interested in a woman. She never understood how some girls couldn’t seem to tell; men really weren’t that hard to figure out, as far as she could see.

Smoothing down her white dress with large pink and red hibiscuses, she wondered if it was too formal. But it was brand-new and she’d yet to wear it. It was a pity the brother and Elizabeth had to come along. She couldn’t even remember the brother’s name. Oh, he had a look about him too, she supposed. It was still easy to tell they were brothers, though his blue eyes were not as pale and his hair was darker, and he reeked of honour and duty. Perhaps he and Elizabeth would hit it off and leave her alone with Cody.

The Baker boys were already at the hotel bar when they arrived. Cody looked so handsome all dressed up in a white short-sleeved shirt and long pale blue tie that matched his eyes and showed off his tan. The brother was in uniform again, his complexion paler, no doubt from too much time spent in the depths of whatever ship he came from.

‘Hi, Maggie,’ Cody said. Maggie warmed as his eyes wandered admiringly over her, but jealousy reared as he did the same to Elizabeth. ‘Hey, Red.’

‘Cody.’ Looping her arm through his, Maggie dragged him away from their siblings towards the bar. ‘Buy me a pina colada.’ 

‘Maggie, you’re not old enough,’ Elizabeth’s voice followed closely behind.

‘I’m old enough in Australia.’

‘This isn’t Australia.’

‘Sorry, Maggie, Elizabeth’s right. You ain’t twenty-one yet.’

Cody taking Elizabeth’s side had Maggie seething, but she accepted the virgin pina colada just as her father and mother arrived.

The brother—dammit, what was his name again?—stepped forward and offered his hand to her parents. ‘Sir, Ma’am. I’m Petty Officer Tom Baker, and this is my brother, Cody.’

‘Gentlemen.’ Her father was cordial and shook their hands in turn.

‘Cody and I met your lovely daughters on the beach this afternoon, and we wondered if you might allow us to take them to dinner and a movie this evening?’

Maggie had a feeling the brothers had worked out between them that they had more chance of success if Tom did the talking.

Suspicion and distaste coloured her mother’s expression. ‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea,’ she said, her brow furrowing further with every word as she eyed the two men.

Maggie used her most polite and sincere voice. ‘Please, Daddy.’

‘We’ll take good care of them, sir,’ Tom interjected.

Sure her parents were about to say no, Maggie sent Elizabeth a look of desperation. Her sister hadn’t done anything to plead their case. Suddenly, Tom stood to attention and saluted.

Maggie turned to see two senior officers approaching. ‘Petty Officer Baker,’ one said, accepting the salute.

Her father shook hands with the officers. ‘Commander, do you know this young man?’

‘I do. I’m his XO on the USS Oklahoma. At ease, Baker. What brings you here?’ 

Tom relaxed his stance a little, but still looked stiff as board to Maggie. ‘Sir, I was just asking Mr and Mrs Cardwell if it would be alright for me and my brother to take the young ladies out this evening.’

The American officer nodded. ‘Commander Cardwell, Petty Officer Baker is a good sailor, a hard worker and I believe he is an honourable man. He’s a gifted electrician, headed for the naval academy. Isn’t that right, Baker?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘That’s if we don’t go to war first,’ the officer added. ‘I believe you can trust him with your girls.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ Tom said.

Her parents exchanged questioning glances. Mother’s expression said she wasn’t convinced. ‘Ten o’clock,’ her father declared finally, pointing at Maggie. ‘And not one minute more, young lady.’

Squealing excitedly, Maggie threw herself at her father, hugging him tightly. ‘Thank you, Daddy.’

He extracted himself from her awkwardly, setting her back at arms-length. ‘Yes, well. Good. Enjoy yourselves.’ He turned to the officers. ‘Shall we go in to dinner?’

‘Nicely done, bro,’ Cody said quietly as the older group moved away.

‘Yes, thank you, Petty Officer Baker,’ Maggie added in a mock-formal tone. ‘You can be quite persuasive. I’ll bet there’s some girls who would find all that polite military stiffness attractive. Quite possibly my sister is one of them.’

‘Maggie!’ Elizabeth scolded.

‘I rest my case,’ Maggie giggled and took Cody’s hand, leading him out of the hotel.
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After the movie, they went for burgers at a popular café in Waikiki and then down onto the beach. They removed their shoes to walk on the sand, still warm from the sunny day. Strategically placed torches burned orange along the frontage of the luxury hotels, casting long shadows down to the water’s edge. The waves lapped at the sand, low and slow, and Elizabeth breathed in the ocean deeply, content. She had to admit, it was one of the most enjoyable evenings she’d had in a long time. Tom’s relaxed manner and a keen intellect meant that she’d been able to forget about the war, which was so very much in the forefront of everyone’s minds back home.

Up ahead, Maggie swung her sandals in one hand, Cody’s hand in the other. They’d barely let go of one another since the picture theatre. Elizabeth sighed, loneliness a hollow pit in her stomach.

‘You don’t have to keep your eye on them,’ Tom said.

Elizabeth was glad Tom had mistaken her envy for overprotectiveness, but still, she cast her eyes down to the sand, her face alight with embarrassment.

‘You’ve had that same expression on your face all night,’ he added. ‘Don’t worry, Momma Bear. I warned Cody. He knows he’s taking out a respectable lady.’

‘Oh?’ she said. ‘What sort of girl does he usually take out?’

Tom chose not to answer that, and while she couldn’t fault him for being loyal to his brother, it reminded Elizabeth they didn’t know these men very well.

‘Anyway, it’s not Cody who we should be concerned about,’ she said with a shake of her head.

Tom laughed. ‘Has she always been so … confident?’

‘Only since she could talk.’

He laughed again, and she couldn’t help but smile. ‘Since she discovered boys … well, you can just imagine how easily they come to her.’ 

‘She’s a pretty girl,’ Tom said. ‘So are you, Elizabeth.’

She felt the heat creep up into her cheeks again and looked away down the beach. She’d never been comfortable with compliments. ‘I’m afraid she’ll get herself in trouble one day, though,’ she said, watching Maggie and Cody, now walking ankle-deep in the water. ‘With the wrong man.’

‘And you think Cody is the wrong man?’

She met his eyes. That loyalty was shining bright now.

‘No, I didn’t mean Cody necessarily,’ she said. ‘Just … someone. I just wish she’d be less impetuous. Everything has come too easily for Maggie. She needs to learn that the world doesn’t revolve around her. That it can be a cruel place.’

He looked down at her, his blue eyes dark with intent. ‘Take it from someone who didn’t have it easy; the longer she stays in that happy bubble, the better. You should wish for that.’

Maggie was singing now, the lyrics of ‘For All We Know’ drifting up the beach. Tom had stopped walking and Elizabeth glanced back. His expression was wistful, sad almost. Maggie twirled in her white dress, the red and pink flowers incandescent in the moonlight as she sang the lyrics at a slower cadence than The Andrews Sisters’ version.

‘She sure can sing, I’ll give her that.’

Elizabeth had heard Maggie sing so often, she barely took notice anymore, but she could see how others would think she sounded wonderful.

‘That was our mother’s favourite song.’

‘Was?’ she asked carefully, picking up on his use of the past tense.

He snapped out of his trance and swallowed heavily, his Adam’s apple bobbing. ‘She died. Seven years ago. Influenza.’

‘I’m sorry.’ She couldn’t imagine losing one of her parents. 

‘Dad went shortly after.’ His voice hardened. ‘He drank himself to death. We had a ranch in Texas. I was going to take it over. I’d always wanted to be a cattle rancher. We’d survived the dust storms of the early thirties only to find out Dad had been drinking away what little profit we made. Cody was going to go to college, but without the ranch …’ He broke off abruptly, looking away. ‘Anyway. We managed to sell the ranch for way less than what it was worth, paid back what debts we could and left town.’

Cody and Maggie had moved away from the water and were swaying in each other’s arms beneath a palm tree. Tom sighed with what sounded like exasperation. ‘And now all he does is chase pretty girls and surf all day long.’

Elizabeth didn’t want to think about Cody chasing girls while he was currently holding her sister. ‘How did you end up in the navy?’ she asked to change the subject.

He smiled, and she was happy to see the lighter side of him again. ‘Now, there’s a story. After we lost the ranch and left Texas, we set out for the west coast. We picked up odd jobs along the way, not really knowing where we were going. Eventually, we ended up in Los Angeles. We camped out in our van by the beach and Cody met these guys who taught him how to surf. They were planning a trip to Hawaii, filled Cody’s head with dreams of blue water, waves and hula girls.’

‘How old was he?’

‘Seventeen. What can I say? We’d had a tough run of it so I indulged him.’ Tom shrugged. ‘We managed to get work on a ship bound for Honolulu. Cody didn’t do much work, but I really enjoyed it. I loved learning about the electronics of the ship and was amazed by all that open ocean, and this old landlubber rancher suddenly developed a love for the sea. Ain’t that a kick in the head?’ 

Elizabeth smiled. She glanced back to check on Maggie with a twinge of envy as Cody placed a hibiscus behind Maggie’s ear. He certainly knew how to romance a girl.

‘So when we arrived here in Hawaii, Cody surfed and got work teaching tourists how to surf. And then I enlisted in the navy. I figured one day I might get to the naval academy.’

‘I’m sure you will. You seem very driven.’ She watched Cody lean in and whisper in Maggie’s ear, making her giggle, before he kissed her cheek. ‘It’s too bad our siblings don’t have the same drive.’

‘I envy him sometimes.’ His admission surprised her and her expression must have said so. ‘It must be nice to be so carefree, so relaxed, so sure that everything will work out for the best. That’s what he always says when I ask him what he’s going to do with his life. He says, “I don’t need to make plans, Tom. I’m just riding the wave of life and seeing where it takes me. That’s the beauty of it. Everything will work out. You’ll see.”’

Elizabeth huffed. ‘That’s easy to say. But what will he do if America gets pulled into the war?’

‘Not if. When.’

She met his eyes and saw that he was dead serious. ‘You sound so certain of it.’

He nodded slowly. ‘It’s just a matter of time, and not much time at that. Talks with the Japanese can’t be going well. We blocked their access to oil, and President Roosevelt has no intention of letting them have it back since they signed a neutrality pact with Germany.’

Elizabeth sighed. ‘I guess that’s why my father is here, talking to the Pacific Fleet commanders. If Japan gets into this war, no one has any doubt that Australia would be at risk. Our troops are all fighting in Europe and the British are struggling to protect their own borders. We would need America to help protect Australia from invasion.’

‘Rumour is the Philippines would fall first.’

She was shocked. ‘Surely the Japanese wouldn’t be so brazen as to attack a United States territory without provocation?’

‘It’s just rumour,’ Tom repeated with a smile she could see was meant to put her at ease. ‘And what about you, Elizabeth?’

‘What about me?’

‘You haven’t told me much about yourself.’

‘There isn’t much to tell yet.’

‘Yet? So you have dreams and ambitions?’ he asked, picking up a pebble and skimming it across the calm, dark surface of the Pacific Ocean. ‘I’ve told you my hopes of one day entering the naval academy. And we know Maggie wants to entertain the world.’

She shrugged. ‘I guess my dreams are the same as any other woman. Marriage and children.’

‘And have you found the man to help you with those dreams?’

‘I think so.’ Even as she said it, she wondered if there was a letter waiting for her at home. ‘His name is Fred. He’s fighting overseas.’

‘Army?’

‘Yes. He’s been gone a long time.’ She didn’t like to think about Fred over there. Her imagination always ran away with her if she started to obsess over where he might be and what battles he might be facing.

‘I bet you miss him. How did you meet?’

‘I was in my last year at the Presbyterian Ladies’ College. That was a few years before war broke out. I went to a school friend’s house one weekend. Laura Phillips. And her brother Fred was there.’ She smiled at the memories. They’d all gone to the zoo at Taronga and spent some time at the beach and at the end of the weekend, he’d asked if he could see her again. It all felt so long ago. ‘He lived in Sydney and I in Canberra, so it was hard for us to be together. We didn’t want to marry young so we just continued to meet up when we could. We had to travel a lot. We were just beginning to talk about marriage when the war broke out. He was sent to Africa.’

‘That can’t have been easy, having your fiancé sent so far away.’

Elizabeth shook her head. ‘It’s not easy, but he was proud to go and do his part. He didn’t exactly ask me to marry him before he left. He’s too careful, too measured for that. He said we would get engaged when he comes home from the war. If he comes home from the war.’

‘And so you wait,’ Tom said solemnly.

She looked up at him. ‘No.’

‘No?’

‘I mean, yes, I’ll wait for him,’ she said. ‘But in the meantime, I want to join the WRANS.’

‘WRANS?’

‘Women’s Royal Australian Naval Service,’ she explained. ‘It’s very new, and women in the navy aren’t allowed to travel overseas. But there are jobs for women. There’s factory work, of course, mechanics and engineering for those women who have that type of skill. But there are other roles too, like signallers, telegraph operators, secretaries. It doesn’t sound like much and I enjoy my job at the bank but … I want to do my part for the war. Something other than knitting socks and packing care parcels.’

‘I imagine care packages from home are pretty important to the soldiers.’

‘Of course they are. I don’t mean to belittle the good work of the Red Cross or the CWA, but … I want to do more. I need to do more. My father was in the navy, you see.’ 

‘So you’re joining the navy to make your father proud?’

‘My father doesn’t believe women should be in the service, any service. My mother agrees, but I’m hoping eventually I can convince them that this is what will make me happy.’ She wanted to do something useful, something she could look back on and be proud of.

‘And Fred?’ Tom asked. ‘What does he think about his future wife going into a factory to build planes or bombs?’

Elizabeth sighed. ‘He agrees with my parents. He believes I should keep the home fires burning and let the men take care of the war. A lot of men feel that way.’

Tom shook his head. ‘If the women didn’t do some hard labour back on the ranch, we’d never get anything done. Their contribution to working on the land is vital. I think it’s vital in wartime, too, to let women do their bit.’

‘I agree. Australia is a very small country, population wise. Women must do their part while the men are away fighting or the country will grind to a halt.’

‘I can’t see how women in the workforce is anything but a good idea. Surely there’s enough work for everyone.’

‘You say that because America has become quite economically sound in the last few years. Australia is still struggling after the Depression. Jobs can be hard to come by.’

‘I say the job goes to the best man—or woman—for the job,’ Tom said firmly. ‘Without gender or race entering into it.’

She smiled, impressed. ‘You do surprise me, Mr Baker. I somehow expected you to be … less progressive.’

‘I’m glad to disappoint you, ma’am.’

It felt good to have someone on her side. She didn’t fight with her parents the way Maggie did, but it didn’t mean she was any less frustrated that their plans for her only included marriage to the right man. She wanted to marry Fred—she did—but she wanted something for herself first. Was that so much to ask? Before she settled down with a husband and three children. That was Fred’s number—he had it all worked out. She’d go from being under her father’s instructions to her husband’s instructions.

When do I get a chance to be my own woman?

Her dreams weren’t wild and crazy like Maggie’s …

She looked around. Where was Maggie? She’d been so caught up in herself, she’d forgotten she was supposed to be keeping an eye on her sister.

Tom pointed. Their walk had brought them right to the beach entrance of the Royal Hawaiian Hotel, its distinctive façade glowing pink under the lights. Two palm trees stood as sentinels to the pathway that led to the hotel and there was Maggie, leaning up against the tree, Cody’s hand on her cheek, his lips moving lightly across hers.

Elizabeth opened her mouth to call out, but Tom put his hand on her arm and shook his head.

‘It’s just a kiss,’ he said, his voice soft.

She should have stopped it, should have turned away at least and given them some privacy, but she didn’t. Longing rose up inside her, stronger than before. Cody kissed with so much passion, like a fire had been struck inside him, that Elizabeth felt the envy welling inside her take a sharp turn. Like a voyeur, she stared as the attractive surfer boy kissed her sister and she was swamped with heated desire.

‘Are you alright?’ She jumped at Tom’s voice, her face flaming at having been caught staring. ‘You looked so strange all of a sudden. Are you feeling alright?’

‘I’m just tired,’ she said, her voice small. She checked her watch. ‘Maggie!’ she called from the distance, not wanting to get closer. ‘Maggie, it’s almost ten.’ 

Maggie did as she was told for once. With one last kiss for Cody, without even waiting for Elizabeth, she headed up the path to the hotel without a backward glance.

‘Thank you for a lovely evening,’ Elizabeth said, holding out her hand for Tom to shake. Cody joined them, his eyes glassy, fire still glowing in the ice blue. When his eyes met hers, the burning low in her belly flared and she struggled to look away.

‘Night, Red,’ Cody said, the teasing tone still there.

Elizabeth walked up the path through the Coconut Grove, her legs wobbly, as though she was the one who’d been kissed. 





Two

Tom was on duty on the Oklahoma for the next few days, so Elizabeth was relegated to playing chaperone without his pleasant conversation. She could have said no when their parents had insisted Maggie could only spend time with Cody as long as Elizabeth was always with them, but a look of warning from Maggie had been enough to tell her she would be harangued within an inch of her life if she dared.

So she went along for their tour of the island, sitting on the beach and reading while Cody and Maggie surfed together. She found it hard to concentrate on her book when every time she looked up, she could see the two of them leaning close together as they lay on their surfboards in the shallows. And when Cody leaned in to steal a kiss from Maggie, Elizabeth couldn’t stop herself from staring, even though she knew she should look away. The man sure knew how to court a girl.

Listening to Maggie at night in their hotel room, explaining how Cody’s kisses made her feel, Elizabeth was almost ashamed of the envy she felt. Fred’s kisses had never been like that. In all their years of courting, their kisses had been celibate pecks, staid and restrained. Maggie incited fires in the men she met; Elizabeth doubted she’d ever know that kind of love and passion.

When Cody and Maggie took a break from surfing and joined her on the beach, they picnicked on cold fried chicken and coleslaw.

‘It’s so beautiful here,’ Elizabeth said, helping herself to a slice of fresh pineapple.

‘You’re so lucky to live on a tropical island, Cody,’ Maggie added. ‘So many people dream of living in paradise, and you get to.’

‘Yep, I’m a lucky guy alright.’

‘Do you think you’ll enlist if America goes to war, Cody?’ Elizabeth asked.

Maggie groaned dramatically, rolling her eyes skyward.

‘What? I was just wondering.’

‘It’s okay, Maggie.’ Cody patted her thigh. ‘No. I won’t enlist. I don’t believe in killing.’

‘Nobody believes in killing.’ Elizabeth was astonished by his simplistic attitude. ‘The tens of thousands of Brits and Australians fighting in Europe aren’t there because they want to kill someone. They’re there to beat back Hitler and his oppressive regime that would see whole races of people wiped out.’

‘Yeah, but it’s not our war.’ Cody leaned back on his elbows.

‘How can you say that?’

He shrugged a shoulder. ‘Easily. Why would I want to go over to Europe and fight in a war that has nothing to do with me?’

‘Nothing to—’ Elizabeth’s mouth opened and then closed; she was lost for words.

Cody stood up and dusted the sand from his arms. ‘Come on, Maggie, let’s go over to the reef pool and see the fish.’

‘But how am I going to see the fishies underwater?’ Maggie asked. ‘The saltwater will hurt my eyes.’ 

‘The water is so clear and today it’s pretty calm, you’ll be able to see them from the surface,’ he said, before producing a pair of snorkels and masks from his bag with a big smile. ‘But luckily, I brought these.’

‘Oh, you tease.’

Elizabeth watched Maggie grab the snorkelling gear and rush down the beach towards the natural pools made by the reef when the tide went out. It was a moment before she realised Cody was still standing there, watching her with unnerving attention.

‘Coming in?’ he asked.

‘No, you two go have fun.’

He frowned. ‘Come on now, Red. You can’t miss one of the most stunning sights you’ll ever see just ’cause you think I’m a Nazi sympathiser.’

‘I never said that!’

He chuckled. ‘I’m just yankin’ your chain.’

‘Just … what?’ What did that mean?

Taking her hand, he pulled her to her feet and started to lead her towards the water.

‘Fine,’ she said, quickly freeing herself from his warm grip. ‘Just … I don’t need you to physically drag me.’

‘Okay.’

He rushed ahead of her and dived into the water, surfacing behind Maggie, who squealed in delight as he splashed her.

The man was like a seal, all bronzed and smooth, and when he swam and dived under the water, he looked like he belonged there. An ocean creature, Elizabeth thought.

Cody began chasing Maggie about in the water, holding a revolting-looking, slimy jellyfish.

‘It’s not poisonous,’ he said as Maggie continued to splash him, squealing at him to stay away from her. 

In that moment, it hit Elizabeth just how young her sister and Cody still were. What would seeing the horrors of battle do to Cody, should America enter the war? What was it doing to all the young men who went away seeking adventure? Or those standing up for what they believed in, or just trying to make a life for themselves, like Tom?

‘You’re looking far too serious again.’

She took a step back, surprised at how close he’d come up to her as she’d stood, paddling her feet in the clear, cool water.

‘Hold out your hands.’

‘No,’ she said, putting her hands behind her back.

‘Chicken?’

‘I am not.’

‘Come on, Red. Tom told me you want to join the navy. Show me just how brave you are.’

It was his arrogance, she decided later, that pushed her do it. She held out her hands and took the disgusting jellyfish thing from him, and when he turned around to tell Maggie how brave her sister was, she dropped the jellyfish down the back of his swimming trunks.

He yelped and danced about until the jellyfish dropped out and back into the ocean.

‘That wasn’t very nice, Red.’

She smirked, shrugged a shoulder, and headed back out of the water, leaving his deep-throated chuckle behind her.

Elizabeth was relieved when Tom finally had a night off and was able to come out with them once again.

The sun was a huge golden orb low on the horizon, silhouetting palm trees along the beach as the foursome sat in a diner, eating hamburgers and drinking milkshakes. Billie Holiday’s unmistakable voice crooned out of the huge jukebox in the corner of the room. 

‘I keep asking Daddy to buy more modern records like Billie Holiday, but he likes the brass bands.’ Maggie rolled her eyes, taking a long sip of her milkshake. ‘When I’m a Hollywood star, I’m going to have my very own jukebox in my house.’

She sang along with Billie as she lamented that she was living in a kind of daydream. Linking her fingers beneath her chin, she leaned on the table and sang directly to Cody. Elizabeth crossed glances with Tom, who grinned, and they did their best to enjoy their burgers and ignore the other patrons, who had turned to stare and smile at Maggie’s impromptu performance.

Cody leaned over and whispered something in Maggie’s ear that stopped her singing mid-phrase before she nodded emphatically. Elizabeth frowned as she sipped her malted shake, wondering what they were up to now.

Cody slid out of the booth and put out his hand to help Maggie follow.

‘Cody and I are just popping down the street to get some shave ice,’ she said, all but bouncing on the spot.

‘We’re due home in an hour, Maggie,’ Elizabeth said.

‘Oh, we’ll be back before then,’ Maggie insisted, calling back over her shoulder.

Elizabeth stared worriedly as they slipped out the door. Once again, she felt the urge to step in and play her sister’s keeper, but she knew she had to let go and trust that Maggie could take care of herself.

‘Don’t worry,’ Tom insisted. ‘They’ll be fine. They’ll be back before you know it.’

Elizabeth smiled. ‘I’m sure you’re right.’

An hour and a half later, there was no sign of Maggie and Elizabeth was beginning to wonder why she’d ever thought she could trust her sister to do the right thing. 

Tom was doing his best to calm her down as they stood out the front of the diner. ‘They probably just lost track of time.’

Once two hours had gone by, they decided to head back to the hotel to see if Maggie had returned. She hadn’t.

‘I’ll kill that girl,’ Elizabeth fumed, pacing the lobby of the hotel. ‘She doesn’t think. She doesn’t care that I’m worried. That our parents will worry when they find out. Taking off with a man in a strange place like this.’ She closed her eyes, searching for calm. Opening them again she looked at Tom. The man was almost a stranger and yet she was reliant on him to help her find her wayward sister. ‘What do we do?’

‘We either stay here and wait for them—’

‘Wait for them?’ Elizabeth interrupted, horrified. ‘Do you trust your brother enough to wait for them?’

He was silent a moment and then sighed. ‘No, you’re right. We go out and look for them. I know a few of Cody’s favourite places. We’ll start there.’

They took a taxi, stopping at diners and cafés, pool halls and tiki bars, asking if anyone had seen Cody. Tom seemed to know everyone and they all knew Cody, but Elizabeth wasn’t sure if that was good or bad considering the calibre of some of the establishments. Back in the taxi for a few more blocks, they alighted at Hotel Street.

‘Here?’ Elizabeth asked, staring at the loose women hanging out of the doors of brothels and the drunken sailors moving in droves down the avenue. ‘You think your brother brought my sister here?’

‘I don’t know,’ Tom said, his expression darkening. ‘But you can be damn sure I’m gonna hog tie my stupid brother when we find them.’

‘Get in line,’ Elizabeth mumbled. She shook her head. ‘I know it isn’t all Cody’s fault. Maggie just doesn’t think about the consequences of what she does.’ 

Tom stopped a man covered in tattoos as he left a brothel. ‘Hey Jethro, you seen Cody around here?’

‘Yeh, brah, he was down at Kiko’s Diner, having beers with a pretty blonde thing. Quite the looker, eh, brah.’

‘Thanks, Jethro,’ Tom said. Elizabeth was relieved when he took her hand and pulled her along behind him and out of Hotel Street.

They found the diner and relief warred with anger as she spotted Maggie, sitting on Cody’s lap, drinking from a beer bottle and giggling like she had not a care in the world.

‘Maggie!’ she yelled. People turned to look, so she hissed, ‘We’ve been looking everywhere for you.’

Maggie had the gall to smile and wave. ‘Oh, hey, Elizabeth. Come have a beer with me and Cody.’

‘You’re drinking beer?’ Elizabeth stormed up to them, but held back the mouthful of abuse she’d been practising for the last few hours. Instead, she leaned down and whispered into Cody’s ear, just like he’d done to Maggie, but what she had to say was no doubt far less sweet.

His eyebrows shot up at her words, and his smile fell as he crossed surprised glances with Tom before quickly standing up, letting Maggie fall inelegantly to her feet.

He cleared his throat. ‘Maggie, you should probably go now.’

Her expression contorted into a pout. ‘What? Why?’

‘Maggie, it’s almost midnight,’ Elizabeth told her. ‘You’ve been missing for three hours. What do you think Mother and Father are going to say when they see we aren’t in our room? When they find out you were gallivanting all around Waikiki on your own?’

‘You wouldn’t tell Daddy.’

‘Wouldn’t I?’ Elizabeth was so angry, she just might. ‘Get in the taxi.’

‘In a minute,’ Maggie turned back to Cody. 

‘Now!’

‘You’d better go,’ Cody told her before giving her a wink. ‘I’ll see you soon.’

Elizabeth shot him a look that could have shrivelled marble before she shoved Maggie into the taxi and jumped in after her.

‘Take care, Elizabeth.’ Tom shrugged his apologies. ‘Go easy on her.’

She saw him slap Cody across the back of the head as the taxi pulled away.

Serves him right.

The taxi ride was spent with Maggie pleading her case, sulking and railing at being pulled away from having fun. Elizabeth ground her teeth together until she’d finally had enough.

‘Shut up, Maggie! Just shut up!’ Maggie must have been shocked by her outburst, because for once, she actually did stay quiet. ‘You don’t care about anyone else but yourself do you? Tom and I spent hours looking for you. I had no idea where you were. I had to rely on Tom and his knowledge of Cody’s seedy friends and hangouts to find you. That man could have taken advantage of you.’

‘Oh, I was fine,’ Maggie waved it off. ‘Cody was a complete gentleman. We just wanted to spend a little time alone. It’s dull, dull, dull being followed about by you and the boring Baker brother.’

‘Tom is not boring,’ Elizabeth said. ‘He’s a very nice man. You have no idea what he gave up for Cody. God, you two deserve each other, a pair of selfish idiots. Tom is intelligent and kind and a damn sight more responsible than you or Cody.’

‘Wow, intelligent and kind. How very sexy indeed. Bet you couldn’t keep your hands off him,’ Maggie snorted.

‘My hands weren’t going anywhere near Tom and neither should Cody’s have been on you. Please tell me you didn’t let him touch you.’ 

Maggie shrugged a shoulder, a devilish grin touching the corners of her mouth.

‘Oh, Maggie.’ Elizabeth leaned back in the car seat and closed her eyes.

‘Don’t be such a fuddy-duddy,’ Maggie said as the taxi pulled up in front of the hotel. ‘We didn’t do anything wrong. We were in public the whole time. Don’t tell me you and Fred never kissed or fooled about a little.’ She got out and walked up the front steps of the Royal Hawaiian Hotel, leaving Elizabeth to pay the fare.

Elizabeth caught up with her in the middle of the hotel lobby. ‘Fred and I kissed, but there was no fooling about, as you call it.’

‘And now he’s away from you, and you only have yourself to blame if he dies and you never got to make love to him.’

It had been a careless, throwaway comment, unlikely meant to really wound her, but Elizabeth gasped and stopped walking. ‘What an awful thing to say. I honestly can’t believe the things that come out of your mouth sometimes.’

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it, you know I didn’t.’ Maggie sniffled, but Elizabeth wasn’t buying the act, storming past her into the lift. Maggie followed and waited until the lift operator closed the door before muttering, ‘Please, just don’t tell Daddy I ran off with Cody. Say you and I were together and that we just went to a late show at the picture theatre.’

‘Why would I deceive him or Mother, Maggie, after your behaviour tonight?’

Oh, just lie for me, Elizabeth. Just this once.’

‘It’s more than once,’ Elizabeth murmured. The elevator took them to the second floor and Maggie didn’t stop begging the whole way.

‘Please don’t tell Daddy. He’ll be so angry.’

‘So he should be. And so am I. I was worried about you, do you get that? We’re in a strange country, you were with a strange man, you were drinking underage. You don’t know how quickly you could have gotten yourself in trouble. What if the police—.’

Opening the door to their room, Elizabeth stopped dead. The girls exchanged wide-eyed glances. Their mother sat on the edge of Elizabeth’s bed while their father, who’d been pacing the floor, spun to face them.

‘Margaret Ann Cardwell, where have you been?’

‘I was at the pictures with Elizabeth,’ Maggie answered quickly.

Elizabeth’s mouth dropped open to protest but their father got in first.

‘I’ll give you ten seconds to tell me the truth, Margaret.’ Her father’s jaw clenched and unclenched.

Not a good sign.

‘Why are you only asking me? Elizabeth was out late too.’

Elizabeth gaped at her sister. That was the last straw. She wasn’t about to let Maggie throw her under the bus. ‘You’re on your own now, Maggie.’

Maggie’s scowl was deadly, but Elizabeth didn’t care. She dropped down onto the bed next to her mother, crossing her arms.

‘Were you at the pictures all this time, Elizabeth?’

‘Would I lie to you, Daddy?’ Maggie piped in.

‘I wasn’t asking you,’ he shot back. ‘Elizabeth?’

Elizabeth hesitated only a moment. ‘No.’

‘I didn’t think so,’ he responded, turning back to Maggie. ‘In fact, I already know you weren’t. The Davenports saw you this evening, loitering around a café with that boy from the surf school.’

Maggie was smart enough to look contrite, but Elizabeth knew it wasn’t going to save her, and she was hit by sudden pity for her sister. ‘Father, are you sure the Davenports weren’t mistaken?’

He gave her a look of regret that quickly closed her mouth. ‘I can only assume you’ve been out looking for her all this time, Elizabeth, but that doesn’t diminish my disappointment in you,’ he said. ‘You were supposed to be her chaperone.’

Elizabeth hung her head, taking the scolding. It was nothing more than the truth, after all.

Maggie’s expression was like thunder. ‘I’m almost twenty years old. I don’t need a chaperone. Yes, I was out with Cody. We weren’t doing anything wrong. I love him, Daddy, and he loves me. I want to stay here in Hawaii.’

Their father huffed in derision. ‘Now you’re just being ridiculous, Margaret. You barely know the boy. Besides, we’re leaving the islands tomorrow. I’ve done what I came to do. I had my final meeting with the commander of the Pacific Fleet today. We are returning to Australia on the evening ship tomorrow.’

Maggie’s eyes were wide as saucers. ‘But Daddy—!’

‘Keep your tongue, Margaret,’ her mother said. ‘You’ve done enough talking for one night.’ She stood and their father took her hand as they headed for the door. ‘It was planned even before your little escapade, but now I am perfectly sure it is the right decision. Pack your bags, girls. We’re going home.’

The door shut behind them and Elizabeth let out the breath she’d been holding. She was exhausted and after everything that had happened, she was actually looking forward to going home.

‘You did nothing!’ Maggie yelled. ‘You sat there and did nothing. You said you wouldn’t tell Daddy.’

‘I didn’t tell him anything, Maggie,’ Elizabeth shot back. ‘He already knew. What did you want me to do?’

‘Take my side, like any normal sister would.’

‘You were seen, Maggie!’ Elizabeth said. ‘Nothing I said was going to fix things. Father knew. The Davenports saw you.’

‘I hate them!’ she yelled, throwing herself on the bed face-down. ‘I love Cody and I want to stay with him. Now we’ll never even see each other again. I hate Father! And I hate you, too.’ 

Maggie still hadn’t forgiven Elizabeth by lunchtime the following day. She sulked all the way through breakfast, and she sulked as they packed their suitcases. Elizabeth thought Maggie was just being dramatic until she heard her crying in the bathroom.

Could Maggie really love Cody? They barely knew one another. Oh, he was handsome and charming, but they’d only known each other a week. Then she remembered she’d been barely eighteen when she’d met and fallen in love with Fred. It had happened fast. Not in less than a week, but Fred had courted her and made her feel cherished. Had she so quickly forgotten what first love was like? Should she have been more understanding of the pain Maggie might be feeling at being taken away from her first love so soon?

Collecting her purse from the bedside table, she left Maggie in the bathroom and headed out of the hotel.
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‘Maggie?’

‘Go away!’

‘Please come out, sweetheart,’ Elizabeth begged. ‘I need to take you somewhere.’

‘I don’t want to go anywhere with you.’

Elizabeth sighed. ‘I brought Cody back with me. He’s here to say goodbye.’

The lock clicked and the door opened a crack. ‘He’s not here,’ Maggie said, peering out. ‘You’re lying.’

‘Of course he isn’t here,’ Elizabeth said when Maggie tried to force the door closed again. ‘I couldn’t risk Father seeing him. He’s waiting in the Coconut Grove, downstairs. He’s come to say goodbye.’

The door was flung wide and Maggie’s smile followed. 

‘You might want to fix your face first.’ Elizabeth brushed the tears from Maggie’s cheeks, smiling.

Catching her blotchy red complexion, Maggie squealed.

‘Alright, alright,’ Elizabeth soothed. ‘We’ll have you looking fresh again in no time.’

A rapid mission of cold water and make-up and within minutes, Maggie was back to her usual smiling and stunning self, and all but knocking Elizabeth over to get out the door.

‘I’ll come with you.’

‘To make sure I don’t run away with him?’ Maggie asked, an annoyed scowl on her face.

Elizabeth sagged as she closed the door behind them. God, she could do no right with Maggie. ‘No, to keep an eye out for Father. If he sees you with Cody, he might just kill him.’

She had to almost run to keep up with Maggie’s spirited steps as she flew out into the Coconut Grove, and into Cody’s waiting arms.

Elizabeth stayed near the door, watching for their father while alternately watching Cody and Maggie to ensure they did not, in fact, run away together. It wouldn’t surprise her if her sister tried.

She listened to Maggie complain. ‘I’m so angry with Father. He’s tearing us apart. I want to stay with you.’

‘I wish you could stay too, Maggie, but you can’t. You knew you’d be going home eventually,’ Cody replied. ‘Don’t cry, sweetheart. You’ll forget about me soon enough.’

‘No, I won’t,’ Maggie cried. ‘I’ll never forget you, Cody. Will you write to me?’

‘Sure, dollface,’ he said with a casual shrug.

Elizabeth cringed. Dollface?

He took Maggie’s face in his hands and kissed her soundly, the way he’d done that first night they’d gone out. Heat rose in Elizabeth’s body. Despite his terrible nicknames, she couldn’t deny the man could kiss. Elizabeth glanced about, worried that people might see their passionate embrace and be appalled.

‘I gotta go, baby,’ Cody said, breaking the kiss and taking her in his arms for one last hug. ‘Gotta get back to work.’

Maggie sniffed. ‘Write to me. Promise?’

‘Promise.’ He kissed her nose then glanced across at Elizabeth and waved. ‘Pleasure meeting you. Have a safe trip home.’

She smiled at his uncommon courtesy. ‘Thank you, Cody. Take care. And say goodbye to Tom for me, will you?’

‘You got it.’ He winked. ‘See ya, Red.’

Her smiled dropped and she sighed, exasperated. It shouldn’t matter, but in all the time he’d know her, he’d never once called her Elizabeth.





Three

Hawaii—7 December 1941

The distant drone pierced his sleep, like the mosquitos that used to invade his bedroom at the ranch in Texas, humming in the background. Practice flights out of Wheeler, probably.

Tom did his best to ignore it, rolling over in his tiny rack. Yanking the flat pillow over his head to drown out the noise, he fought to reclaim the dream he’d been having about a certain redhead.

It had been bad luck Elizabeth had had to leave so suddenly. He would like to have spent more time together, gotten to know her better. Instead, they’d spent most of their time running herd on his irresponsible brother and her wild child sister. Not that he could blame Cody. Maggie Cardwell was Hollywood glamorous. All that shiny golden hair and that curvy body she liked to display in bathing suits and summer dresses would have any man moving fast. Elizabeth may not be Hollywood glamorous like her sister, but she was pretty, intelligent and ambitious. It appealed to him, that ambition of hers. Her desire to help with the war effort, to join the … WRANS, was it? 

He didn’t have the ability to woo women like Cody. He tended to move slower, trying to be the Texan gentleman his mother had raised him to be. If he’d had more time, he might have been able to woo Elizabeth. She wasn’t engaged, after all, and when she spoke of her man overseas, she didn’t talk like a woman in love. He imagined her daddy thought Fred was a good match for her. Businessman. Banker man. Fighting in that man’s army for King and country. Not like him. A dirty rancher, a lowly petty officer sitting on the sidelines while the rest of the world fought Hitler in the trenches and the skies.

The drone was getting louder now and as much as he tried to block it out, it had broken his sleep and the dream vision of kissing the cute little freckles on Elizabeth’s cute little nose vanished.

Dammit.

Leaning up on one elbow, he rubbed his eyes, squinting at the bright Hawaiian sunlight streaming in through the porthole. Around him, more sailors woke in their bunks.

‘What is that God-awful noise?’ O’Grady asked through a yawn.

‘Sounds like planes,’ he answered a bare moment before he was thrown violently from his bunk as an almighty explosion rocked the ship. Tom went flying, landing on O’Grady and two other guys who’d also hit the floor.

His ringing ears cleared as the PA screeched into action. ‘Man your battle stations! Man your battle stations! We’re being attacked! Torpedo strikes starboard!’

Men scrambled, rushing to dress, running up to the deck as they shrugged on shirts, shoes unlaced. Another violent jolt sent them toppling down the stairs, across the floor. Fires broke out below deck, sailors racing to put them out in a pointless effort as torpedo after torpedo struck the hull of the mighty battleship.

‘It’s the goddamn Germans?’ 

Finally making it up on deck, Tom looked to the sunny skies, now dotted with hundreds of planes. Agile Zeros, high-flying Bettys. ‘The Germans haven’t come this far with that many planes.’

‘It’s the Japs!’

A bomber flew low across the water and as the rising sun insignia crossed right in front of him, Tom saw the pilot smile and wave.

Men ran in all directions, some headed to the guns. Barely more than boys, really, they were trained but inexperienced in a real situation of war. Untested, but about to be baptised in the worst possible way. Before they could reach the heavy artillery in an attempt at self-defence, they were mown down, strafed by the low flying Zeros.

The huge destroyer was tossed into the air like an angry child’s bath toy when two more torpedos struck the hull and she began to list rapidly. Tom was thrown, winded as he hit the railing hard.

Bodies littered the once pristine turquoise water below him, men fighting to swim through the slick dark molasses of burning oil, trying and failing to hide from the peppering guns of the Japanese fighter planes.

At the bow, Tom grabbed the railing on the portside and helped to pull Jones and Doyle up with him. From the height of the overturning ship, they could see the full extent of the damage done to Battleship Row.

‘Christ save us,’ Tom whispered. Acrid smoke billowed from the USS Arizona, already mostly hidden below the waterline, as she exploded in an almighty cloud of red and orange. The West Virginia was a burning mess, her crew on deck trying desperately to abandon ship to the neighbouring Tennessee as she too took on water and began to sink.

Staring down at the proud name of his ship, now completely turned on her side, he straddled her, one leg on her deck, one on her hull as she slowly capsized. Tom saw Doyle slip. Dangling from the deck railing by only one hand, Doyle screamed for help, reaching for him.

‘Baker! Don’t let me fall!’

‘Hold on, Doyle,’ he yelled to his buddy. ‘Grab my hand!’

Blue eyes wide with fear, Doyle flailed, missed his hand and grabbed his dog tags. The chain broke, ripping them painfully from his neck. Tom watched as though in slow motion as Doyle fell a hundred feet down, disappearing into the burning wreck of the ship.

‘Doyle!’ Jones yelled.

Tom just stared down into the black. There was no time to mourn their friend as the big ship groaned and rolled, explosions rained metal and fire all around them. Toxic smoke clawed at his throat and lungs, making him dizzy as he fought for breath. The constant drone of swooping planes, the whistle of bullets, the deafening roar of metal being ripped apart and the scream of his crewmates filled his ears. Would he ever forget that sound, if he survived?

Fire and seawater spurted high as two more torpedos struck the hull.

Damn them to hell!

They were sunk. Couldn’t the Japs just let them be?

A final torpedo struck, shaking him from his perch and he fell and fell, his head striking the hull before he splashed into the murky depths.
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Another pleasant morning in the South Pacific Ocean, Elizabeth thought, inhaling the salty breeze that tickled at the perspiration on her neck. After the first few days at sea, Maggie had finally stopped crying, given up sulking in her bed and joined Elizabeth for a stroll on deck.

As much as she’d enjoyed Hawaii, she was glad they’d left the drama of young love behind them. Her impetuous little sister had a relatively short attention span and Elizabeth was sure she would forget Cody as soon as the next handsome young fellow came along.

Maggie sang Billie Holliday’s ‘I’ll Be Seeing You’ as she walked beside her getting some of the words wrong, then humming those she had no recollection of at all. Men and women of all ages smiled at her and Elizabeth marvelled at Maggie’s ability to attract people’s attention wherever she went.

Maggie paused her singing. ‘Do you think Cody will write to me?’

‘I don’t see why he wouldn’t. He was obviously quite taken with you.’

‘He was, wasn’t he?’ Maggie giggled. ‘I’m so angry at Father for taking us away like that.’

‘We had to leave eventually, Maggie. And disappearing with Cody that evening was not one of your finer moments.’

Maggie pouted. ‘I just wanted to have some fun without everyone watching every move I make. People are so serious back in Australia. The Americans aren’t in the war and they are so much happier for it.’

‘Of course they are, but at what cost to the rest of the world fighting against Hitler as he marches across Europe, doing as he pleases?’

Maggie didn’t bother to hide the roll of her eyes.

Turning the corner, the girls stopped walking, confused at the sight before them. People stood in groups, talking in hushed tones. Women, and some men, were crying.

‘Why is everyone so glum?’ Maggie asked. 

‘I’m not sure.’ Elizabeth eyed the mournful gathering. ‘Let’s go back to the cabin and find Father.’

Moving through the ship, they passed more tearful people before reaching their cabin. Upon entry, they found their own mother crying quietly into her handkerchief.

Elizabeth went to her. ‘Mother, what is it? What’s happened?’

‘Why is everyone so upset?’ Maggie turned as their father came out of the bedroom, his official satchel in his hand.

‘Sit down, girls.’

Heaviness fell over Elizabeth as she sat beside her mother. ‘Father?’

‘The Japanese have bombed Hawaii.’

Maggie gasped.

Elizabeth took her sister’s hand as she sank down on the love seat beside her. ‘When?’

‘This morning. Reports are just coming in.’ He rubbed his eyes beneath his wire-rimmed glasses. ‘The last transmission received by the ship’s communication centre said that several airfields have been hit and many ships have been destroyed on Battleship Row at Pearl Harbor.’

Elizabeth’s heart clutched. ‘Do they know how many casualties yet?’

‘It’s too soon to say.’ Her father’s reticence told her it was bad. She couldn’t remember ever having seen him so close to displaying such untethered emotions. ‘The Arizona was sunk very quickly. Hundreds of sailors may be trapped in her and other ships that have capsized.’

‘Oh, Lord save us.’ More tears followed her mother’s prayer and Elizabeth squeezed her hand.

‘Elizabeth, what if Cody … ?’

Elizabeth could see her father was distracted and irritated, so answered quickly and quietly to save him snapping at Maggie. ‘Cody is not in the navy, Maggie. If the Japanese only bombed military targets, then I’m sure he’s fine. But Tom … Father, do you know if the Oklahoma was spared?’

‘Reports are still very sketchy, Elizabeth. I’ve had no confirmation of which ships have been lost other than the Arizona. I’m sorry, I don’t know any more than that.’ He ran his hand over Elizabeth’s hair, kissed Maggie’s head. ‘I must go back to the bridge. I’ve telegrams to send to the prime minister.’

Elizabeth followed him into the corridor, not wanting to ask her next question in front of Maggie or her mother. ‘Are we in danger out here in the ocean, Father? Is the Japanese fleet heading for Australia next?’

‘The ship’s captain received word that the Japanese fleet is in the North Pacific again,’ he replied. ‘We’re almost to New Zealand, and there’s been no sighting of the Japanese this far south. We’ll be safe until we reach Sydney.’

Elizabeth nodded. That was a relief at least. ‘What will the Americans do?’

‘Roosevelt has already declared war on Japan,’ her father said. ‘The prime minister of Australia added his declaration about an hour after the air raid in Hawaii.’

Tom was right. It had only been a matter of time before America entered the war. But their reticence had cost them greatly.

Tom. She could only pray he had survived the attack. ‘I never imagined things could get any worse than they were.’

‘No,’ he agreed, his face drawn and solemn before the steely and resolved navy commander was back in place once again. ‘So America will finally join the war. But if the Japanese think their sneak attack will weaken the country, they have seriously underestimated the Americans.’ 





Four

His head ached. His mouth was a sandy beach, and his nose stung and was clogged with something unnatural.

Opening his eyes took a Herculean effort and when the lids finally prised apart, light stabbed deep into his brain. He slammed them shut again.

‘Take it easy,’ an angel’s voice echoed. ‘Doctor, he’s awake.’

Rubber-soled footsteps squeaked nearer at a dreadful volume but he dared not open his eyes again.

‘Son, can you hear me?’

Son? ‘What?’

His voice grated out as a whisper, the effort causing him to cough and gag until a straw was pushed into his mouth. The water was cool, heavenly. He tried to suck in more but heaven was short-lived as the straw was yanked away. It was a sick sort of cruelty to deny a dying man a drink, wasn’t it?

‘Don’t try to talk.’ A male voice this time. ‘Can you open your eyes?’

He shook his head, setting off a staccato drumbeat to go with the squeezing ache. 

Something cool and wet was laid across his eyes and forehead, dimming the red of the sunlight fighting to get its nasty fingers into his skull.

‘Try now?’

Slowly, gingerly, he obeyed. The light wasn’t as harsh with the cloth shielding him, cooling the ache.

But where was he? What had happened? Reaching up, he removed the cloth.

‘Careful now.’

Squinting against the light, he could make out shapes. People. Blurred, faceless. A male and female, both in white. Everything in white.

‘Am I dead?’ He could manage no more than a whisper.

‘No, you’re not dead,’ a man responded, slowly coming into focus. ‘You took a bad blow to the head, have a few burns, bumps and scrapes, swallowed some oil.’

Oil? Why would I swallow oil?

‘But apart from that you seem remarkably healthy … considering.’

His eyes darted left and right. Beds. White sheets, men—lots of men—broken, bandaged, laid out, just like him.

Panic began to claw. His breathing rasped, his pulse racing, joining the thumping in his head. What the hell had put him in hospital? Where the hell was he? He couldn’t remember …

‘Okay, calm down.’

He tried to push up but restraining hands held him to the bed. They didn’t have to try hard; he had no more strength than a baby.

‘Can we get a sedative for John Doe Five? You need to rest.’

He barely felt the pinprick of the needle before he went under again.
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A clatter of metal woke him next. When he opened his eyes this time, his head protested with only a dull roll of thunder before it eased. His eyes felt gritty but were able to open all the way, enough to see the large gathering around the bed next to his.

‘We’re losing him!’ someone yelled.

He looked around the room. A ward. Hospital. Those men he’d seen bandaged and broken were now up on elbows, watching the battle going on beside him.

‘Come on, buddy. You can make it.’

He met the eyes of a large black man standing at the foot of his bed in a white gown far too tight for a man of his stature.

‘That’s Culpepper.’ His voice was a solemn baritone. ‘Came off the Maryland with me.’

‘The Maryland?’

The furore beside him suddenly fell silent.

‘He’s gone.’

The big man at the foot of his bed swore, and the other injured men in the ward lay back on their beds, a heavy quiet falling.

‘So long, Culpepper,’ the man said as the hospital staff wheeled the dead man from the ward. He moved down to sit on the end of his bed. ‘So what’s your name, sailor?’

He tried to speak, but could only gasp.

‘I’m Bo,’ the big man said, stepping over to offer him the cup and straw. He drank heavily and gratefully. ‘It’s the goddamn oil. Gets into every hole, I tell ya, clogs up the lungs, nose, even up your damn ass you’re in it long enough. What ship y’all from?’

Sailor? Ship?

‘I …’

Bo lifted the chart from the end of the bed and gave a knowing nod. ‘John Doe, eh? Yeah, there’s a few of you. Those who ain’t come out of unconsciousness, those without meat tags.’ He rattled the dog tags that hung around his neck. ‘I guess now you’re awake, you can tell ’em your real name. So, what is it?’

He struggled to think. Struggled to come up with anything. He knew his name right? Everyone knew their own name.

‘What do you they call you, buddy?’

He just stared at the big man.

‘Wassamatter? You don’t know your name?’

‘I …’ He shook his head.

‘Damn. Okay. Well, what ship you from?’

‘I was on a ship?’ he asked, trying to put the pieces together.

Bo laughed. ‘Yeah, at Pearl. Like all the rest of us poor bastards when the Japanese dropped in for a party uninvited. Picked us off like ducks on a pond.’

‘Pearl? Pearl Harbor in Hawaii?’

‘Now you’re gettin’ it.’

No, he wasn’t. He knew Pearl Harbor was in Hawaii, but he didn’t know why he was.

The doctor he recognised from the day before returned after seeing out the recently departed Culpepper.

‘Hey, doc.’

‘Private Bojean, I’ve asked you repeatedly to stay in bed.’ The doctor moved over. ‘That leg won’t heal if you don’t keep it up.’

‘This leg ain’t healing at all, doc.’

Following Bo’s glance, he saw now that the man’s leg was gone from the knee down, a heavy bandage wrapped around the stump. He quickly looked away.

‘John Doe here doesn’t know his own name,’ Bo went on, surprisingly lighthearted for a man who’d lost a leg. ‘Whaddaya make of that?’

‘Back to bed, private,’ the doctor instructed in a no-nonsense voice.

Bo shrugged but moved on . ‘Later, JD.’ 

The doctor hovered over him, checking his reflexes and lifting the bandages across his head, sending little sparks of pain shooting through his skull.

‘Do you know your name, sailor?’

He shook his head slowly.

‘Well, I’m Doctor Sharp and I guess for now, you’re JD, as Private Bojean seems to have dubbed you.’

Doctor Sharp was young, with white-blond hair and reminded him of someone, someone he couldn’t quite a get a grasp on … It suddenly occurred to him that even if he didn’t know himself, someone else surely did.

‘Has anyone come to visit me?’

The doctor frowned. ‘No. I’m sorry. We were hoping someone would come and claim you while you were unconscious. Without tags, we didn’t know who to call. Do you remember anyone from before? Family? A wife? A girl?’

Oh, God, do I have a wife? Kids, maybe?

‘Do you know where you’re from?’

Nothing. His mind was blank.

‘Why am I here? No one’s told me why I’m here. Was I in an accident?’

Doctor Sharp sighed and sat on the edge of his bed. He looked like he hadn’t had a full night’s sleep in a while.

‘Just over a week ago, Hawaii was heavily bombed,’ Sharp stated before he hesitated, like the story he had was a struggle to tell.

‘Bo said something about the Japanese dropping in on us?’ JD prompted. ‘I don’t know what he meant.’

‘Yes. The Japanese attacked without warning. Several airfields were destroyed and Battleship Row at Pearl Harbor took heavy losses,’ Sharp said. ‘Many ships sunk and damaged.’

‘And I was on one of those ships?’ 

‘The West Virginia, we think. You were plucked from the oily waters beside her. Along with thousands of others. It’s hard to be certain which ship you came from when you have no dog tags, and none of the other crew here from West Virginia recognises you.’ He scanned the rows of beds lined up along the wall. ‘Still, with so many crew on a battleship, I doubt whether every sailor is known to every sailor.’

‘So I’m in the navy, but I could actually be from any ship.’ JD added this information to the list of things he was learning about himself, which currently was precious little.

‘Several ships were sunk, capsized, damaged.’ The doctor hesitated, swallowed hard. ‘Over two thousand men are dead, or presumed dead.’

Two thousand?!

‘Presumed dead?’

‘More than half of those men are still trapped below the waterline in the Arizona. The recovery is ongoing. It’s been hard to … get accurate numbers of the losses. Harder still to identify the dead.’ The doctor scanned the ward, a glazed, haunted look in his eyes. ‘If you have in fact lost your memory, I’d almost venture to say you were lucky.’

‘Lucky?’ JD echoed in horror. ‘I don’t know who I am. How does that make me lucky?’

‘Your physical injuries are minimal. You may not know who you are yet, but that will probably come back with time,’ the doctor said. ‘But if you’ve been spared the memory of that horrible day, then yes, I would say you are indeed a very lucky man, JD West Virginia.’
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JD’s body healed quickly and soon he was moving about the wards, trying to find anyone who recognised him or could tell him anything about who he was. Every day, he waited for someone to claim him. Members from three different families visited, looking for their missing sons. They rushed into the ward with hope in their eyes, but when they saw him—saw that he wasn’t their son, their brother, their husband—those eyes filled with tears and they left as quickly as they’d arrived. Every time, a little piece of him died along with the hope of all those families missing loved ones. But who missed him?

It was a terrible torture, not knowing where he came from. It was harder to understand why he apparently had no one in his life racing around Hawaii, looking for him. Had he been alone before Pearl Harbor? Perhaps he’d been friendless, a terrible person. Had he loved a woman? Had he been good to her? Had he been bad to her? All these questions flew through his mind, piling up daily, unanswered until they burst out in fits of rage that had the nurses scurrying away and doctors moving in to sedate him.

And in the night, he lay awake, listening to the screams of pain and horror, the crying of other men in the hospital whose nightmares he would never share and never understand.
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You’d never know that hell had hit Hawaii only two weeks before.

JD sat in the hospital gardens, facing away from the ocean, a plastic Santa standing sentinel on one side of the bench and Frosty the Snowman on the other. Hibiscus trees bloomed, their pink and red flowers iridescent in the morning sun. Grey clouds heavy with rain hovered threateningly over the mountains, and a fragrant breeze picked up the salty tang of the ocean sending it inland.

Of course, if he turned and faced the harbour instead, he would still see the remnants of that horrific day. The scattering of beached and burned ship carcasses. The once proud USS Oklahoma, upturned, her big propeller poking out of the water. The slick of oil that still ebbed and flowed into the once pristine waters of Battleship Row.

He’d seen it enough times now from this bench in the hospital grounds. Had forced himself to look, to study, to imagine … and still he remembered none of it. So he didn’t look anymore.

‘JD Five.’

He smiled as Bo limped across the grass on his crutches. The man had become a friend during his short stay in the hospital. Bo’s positive attitude, despite his own terrible injury, had got him through some of his darkest moments.

‘That’s JD West now.’

‘No kiddin’?’

‘Yep, official papers and all.’ It still astounded him that they’d just created an identification for him out of thin air.

Bo dropped down on the bench beside him, the leg of his trousers pinned up at the back of his thigh so it wouldn’t dangle below his stump. ‘Still no real name, though?’

JD shook his head.

‘Well, it’ll come.’

‘You goin’ somewhere?’ JD studied the man’s clothes again. He’d only ever seen him in the white hospital gown.

‘Yep, discharged. Being sent back to the mainland this afternoon,’ Bo said with a grin. ‘Docs say I can recuperate at home. Much as I’d like to be there to take a shot at them Japs for what they did to us, I’m looking forward to gettin’ back to Jackson to get some of my sister’s cooking. I will not miss that navy slop.’

‘I’ll be sorry to see you go,’ JD said, shaking Bo’s hand. ‘You were my first … my only friend.’

‘I hear they’re discharging you soon too. What you gonna do?’

JD shrugged. ‘What can I do? I’m alone. I have no family, no home.’ 

‘You’re staying in the navy?’

‘Might as well. I get a job, a pay cheque. Get a home on a ship, though God knows what I know how to do.’

‘Don’t take much training to swab decks, sailor.’

‘Apparently not.’

‘So I guess that means you’ll be going to war,’ Bo said, his eyes shifting warily towards the harbor. ‘Following all them other ships across the ocean towards the battles in the Pacific.’

‘Yeah. We ship out on a transport in a couple of days. Christmas Day.’

‘On Christmas?’ Bo looked horrified.

JD chuckled. ‘It’s not like I had anyone to spend it with anyway.’

‘Well, hey! I heard that some ships are gonna stop off in Australia before they head out to the fightin’. Maybe yours’ll be one of ’em,’ Bo said cheerily. ‘I hear they got all sorts of weird animals.’

JD laughed. ‘I can’t say I know anything about the place, but I do know the Japanese are their biggest threat, just like they’re ours.’

‘We’re going to save them from the invaders.’ Bo puffed out his chest with pride. ‘Those Australians are gonna be mighty glad to see us. Well, you. I’ll be back in Mississippi.’ He pushed himself up on his crutches and shook JD’s hand again. ‘Give an Aussie girl a kiss for me, JD. And give them Japanese what’s comin’ to ’em.’

‘Will do, Bo.’ 





Five

It was the worst Christmas Elizabeth could remember.

Maggie was even more sullen than usual. If she wasn’t worried about Cody being dead or injured, she was angry with him for not having written. Since their return to Canberra, she’d sat most days by the front window and watched for the postman on his bicycle, racing out to retrieve the mail when he arrived. And every day, she went to her room and cried in disappointment. It broke Elizabeth’s heart to see her usually bright and cheery sister so glum, and she’d spent hours in Maggie’s room consoling her. Despite the fear and trauma, Elizabeth couldn’t help but feel that this was the closest she and Maggie had been in a long time.

The full details about Pearl Harbor had been splashed across the front pages of newspapers for weeks. Every day there seemed to be more bad news. So many men were still missing, their fate no doubt a watery grave in ships named after American states. The Arizona, the West Virginia, and, yes, the Oklahoma—Tom’s ship. Next to the Arizona, the Oklahoma had lost the highest number of souls. She hoped and prayed that by some chance Tom had survived, but they had no way of finding out. Maggie had written Cody a letter every day since they’d been home, but all had gone unanswered so far. Elizabeth had to wonder if perhaps he’d been killed too. She doubted it, though, considering the loss of civilians was low. She just wished he’d write to Maggie, if only to bring her spirits back up and to let them know he was indeed alive.

Tom was another story. While Maggie worried over Cody’s lack of contact, Elizabeth dealt with her own grief, knowing that, considering the huge loss of life on the Oklahoma, there was a strong chance that Tom could have been killed.

While Elizabeth had shed a tear for her lost friend, and for all the men lost that fateful Sunday morning, America’s resolve had hardened. President Roosevelt’s ‘Day of Infamy’ speech played repeatedly during newscasts on the wireless, even in Australia, and thousands of American men enlisted in the days after.

Maggie and Elizabeth saw even less of their father than they had before. With so many men in Europe and Africa, Australia needed all hands on deck, and more and more women were joining auxiliary services to do what they could. Elizabeth could only watch on as several of her friends joined the Australian navy or the air force, frustrated that her parents still refused to let her go into any service.

‘It’s not an appropriate occupation for the daughter of a politician,’ her mother argued as they sat in the living room on Christmas Eve, listening to Christmas carols on the wireless.

Maggie lay on her stomach on the floor, reading the Australian Women’s Weekly. ‘Lizzy, it says here that Shirley Temple’s brother was in Hawaii during the attack. They haven’t heard from him either.’

Ignoring Maggie, Elizabeth turned to her father. ‘I can do so much good in the navy. Please, Father, I want to do my part for the war effort,’ she said desperately. ‘This means so much to me.’

‘Charlie Chaplin has given up his home to the medical division of the British War Relief,’ Maggie read on. 

Their mother lowered her knitting with an impatient sigh. ‘Margaret, what are you going on about?’

Maggie sat up. ‘I’m just saying that everyone is doing their part, so why shouldn’t Elizabeth join the services, if she wants to?’

Elizabeth blinked, surprised at Maggie’s rare support.

‘Margaret, what they do in Hollywood has no bearing on the real world,’ their father scolded. ‘If you aren’t going to say something sensible, you’d do well to stay quiet.’

Tossing the magazine down, Maggie leaped up from the floor. ‘I’m going for a walk.’

‘Maggie—’ Elizabeth winced when the front door slammed. She’d wanted to say thank you to Maggie for standing up for her.

‘Your mother is right.’

Elizabeth slumped back into the lounge suite.

‘The navy is no place for women.’

‘Making weapons, driving trucks.’ Her mother shook her head, tugging on the wool that Elizabeth held for her. ‘It’s unseemly.’

‘There are more jobs in the navy for women than that. There’s telegraphists, telephonists, secretaries. I have a lot of experience.’

Her mother looked up from her knitting with a frustrated huff. ‘You have a fiancé in the army who expects his wife-to-be to stay at home and wait for him.’

‘It could be years before Fred comes back,’ Elizabeth said. ‘And he’s not my fiancé.’

‘Don’t say such dreadful things,’ her mother gasped. ‘He’ll be back before you know it and then you’ll be married. I’m sure the war will be over by next Christmas.’

Elizabeth swapped a disbelieving glance with her father.

‘Father, please. I want to matter. I want to do something that matters.’

‘And that’s admirable, Elizabeth. You are right that we need women to step up and take some of the load.’ He paused, chewing on the end of his glasses, an old habit. ‘Let me think it over. We’ll talk about this again tomorrow.’

On Christmas morning, Elizabeth loitered in the doorway of her father’s office, waiting for him to finish his phone call. Had she changed his mind? Would he allow her to join the WRANS?

He finally hung up and turned, beckoning her in, his expression unreadable.

‘Elizabeth, I understand your desire to do your part to support the war effort and our fighting men. I admit, I sometimes wish I was doing my part over there, instead of being stuck here in Canberra, pushing paper.’

‘Your work with the cabinet is important too, Father.’

He nodded and raised a hand. ‘That said, I cannot let you join the WRANS. Your mother would never forgive me.’

Elizabeth felt her hope leak away as she slumped in a chair. ‘Yes, Father.’

‘However,’ he added.

Elizabeth looked up quickly, moving to the edge of her seat as hope bloomed once again.

‘I placed a call to an old navy friend. Do you remember Lieutenant-Commander McTavish?’

‘Yes,’ she said. Her heart began to pound with anticipation.

‘He is currently in charge of navy intelligence in Darwin. The place is nothing but a ragtag bunch of military installations comprising navy, army and air force.’

Elizabeth impatiently wondered what he was leading up to.

‘McTavish is about to lose his secretary. They’re evacuating many of the civilian women and children from Darwin, and as her son is unwell, she has decided to return to Sydney on the first ship,’ he continued. ‘I suggested that perhaps you might go to Darwin to help him. For a short period of time. Only as long it takes to complete the civilian evacuation.’ 

Her grin was swift but he stopped her with a raised hand. ‘This is on the proviso that you are on the last evacuation ship when the work is done, is that understood?’

‘Yes, Father.’ She was almost bursting with excitement, but held steady.

‘You’ll probably only be there for a month,’ he said. ‘But hopefully it will be enough to get this idea of joining the WRANS out of your system.’

Elizabeth doubted that, but she wasn’t about to give up a golden opportunity to do her part for the war effort.

‘What about Mother?’ Her mother was unlikely to approve of this scheme.

‘I managed to convince your mother last night,’ he said, rounding his desk. He kissed Elizabeth on the forehead, like he had when she was a little girl. ‘She’s not happy about it. Not happy with me at all. But she agreed, knowing that it is just for a short while.’

‘Thank you, Father. I’ll make you proud.’
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‘Mother, please stop crying,’ Elizabeth said as the Christmas pudding was served. The radio was playing jovial Christmas tunes and carols, touting the joys of walking in a winter wonderland. Considering it felt like a hundred degrees outside, Elizabeth wondered if the radio producers thought they were being funny.

Father’s plate of food sat untouched. He’d been in his study for the last hour, on the telephone with someone from the War Cabinet.

Her mother sobbed again, and it was beginning to get on her nerves.

‘If I were your son, you’d be proud and wishing me well as I went away to war. And I’m not even going to war, not going overseas, only to Darwin.’ 

‘Even if you were a boy, I would still be frightened for you. Can’t a mother be frightened for her child, going away to a godforsaken place like Darwin? Soldiers and ruffians, that’s all Darwin has to offer.’

‘Don’t forget the crocodiles,’ Maggie murmured as she chased the small slice of pudding around the heavy pool of custard in her bowl.

‘Don’t play with your food, Maggie,’ Mother said between sniffs.

‘I hate pudding.’

‘One day, our rations will run out and you’ll wish you had such a luxury as pudding.’

Maggie went back to playing with her food, and their mother returned her attention to Elizabeth. ‘There are jobs for women right here in Canberra. That transmitting station is taking on more women to free the men up.’ Her eyes widened. ‘Men. Oh, there will be so many men up in Darwin.’

That brought on a new flood of tears.

‘Sounds like a good reason to go to me,’ Maggie tossed in.

‘Mind your business, Margaret!’ Mother snapped. ‘I am fed up with you and your attitude lately, young lady. At least Elizabeth is doing something useful with her time, as much as it pains me to see her go so far away, and not lolling about the house, mooning over that boy.’

Elizabeth winced as Maggie pushed her chair back, scraping it on the hardwood floor, and stomped down the hall to her room.

‘They’re already evacuating the township, Mother,’ she soothed. ‘I’ll probably only be there for a week before they turn me around and send me out again.’

She crossed her fingers behind her back. It wasn’t exactly a lie. Civilians were already being evacuated south to Sydney, Adelaide and Alice Springs. 

But Elizabeth wouldn’t be leaving her post until she was ordered to.
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Elizabeth stood back and surveyed her clothes. She was leaving in the morning and she still hadn’t finished packing. What would she need in Darwin? Her new blue suit hung on the wardrobe door, the buttons on the double-breasted jacket polished to perfection, ready for her to put on in the morning, but what else would she need?

She looked across the hall at her sister’s closed door. Although she had knocked, none of them had heard a peep out of her since Christmas night. Elizabeth didn’t want to leave Canberra on a sour note. Who knew when they would see each other again?

Crossing the hallway, she knocked on Maggie’s bedroom door. ‘Maggie, sweetheart. I need your help. Can I come in?’

Nothing. Still sulking. The girl could be incredibly stubborn when she wanted to be.

‘Maggie?’

Still nothing.

Carefully, Elizabeth pushed open the door and peeked in. Clothes were strewn across Maggie’s bed and the wardrobe door hung open slightly. She stepped in and pushed it wider. Empty.

She rushed to the bed, but even before she lifted the covers to check beneath, she knew. Maggie’s suitcase was gone.

‘Oh, Maggie.’

Elizabeth looked around the room for some sign of where her impetuous sister might have gone. On the little desk in the corner, she spotted an envelope with her name in Maggie’s messy writing.

She opened the envelope and pulled out the small card.

Elizabeth,

I can’t stay here any longer in this suffocating house. 

Tell Mother and Daddy I’ll be fine and not to look for me. I won’t be coming home.

You’ll find me somewhere over the rainbow.

Maggie.

Anger overtook worry. How could Maggie do this to their parents? And on the night before Elizabeth was to leave for Darwin.

Fuming, she recited every nasty word she could think of as she took the note down the hall to her parents. ‘Selfish, irresponsible, childish …’





Six

‘Fabulous!’

Maggie stood before the Sydney Harbour Bridge, her arms thrown high in the air and a grin as wide as the bridge itself.

‘It’s just fabulous. And I’m going to be fabulous too.’

But fabulous couldn’t start until she had somewhere to live.

On her arrival at the bus station, she’d paid a sixpence for the Sydney Morning Herald and, carting her one medium-sized suitcase, she’d taken the paper to Circular Quay, where she could sit in the sun and watch the ferries move in and out, carrying busy Sydney folk to and from their destinations across the dazzling blue harbour.

Ignoring the headlines in the top corner of the front page of the broadsheet, yelling RAF RAIDS JAPANESE AIRFIELDS, she flipped through to the classified pages.

There were plenty of flats for rent, but even with the housekeeping money she’d taken, and the pounds Father had stashed away in his sock drawer, she still couldn’t afford what most were asking. At first glance, Sydney appeared to be a lot more expensive than Canberra. Not that she had any clue what rent cost in Canberra; she’d never had to worry about money before. Whatever clothes she’d wanted, whatever money she’d needed to go to her beloved movies, she’d only ever had to ask. Well, not anymore. Nope. She was now an independent woman and she was going to pay her own way.

If flats were out of her reach, she would have to share. A boarding house, perhaps. With other independent women like her, just trying to make their mark on the world. She ran her finger down the list of suburbs. Residences in Newtown, Darlinghurst, Kings Cross, Elizabeth Bay …

Elizabeth.

She felt a tiny twinge of guilt at having left without saying goodbye to Elizabeth. She’d thought about telling her, but the way her sister had been acting lately, all high and mighty, playing Daddy’s favourite by wanting to join his beloved navy, Maggie had little doubt she would have told Father, and he’d have come looking before she could get far enough away.

No. This was for the best. She was free. Free from her overbearing parents, free from Elizabeth’s constant nagging about her being more responsible. Well, it may have been slightly irresponsible to run away from home, she conceded, but she was looking for a respectable place to live and as soon as she was settled in, she’d find herself a job. Just like Elizabeth had told her to. What could be more grown up and responsible than that? And once she was earning her own money, she’d put her plan into action to follow her dreams to Hollywood. How exactly she was going to do that, she hadn’t quite figured out yet. But for now, she would settle for being a successful, independent woman. Exactly like Katharine Hepburn in Stage Door.

Reading on, a boarding house in Potts Point seemed a possibility and, adding it to the list of other accommodations she’d circled in the paper, she put in place a plan utilising the ferry and bus systems that would allow her to visit each house without backtracking and spending too much money on transport.

By the end of the day, however, she felt more like Goldilocks than a successful, independent woman. The first place in Woolloomooloo had been horribly run down, more like a women’s refuge than a boarding house, and it smelled like corned beef. She hated corned beef. The second residence, on the edge of Kings Cross, had been situated above a brothel. Before she’d even stepped in the door, she’d been propositioned by two businessmen and a sailor.

‘No, thank you very much,’ she said, tossing that ad over her shoulder.

The last place, thank goodness, had been just right.

It was a tall red-brick building with leadlight windows running down the centre of its four stories to the double glass foyer doors. Roselyn House she read the raised lettering above those doors.

If you looked close enough, you could see the wear and tear, but whoever lived there had put some nice touches on it. The curved brick balconies on the corner rooms sprouted creeping greenery attaching itself to the walls, and there were pots filled with pink and red geraniums. Young women came and went from the foyer doors, most of them quite well-dressed and well-mannered—except for an older woman who stood at the door like a guard dog. White-haired and small she might be, but she had plenty of bite.

‘No visitors,’ she shot out when Maggie walked up the small set of front steps.

‘Oh no, I’ve come about the room.’

‘Bed.’

‘What?’

‘It’s a bed,’ the cranky old woman told her. ‘You don’t get your own room here, luv. What do you think this is, the Ritz?’ 

‘Uh, no, I just thought—’

‘I’m the landlady, Mrs Carruthers,’ she grumbled as Maggie followed her into the foyer. ‘That’s my room there, right off the foyer. I see everyone who comes and goes, so there’s no shenanigans. You want the bed or not? I got other girls lookin’.’

‘Could I see it first?’

Old Crankypants harrumphed and walked away, so Maggie could only assume she expected her to follow. ‘This level’s got a dining room and the kitchen’s in there. There’s sixteen girls livin’ in this building. You each get one half of one shelf in the Kelvinators. Keep it clean, or you’re out.’

She started up the central staircase until they reached the fourth floor. Maggie was puffing, perspiration running down her back, and she was still carrying her suitcase, which was now so heavy she’d almost decided to take the room—bed—even if it was inhabited by a kangaroo and smelled like sheep dung.

The landlady flung the door open and stepped aside.

‘Here ’tis.’ She pointed to the bed in the corner of the room. There were two other beds, clearly taken by the looks of the clothes strewn across them. In the corner stood an armoire in serious need of a sanding and varnishing beside an antique cheval mirror with a jagged crack down the middle. There was no wardrobe, but two long metal clothes racks that looked like they’d come from a department store were full to bursting with dresses and skirts.

‘How much is it?’

‘One and three per week. First month up front.’

One pound, three shillings. The price wasn’t bad, but the month up front would leave her running desperately short of funds until she could find a job. Maggie walked across to the sorry-looking bed in the corner and sighed, disappointment sitting heavy in her chest. She sat down on the too-soft bed and idly pulled aside the closed blind. 

And there it was. The harbour.

Jumping off the bed, she pulled open the door and stepped out to the balcony. Being on the top floor had its advantages. She had an almost unobstructed view of the harbour, where the Manly ferry was making its way to Circular Quay. It disappeared behind grey and imposing ships docked at the naval base at Garden Island.

‘What a view,’ she murmured.

‘Well?’

Maggie stepped back into the room, took a deep breath and tugged at the blind so that it flew up, letting the light and the heat in.

‘Break that and you’ll pay for it.’

It would be smarter to hold out for something a little cheaper, but she was tired and for that view, she was willing to skip meals.

‘I’ll take it.’

‘The front door is locked at eight in the pm, so don’t forget your key,’ Mrs Carruthers said, handing over a set of two keys. ‘And no visitors.’

‘Yes, you said that.’

She counted out the rent and Old Crankypants, as she would forever be known, walked out and shut the door behind her, leaving Maggie alone in the room.

She squealed with excitement. ‘I’m home.’

She took a moment to wonder who her roommates were and hoped they were nice girls. She hadn’t shared a room since boarding school. Whoever they were, she’d just have to get along with them. She wasn’t about to give up this room and that view for anyone.

Maggie unpacked her meagre belongings, squeezing her clothes into the smallest drawer of the armoire and hanging her dresses on the very end of the clothes racks. She went on a self-guided tour of the boarding house, finding the two shared bathrooms equally packed with the toiletry items of the women who occupied level four of Roselyn House.

Downstairs in the kitchen, she opened the refrigerator to see what sort of food the other girls in the house bought. Rationing was getting tighter, so meat and butter were treated like gold. That would explain the definitive labelling on those items. Her mother had insisted she learn how to cook and she also baked a mean cake, but she’d have to learn how to make her food budget stretch. She was desperate for a cup of tea, but she didn’t think her roommates would take kindly to the new girl helping herself to their tea or sugar rations.

With a large amount of her money now sitting with the landlady, the next thing she needed to do was find a job. Returning to her room and ensuring the blind was pulled all the way open, she sat on her bed with the Sydney Morning Herald opened and perused the positions vacant.

Carer wanted for elderly woman. No.

Au pair. Absolutely not! She wasn’t a fan of children.

Waitress. Maybe? She circled the job.

An hour later, she had five ads circled and sorted into their times and locations for the following day. This independence thing was going easier than she’d expected.

Just after six, the door to the room flew open and two girls wandered in, talking and laughing.

‘Oh, hello. Caroline, it seems we have a new roomie.’

‘It seems we do,’ Caroline responded, moving across to offer her hand to Maggie. ‘I’m Caroline, obviously. That’s Gemma. Welcome to Roselyn House.’

‘Thank you, I’m Maggie. Maggie Cardwell.’

‘New to Sydney?’ Gemma asked, tossing her handbag on her bed and kicking her shoes to the corner of the room. 

‘Yes, I got the early bus from Canberra this morning. But I attended boarding school here.’

Gemma made a face at Caroline. ‘La-di-da. So what brings you to our little hovel?’

Caroline began stripping down to her underwear and Maggie turned her gaze away. ‘Oh, honey, don’t be shy. You can’t be shy living in a house full of women.’

‘I’m not shy.’ It was true. Shy had never been a word used to describe her.

Gemma likewise stripped off her nurse’s uniform. Wandering over to Maggie’s bed in her undergarments, she leaned over her shoulder to see what she was reading.

‘Looking for a job?’ she asked, picking up the paper as Maggie tried her best not to stare at the other woman’s half-naked body. She’d never thought of herself as prudish but perhaps she wasn’t quite as worldly as she liked to think. ‘You really don’t want to waitress at Carlysle’s. The manager is a Nazi sympathiser and they pay well under what most restaurants pay. If you want to waitress, you’re best to try Hotel Australia or one of the officers clubs. Do you have much experience?’

Maggie shrugged. ‘No. But how hard can it be?’

The next day, she found out exactly how hard it could be. One of the restaurants she applied to offered her a trial shift. She spilled soup on a woman when she tripped on a little boy’s toy truck, got three orders mixed up and by the end of the shift, she owed the restaurant four pence for two broken plates and a mug.

The next three days travelled in much the same vein. Many of the jobs were already taken by the time she arrived, others were looking for girls with more experience. Maggie soon realised she was wildly unqualified to do … well, pretty much anything. 

Disheartened, she lay on her bed and gazed out the window at the sparkling harbour. It was such a beautiful city and had held so much hope for her. She really didn’t want to have to go home, but she was getting desperate.

‘I’ve applied for fourteen jobs and all of them said I don’t have enough experience,’ Maggie complained. ‘Elizabeth was right. I should have gone to secretarial school.’ Her dream was going to end before it could even get started.

Caroline sat down on the bed next to her. ‘Don’t give up yet. You’ll find something.’

‘But all I really want to do is sing.’ She took an unsteady breath. ‘I don’t even know where to begin to find paid work doing that and I need money now. I’m down to the last of my money. I’ll have to go back to Canberra.’ Sniffling, she closed her eyes against the tears that welled. ‘I really don’t want to go back.’

‘Listen, it’s New Year’s Eve. You need some fun. Why don’t we go to Luna Park?’

Maggie opened her eyes. ‘I just said I don’t have any money. I can barely afford to eat. I can’t spend the last of my money on an amusement park.’

‘Trust me.’ Caroline stood from the bed and dashed over to her rack of clothes, flicking through the options until she found a pretty red dress for Maggie to borrow. ‘We’ll get dressed up and see if we can’t find a few handsome fellas to buy us a drink. If you have to go back to Canberra, at least you’ll go out with a bang.’

Maggie let Caroline drag her across the harbour to Luna Park and she couldn’t help but feel better when the huge smiling face of the clown swallowed them up as they entered the fun park. The sun began to fade and the lights came on. The neon signs were noticeable by their lack of luminescence as brownouts were in effect across the whole of Sydney in case of Japanese air raids. But the threat of aerial bombing didn’t seem to worry Sydneysiders as they went about their business, and there was just enough lighting at the park to make it festive. Since it was New Year’s Eve, it was very busy with families and couples, and there were plenty of Australian servicemen on shore leave, ready to ring in the new year.

The girls wandered the midway, the main thoroughfare of Luna Park, filled with sideshow games where children and adults alike dropped balls into the wide open mouths of the laughing clowns or fished with little nets for the heaviest goldfish. A cheer went up as a group of soldiers competed at the Hi Striker, swinging the hammer to see which man had the ultimate strength to ring the bell. Passing by the Crystal Palace, the girls stepped in and laughed as a group of Aussie sailors bumped and pounded their dodgem cars into one another, much to the annoyance of the dodgem master, who yelled at them to ‘calm the hell down’ or they’d be booted out.

Caroline introduced Maggie to a friend who was in charge of the rides inside the Coney Island Funhouse.

‘She’s looking for work,’ Caroline yelled over the clanging and whirring of the nearby rides. ‘Do you know of anything going in the park?’

‘She looks young,’ the man said, eyeing Maggie up and down. ‘Can you make change?’

‘I’m almost twenty and I can add,’ Maggie said. She was really hoping this man would give her a job. How fun it would be to work in such a happy place.

‘Go and see Stu. He’s usually hanging around the office next to the dodgems. He might have something for a pretty girl like you.’

After asking around, one of the sideshow alley spruikers finally pointed out Stu. Maggie swallowed hard, suddenly unsure she wanted to interrupt Stu as he stood arguing with another man. Her father was a big man, but Stu would be head and shoulders above him. The man was a giant, with a deep voice she was sure wouldn’t require the aid of a megaphone.

‘Whaddaya mean she didn’t show up for work?’

‘She didn’t show up for work!’ The smaller man beside him gave an easy shrug. He was clearly not intimidated by Stu’s mammoth proportions.

‘That’s the third time this month, Artie.’

‘What do ya want me to do about it?’ Artie took off his hat, wiping the sweat of the day from his brow.

‘Piss her off for good and get me someone else.’

‘Stu!’ Caroline interrupted, making Maggie jump.

‘Who are you?’ he sniped back, tossing the stub of a cigarette to the ground before lighting another.

Maggie admired Caroline’s ability not to flinch in the face of such an angry man. ‘Barry sent us over. Sounds like you might be short a girl.’

‘Bloody Beverley. She’s always late or never bothers to show up at all,’ he grumbled. ‘I’d fire her if she wasn’t my niece. So, what do you want?’

‘Maggie here is looking for work.’

Stu eyed Maggie in much the same way Barry had. ‘Ever worked a fairy floss machine?’

‘Uh …’

‘Of course she has,’ Caroline answered for her.

Stu snorted. ‘Liar.’

At that moment, the Aussie sailors who’d been recently banned from the dodgem cars wandered past, eyeing Maggie with admiration. Maggie could tell that wasn’t lost on Stu, so she gave the sailors a wide smile.

‘You’re hired,’ he said. ‘Get down to the uniform shop and tell Zelda I sent you for the doll pinny.’ 

‘Doll pinny?’ Maggie wasn’t sure she liked the sound of that.

‘Then come back to the fairy floss stand over there and meet up with Angie. She’ll show you the ropes.’

‘You want me to start tonight?’

‘Right now, in fact. I’m short one girl. You want the job or you got somewhere else to be?’

Maggie was quick to snap out of her shock. ‘No, I can start now.’

‘Then get goin’.’

Maggie held in a squeal as she rushed off to find the uniform shop. She’d start the new year with a job!

Twenty minutes later, she was standing behind the fairy floss stand in a dress that reminded her of those her Raggedy Ann doll would wear. What’s more, it was about the same size.

‘It’s too small,’ she complained to Caroline, who was leaning on the counter as Maggie tugged the indecently short skirt to try to cover her knees. The bodice was even worse, cinched so tightly across her chest, she worried her breasts might just pop out.

Her new workmate, Angie, checked her over and grinned. ‘Fits just right as far as I can see.’

Maggie frowned. Angie’s blue Fairy Princess dress was nowhere near as revealing.

‘You look great,’ Caroline told her. ‘With all that golden hair, you’re the prettiest dolly in all the land. But you need more colour.’ She dug into her purse and pulled out bright red lipstick, swiping it across Maggie’s lips before rouging some of it into her cheeks.

‘Stop!’ Maggie batted her hands away. ‘That’s too much. I’m going to look like a clown.’

Caroline laughed. ‘Trust me. The boys’ll love you.’

As though to prove her point, a group of soldiers wandered up and ordered fairy floss from her. 

‘Hey, pretty dolly,’ one of them said. ‘Happy New Year. Wanna come have a dance with me under the bridge at midnight?’

‘Nah, love, don’t waste your time on Johnno,’ his mate tossed back. ‘Let me take you dancing.’

Maggie giggled as the men fought over her. This might not be such a bad job after all.





Seven

Elizabeth shaded her eyes with her hand. The glare and the heat of the sun was unfathomable. Perspiration bubbled above her top lip and her suit, once crisp and new, was now wrinkled and damp. Her hair had always been a wild and untameable disaster, but in the excessive humidity, it went a step further. The flyaway strands escaped their pins and doubled their mass beneath her hat—a hat that did nothing to keep the sun from scorching her pale skin. But she’d had to come on deck as they’d cruised into Darwin Harbour.

Apart from it being so stifling inside, the colour of the Timor Sea, shining aquamarine, drew her like the call of a swimming pool on a summer’s day. Although from what she’d heard, swimming was ill-advised. Tiger sharks patrolled these northern waters and crocodiles were ever-present around the mangrove estuaries that snaked inland. One of the officers aboard the ship had told her that with fish aplenty to feast on, the sharks and crocs scarcely troubled with humans who braved the waters. Still, she didn’t think she’d take her chances.

Once the ship docked, she carefully navigated the gangplank to the safety of the wharf, taking the last step down with the aid of one of the many soldiers who’d sailed with her from Townsville. Being one of only a few women on board, she’d been housed on the upper decks and sequestered from the huge contingent of soldiers, but she’d had a few conversations with the officers of the division at meal times and learned that many of the soldiers were straight out of training. Fresh-faced and eager, she worried for them, knowing that, after a short sojourn in Darwin, their next stop was the jungle islands of the Dutch East Indies.

One of the crewmembers unceremoniously dumped her luggage at her feet before rushing off down the wharf.

‘Carry your bags, miss?’ The soldier eyed her luggage, reaffirming with his pitying expression what she’d begun to realise herself—she’d brought too much. Two heavy cases seemed ridiculous now, and she certainly wouldn’t be wearing the long-sleeved woollen tops her mother had insisted she pack.

Feeling foolish, she had no choice but to let the young soldier take the largest of her cases as she picked up the lighter of the two and followed him down the busy outer arm of the wharf. They had to walk dangerously close to the edge as crews of large, sweaty men loaded cargo from a moored ship into rail carriages. Elizabeth marvelled at the strength of the wharfies as they pushed the rail carriage by hand along the tracks that ran the length of the oddly shaped jetty. When it came to the bend, the carriage was spun forty-five degrees on a sort of steam powered turntable where it was then lined up and attached to a small locomotive and driven back off the docks to dry land.

Darwin had indeed become a vital port for the Allied forces. A group of wharfies were loading supplies into the sling of a derrick attached to a US freighter, crates and bales of what she imagined consisted of ammunition, food and other supplies headed for the front lines less than three thousands nautical miles from where she stood. They turned to stare as she walked past, and she did her best to ignore their lewd comments and whistles, keeping her gaze straight ahead.

‘You wharfies! Get back to work. I need this ship loaded before the tide changes.’

Elizabeth glanced up to where an American officer stood on deck.

‘Get a move on or I’ll get my sailors down there doing your work,’ the officer added.

‘You touch anything on this dock, Seppo, and you’ll find yourself and your ship …’

The words the wharfie spouted after that were some of the most inventive curses she’d ever heard, and she was thankful that in this heat, the blush that coloured her cheeks would go unnoticed. She was determined not to come across as a delicate flower. The yelling continued, but the men eventually got back to work.

‘Darwin tides are legendary, miss,’ the young soldier told her. ‘They can drop and rise as much as twenty-three feet a couple times a day.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes, miss. I’m a fisherman. From South Australia, Port Lincoln. Great fishing. I’ve always wanted to drop a line up here though. I hear there’s a fish called barramundi and it’s as big as your arm.’

‘A fish as big as your arm?’ Elizabeth smiled at his boyish excitement. ‘Perhaps you’ll get your chance to catch this legendary fish.’

‘I hope so. It’s on the menu at all the pubs, though, miss. I can already taste it.’

Stepping onto land for the first time, Elizabeth eyed the pens of cattle, waiting to be loaded onto ships. Beef headed to the war, she guessed, and wondered if Fred would be eating Australian beef wherever he was. Bully beef, definitely. She doubted he’d had a good steak in the time he’d been away. The smell as she passed by the pens was hardly palatable, though. Cow dung cooked in the midday heat.

Dust kicked up by the cattle and trucks blew across the road, attaching itself to the perspiration on her face, competing with the relentless flies determined to get into her mouth and nose.

Arriving at what looked to be the town proper, Elizabeth thanked the soldier who’d carried her case as he joined the rest of his troop, headed for the barracks at Larrakeyah.

Across the dirt boulevard, she spotted the police station. They’d be able to direct her to the naval office, she was certain, but arriving at the door, she had to quickly step aside as a man flew out, followed by a policeman in hot pursuit. He caught the fleeing man easily, tripping him so that they both ended up face-down on the hard dirt road. She stared in shock as a bloody fistfight ensued, bringing onlookers who didn’t try to help, but instead began laying bets. Eventually, the policeman claimed victory and dragged his bleeding opponent back into the station. Money exchanged hands and the spectating crowd dispersed and went back to their business.

If she’d expected to be working in a civilised town, she was clearly going to be disappointed. Her father would be horrified. And that thought made her smile and boosted her courage. Taking up her heavy cases, she entered the police station. They, in turn, pointed her towards the naval office down on the next block.

Stepping inside the office, she was disappointed to find it wasn’t much cooler than outside despite the small electric fans that rotated on tabletops, struggling to move the heavy air.

A rather harried-looking petty officer was at the front desk, yelling into the telephone. Elizabeth put her cases down, removed her gloves and waited.

‘I don’t care if you’re still loading people, if the Montoro hasn’t sailed by tide change, it won’t make it out of the bloody harbour.’ 

He glanced up at Elizabeth before looking down at some papers in front of him. ‘Well, how many more? Fine, fine. You should be done in time. Let me know when she’s anchors aweigh so I can tell the boss.’

He hung up the phone and gave Elizabeth another impatient look. ‘Yes?’

She handed him her papers. ‘Elizabeth Cardwell, reporting for duty.’

He gave the papers a cursory glance before dropping them onto a pile of files that looked set to topple.

‘Who did you piss off to get sent to this cesspool?’

Her smile faltered a little at his abruptness. ‘I chose to come here.’

‘Every woman and child is being told to evacuate south before the Japs land on our doorstep and you chose to come here?’

‘I want to do my part for the war effort and—’

His hand shot up in front of her face. ‘Spare me the recruitment speech. This is no place for women. It’s a tough town, getting tougher.’

‘Petty officer, if you could just tell me where I can find Lieutenant-Com—’

‘There’s a ship leaving this evening,’ he interrupted once again and she exhaled her irritation. ‘The Montoro. You probably saw it when you arrived. You’re already packed, so I suggest you go get on it.’

‘Elizabeth, is that you?’

She turned at the voice and smiled at Lieutenant-Commander John McTavish.

‘Little Elizabeth.’ He took her hand in both of his in a fatherly gesture. ‘You’re all grown up. Lieutenant Thomas Jones,’ he indicated a man standing behind him, ‘my right-hand man in this little outpost. This is Miss Elizabeth Cardwell. Her father and I served in the Great War together.’

‘Pleasure.’ Elizabeth shook the lieutenant’s hand and turned back to the commander. ‘Thank you for this opportunity, sir.’

He turned to the harried petty officer. ‘Petty Officer Smith, Miss Cardwell will be joining Moira and working for me in intelligence. Take her bags across to the Victoria Hotel. Tell Rosa. She has a room waiting.’

‘Yes, sir.’ The petty officer graced Elizabeth with a scowl before picking up her bags and heading out the door. Lieutenant Jones disappeared into the back room.

‘How did you leave your father?’

‘Just fine. We don’t see him much. He spends a lot of time with the War Cabinet, as you can imagine.’

‘Indeed,’ he said absently as he picked up her papers from the pile on the petty officer’s desk. ‘I admit, I was surprised when Robert told me you have ambitions to join the WRANS. Don’t get me wrong, women have more than proven themselves useful in the services, but I was sure he’d have you married off to some up-and-coming politician by now. I was equally surprised he allowed you to come up here. Of course, you probably won’t be here for very long. We’re evacuating all non-essential women from the town.’

‘Then I shall have to make myself essential.’

He chuckled at that.

She smiled wryly. ‘The brevity is probably why Father let me come, sir. He assumed I’d be home again within the month.’ Hoping she would give up on her dream of joining the WRANS. But Elizabeth didn’t want Commander McTavish to know that. Now that she was here, she was going to do whatever she could to prove her father wrong. ‘But is it true the Japanese are so close?’ 

‘Nothing to worry about. The evacuations are as much about supply shortages as fear of invasion. We need all food and services directed towards the military. But should we be attacked, we also need to know there are as few civilians in harm’s way as possible.’

‘Well, I’ll be happy to support you in any way I can in the time I have here,’ she said. Damned if she’d be sent back to Canberra now.

‘And how do you like our little town?’ McTavish asked. ‘The little you’ve seen of it so far, of course.’

Elizabeth thought back to the sailors, the wharfies and the fight outside the police station. ‘Um. Well, it’s not as tropical or lush as I thought it might be. Where are all the trees?’

He laughed. ‘The original settlers saw to that. Stripped the place bare to turn their hands at farming and cattle grazing and to build the original town. Damn fools. Trying to make Darwin look like an English village is about as likely as Teddy Roosevelt running a marathon.’

Lieutenant Jones returned, followed by a small middle-aged lady.

‘Mrs Kalegorakis, this is Miss Cardwell. Can you please take her around the corner to the Victoria Hotel?’ Lieutenant Jones said. ‘Mrs Kalegorakis helps us out here with cooking and cleaning and general fetching.’

‘It keeps me busy,’ Mrs Kalegorakis said in a strong Greek accent. ‘My husband, he is the butcher.’

‘It’s nice to meet you, but you needn’t bother Mrs Kalegorakis,’ Elizabeth told the lieutenant. ‘I’m sure I can find the hotel.’

They ignored her and McTavish went on. ‘You’ll start officially tomorrow. In the meantime, get settled then send your father a telegram to let him know you made it here safely. The telegram office is above the post office, directly next door to this building. You can’t miss it.’ 

A phone began to ring somewhere and the lieutenant made his apologies and stepped away.

‘Perhaps you would like to join me for dinner tonight, Elizabeth?’ the commander asked as he walked her and Mrs Kale-gorakis to the door. ‘The Hotel Darwin still manages to do a fine steak. I think the owner must have shares in a cattle station nearby.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘I’ll see you at six in the dining room, then.’ He nodded, leaving Elizabeth with the little Greek woman.

Having been shown to her room at the hotel, Elizabeth removed her hat and uniform jacket, kicked off her shoes and fell flat on her back on the single bed. Mesmerised by the whirring ceiling fan, she exhaled an exhausted breath and smiled. It was hot, she felt so tired and she was unbelievably happy to be here. Lifting one leg at a time, she peeled her sweaty stockings from her legs and, balling them up, tossed them into the corner of the room.

Ah! That’s better.

Spotting the little vanity sink in the corner, she levered herself up and rushed over to turn on the tap. The water came out so hot, she had to let it run for a while before it was cool enough to splash some on her face. Refreshed, she unpacked a few things and then sat and wrote the telegram to her father. Eschewing the stockings and jacket, she grabbed her hat and headed back out into the sweltering afternoon to make her way to the post office.

There was a clerk serving a customer when she entered, and she stood by and waited.

‘Thanks, Arthur,’ the customer said. ‘Say hi to Hurtle for me when you see him.’

‘Shall do.’ Arthur the clerk waved her forward and Elizabeth smiled as she stepped up to the counter. ‘Help ya, love?’

‘Yes, I’d like to send a telegram.’ 

The man eyed her. ‘Haven’t seen you round ’ere before.’

‘No, I’ve just arrived. I’ll be working with the navy office. I’m Elizabeth.’

He dipped his head in greeting. ‘Arthur.’

She waited but he said nothing more. ‘I was told the telegram office is here and to ask for Archie?’

‘Yep,’ Arthur responded then pointed to a set of stairs in the corner. ‘First floor.’

‘Thank you.’

At the top of the stairs, she could hear laughter and happy chatter from a room at the end of the corridor. Stepping in, she found a group of women at telephonist stations. Some wore headsets and were on calls, others were just sitting back and talking until the buzzing called them back to work.

‘Oh, hello!’ one of the girls called out when she spotted Elizabeth. She was dark-haired and petite with an easy smile and sparkling green eyes.

‘I’m looking for Archie,’ Elizabeth said. ‘I believe he can send a telegram for me. I’m from the naval office.’

‘He’s at the bakery,’ another of the girls said. ‘Take a seat, he’ll be back in a mo.’

‘Thank you.’ As she sat down, the girls continued to work at the switchboard, eyeing her with the same surprised interest as Arthur had.

‘Where ya from, luv?’

‘Canberra,’ she responded, folding and unfolding the telegram in her hand. ‘I’m Elizabeth.’

‘I’m Eloise,’ the girl answered then proceeded to introduce the other women in the room. ‘And last, and definitely the least, that’s Peggy.’

‘Hey!’ Peggy complained, before quickly covering the mouthpiece of her headset with a fleeting look of horror. Then her freckled nose crinkled up with her silent giggle as she set about retying her sunny blonde ponytail.

‘Peg’s on the party line,’ Eloise said, lowering her voice.

‘The party line?’

‘Darwin phone lines are wide open,’ Eloise explained. ‘No secrets here, Lizzy.’

‘Elizabeth,’ she corrected.

Eloise’s dark eyebrows rose. ‘Righto. Elizabeth. So you’re working for the navy boss, eh?’

‘How did you know?’

Eloise tapped her headset. ‘Like I said, no secrets. Heard McTavish telling Rosa at the Vic to prep a room. All us girls live at the Vic,’ Eloise explained, tugging at the wires on the exchange as she connected the caller with their requested number. ‘Although with so many evacuations, they say we may be able to move into a vacant house. It’d be great to have our own place. The Mullen sisters have already lined up a bungalow.’ She pointed at the two other women working the switchboard. ‘Girls in the navy, hey? I never thought I’d see that day. Bet the blokes didn’t either.’

That brought on chuckles and nods from all the women. Elizabeth couldn’t argue, considering the cold reception she’d received from the grumpy petty officer at naval headquarters.

‘Well, I’m not officially in the navy. I’m just doing secretarial work for the commander,’ Elizabeth said. She left out the part about McTavish being friends with her father. She wanted to be accepted as just another one of the workers. ‘I am hoping to join the WRANS one day, though.’

‘Just watch out for Lieutenant Watkins over there at HQ,’ Eloise added with a snort of derision that was echoed by the other women. ‘He’s nice to look at, but he’s got a raging case of wandering hands.’

‘I haven’t met him yet, but I’m practically engaged anyway.’ 

‘Won’t matter a toss to him,’ Peggy threw in, covering her mouthpiece again. ‘So where’s your practically fiancé?’

‘Overseas. I’m not sure where exactly.’

‘My brother is in the Middle East somewhere,’ Peggy said. ‘Got a letter from him just yesterday. Says the women there are covered head to toe. They must get bloody hot under all that garb, don’t you think?’

Before Elizabeth could answer that it was bloody hot here even without the head-to-toe coverings, a man stepped in the door, the smell of bakery goods wafting along with him.

‘Archie! Did you get me my sticky bun?’

‘I did,’ Archie replied, handing over a large bun with pink icing.

Elizabeth’s stomach rumbled and she realised she hadn’t eaten anything for a few hours.

‘G’day, luv,’ Archie said, spying Elizabeth. ‘Sorry, I didn’t know we had company.’

‘That’s Elizabeth,’ Eloise spoke before she could say anything. ‘She needs to send a telegram.’

‘Alrighty.’ Putting down the cake he’d bitten into and licking sticky fingers, Archie reached for the piece of paper Elizabeth was fussing with. ‘Canberra, eh?’

‘Yes, my father. I’m just letting him know I arrived safely.’

‘Got it.’ Archie nodded and got to work.

Peggy removed her headset, clearly done listening in on the phone call.

‘So, what did old Abbott have to say?’ Eloise asked.

‘Abbott?’ Elizabeth asked. ‘You mean Administrator Abbott?’ She’d done her homework on all the key players in Darwin. Aubrey Abbott was the Administrator of the Northern Territory, officially the highest ranked politician in town.

‘That’s the one.’

‘Should you be listening into his private conversations?’ 

Peggy shrugged. ‘Abbott’s a right boofhead. Couldn’t run a possum up a tree let alone the Territory. It’s in our best interests to know what he’s up to. Bloody politicians.’

Elizabeth was stunned but decided it was in her best interests not to make comment on something she knew nothing about. She wanted to make friends, and giving away that she was a politician’s daughter was not going to help.

‘Why don’t you join us for a drink at the pub after work tonight, Lizzy?’

‘Elizabeth,’ Eloise corrected for her.

The other girls raised their eyebrows. With so few women in town, these were possibly the only friends she would have, so she made a quick decision. ‘Actually, Lizzy is fine.’

‘Great. Come and have a beer with us, Lizzy.’

‘Uh, I would like to, but I can’t. I’m having dinner with Commander McTavish at the Hotel Darwin,’ Elizabeth said.

‘Meet us downstairs in the Vic bar before dinner, then,’ Eloise said. ‘Hotel Darwin’s got too much snoot on it. Vic’s a bit more relaxed. We’ll have a pint to welcome you. Need more sheilas in this town. Peggy can’t keep all the men happy.’

‘Hey!’ Peggy exclaimed. ‘What she means is, the Vic is where all the enlisted men go. She’s already been through all the officers.’

‘Have not!’

‘Yeah, righto, there’s a few Yank officers left.’

Elizabeth’s head was spinning when Archie interrupted, handing her paper back to her. ‘All done, luv.’

She stood and left the girls laughing and teasing one another. ‘Thank you, Archie.’

‘We get off at five!’ Peggy called.

‘At the Vic at five, then.’
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Over the next few weeks, Elizabeth developed a sense of purpose she’d never felt before. It was hard to believe how easily she’d settled into this rugged northern outpost. So different to the dry, cool climate of Canberra, it was a melting pot of military men, Aboriginals, Chinese, Greeks, Italians, rough-necked wharfies and some of the finest women she’d ever met. Finest not in the usual sense of the elegantly dressed, well-to-do women she’d been surrounded by in Canberra. They were the finest in the sense that they worked harder than any woman—or man—she’d ever known. And she soon learned they would bend over backwards to do anything for anyone. She’d become fast friends with Eloise and Peggy in particular, and when they weren’t working, the three were inseparable.

Despite the threat of war, the women made the most of their time in Darwin. They sunned themselves on Mindil Beach, despite not being able to swim in the ocean because of the stingers and crocodiles. New to the Territory herself, Peggy gamely suggested there were so many tasty Yanks from visiting ships on the beach who were prepared to take a chance in the water, why would the crocs ever bother with three stringy Aussie sheilas? Feeling brave, the girls had hesitantly paddled their feet in the shallow water. It wasn’t exactly cool but it was wet and delightfully refreshing, until two sailors were stung by jellyfish and carted off to hospital screaming in agony. After that, the girls decided the beach wasn’t worth the sunburn.

Ships came and went from the harbour, American and Australian mostly, with Canadian and Dutch sometimes mixed in. The wharf seemed to host a never-ending parade of loading and unloading of supplies and soldiers, headed for Sarawak, Koepang, Badung Strait and Java. Places she’d never heard of before. She did her best to keep up with the paperwork on it all, which was no easy feat. The town seemed to lack any real overarching command. The RAAF, the army, navy and the Northern Territory Administration seemed to constantly be at odds with one another over who was in charge of what. Even the air raid wardens had tossed in their helmets after townspeople refused to take the air raid practices seriously. Not to mention the battle with the Darwin wharfies, who seemed to take a sort of sadistic pleasure in causing strife. The catchphrase around the town seemed to be that if something hadn’t arrived—beer, petrol, food—then it was no doubt ‘on the ship’ and probably waiting to be unloaded. Elizabeth tried to understand when Lieutenant Watkins explained to her about the unions, but honestly, most of it just seemed an extraneous battle that they couldn’t afford if the defence of Darwin was to be maintained.

Petrol shortages were the biggest issue, but when the beer ran dry … well, that caused real riots. Signage for the popular Victoria Bitter beer touted One bottle, per man, per week, per haps. But when the beer did arrive, the publicans often had fights on their hands. The Victoria Hotel had all but been destroyed by drunken soldiers last September and no one was keen to see that kind of behaviour again.

Time moved slowly in the tropics. She sent word home to her parents regularly in those first few weeks, but had given up asking if they’d heard anything from Maggie. She’d been sure her sister would have returned home with her tail between her legs once her money had run out, but it seemed she’d underestimated her. She only hoped that, wherever she was, Maggie had found reputable work and a safe place to live. Most of the time she tried not to think about her as it made her angry. It was time to stop making excuses for Maggie. She’d broken her mother’s heart. Stealing—stealing!—the housekeeping money from the Arnotts biscuit tin on top of the refrigerator and running away without a word. There was no excuse for that. 

Drinks at the pub after work became a ritual. Wine was a luxury in the north, so she didn’t have much of a choice at the bar. It was beer or nothing, and while Elizabeth had never been a fan of it, it was icy-cold and refreshing, and she soon got used to the taste.

Her first real hangover came thanks to Peggy’s ‘friendship’ with an Australian sailor who’d managed to get his hands on a bottle of gin. Apparently, he’d won it from a Dutch soldier in a game of poker on the long boat trip back from Sandakan in the Dutch East Indies after they’d hurriedly evacuated when the Japanese had landed in mid-January.

The three girls had begun drinking the gin in Peggy’s room at the Victoria Hotel, but decided to go out for a walk in the middle of the night and somehow ended up sitting on the end of the wharf, dangling their feet and watching the latest storm creep in from the north.

‘Wait!’ Eloise was suddenly serious. ‘Isn’t this dangerous?’

‘What? Sitting on the wharf or the storm?’

‘Both.’

‘Just don’t fall in or get struck by lightning,’ Peggy hiccupped.

‘Oh, is that all?’ Elizabeth giggled.

‘So, tell us all about the fabulous Fred,’ Eloise said, handing the bottle to Elizabeth.

‘Fred?’ She took a big sip, the liquor no longer burning her throat as it went down.

‘Yes, Fred,’ Peggy echoed. ‘Eloise and I are making the most of all these available men, and you’re acting like a nun.’

‘I’m not acting like a nun. I’m engaged.’

‘But you’re not!’ Eloise pointed at her accusingly. ‘You said he didn’t propose.’

Lightning sparked on the horizon and Elizabeth’s skin crackled. ‘Well, not officially, no, but he loves me and I love him,’ she slurred. ‘We’ll be married when he comes home from the war.’ 

‘Iris says you haven’t had a letter from him since you arrived here,’ Peggy said. ‘She says she doesn’t believe he exists and that you made him up to keep Lieutenant Handsy-Watkins away.’

‘Well, that’s as good an excuse as any.’ Eloise snorted out a laugh before reaching for the bottle again.

‘He does exist!’ Elizabeth said, her head swimming. ‘He’s just busy fighting the Nazis. You know what it’s like. S’hard for the mail to get through from Europe or Africa.’

‘But what if he doesn’t come home from the war?’

‘Elly!’ Peggy sounded outraged. ‘Don’t even say that.’

‘Sorry, Lizzy.’

‘S’okay. Not like I haven’t thought about it.’ Her foggy mind conjured images she didn’t want to face. Fred wounded in a hospital in some foreign country, or dead on the battlefield. They were right about one thing, though. It had been a while since she’d received a letter from him.

But what concerned her more was that she had barely spared him a thought since she’d arrived in Darwin. When Fred came home, she’d have to give up this new job, this new life she’d found, to become his wife. And she wasn’t quite sure she was ready for that yet.





Eight

It was like every other Saturday that had come and gone in the weeks that Maggie had been working at Luna Park. The occasional group of Australian servicemen on shore leave wandered in and Maggie enjoyed flirting with them while she worked. Sometimes she even let the sweetest ones treat her to dinner or a drink after her shift.

But on this particularly blah Saturday in the middle of January, they came. Americans.

Sailors, soldiers and marines by the boatloads. Where pleasure cruisers and runabouts used to dot the peaceful harbour, huge US dreadnaught destroyers now overshadowed even the largest Australian warships. They dropped anchor and spilled their hundreds of servicemen out to take over the city of Sydney. While on shore leave, they went looking for fun. And they found it.

At night, they found it in the bars and restaurants, in the clubs and brothels of Kings Cross. And by day, they came in droves to Luna Park. And they tipped! Maggie began to make a lot more money from the tips than from her meagre wage.

‘Have you ever seen so many men in one place?’ Angie asked her one afternoon as pack after pack of white-uniformed sailors and khaki-outfitted marines streamed through the huge clown’s mouth and into the park to play the sideshow games, making sly bets on the side.

‘Once,’ Maggie answered. ‘In Hawaii.’

Her co-worker gaped at her. ‘You’ve been to Hawaii?’

‘Mm-hm.’

It seemed an eon ago, although not even two months had passed. When was the last time she’d thought of Cody? She’d been so preoccupied with her new life in Sydney, she couldn’t recall the last time his handsome face had entered her mind. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been sad or sullen that their short-lived love affair had ended. She had been angry with him at first for not writing, but Elizabeth had pointed out to her that even if he hadn’t been injured or killed, chances were his brother had. Of course, if Cody had eventually written to her, the letters would never reach her now, but why should she continue to moon over a man who hadn’t cared enough about her to write even one letter? Taking in all the tall, strapping Americans filing into the park, she smiled. She was hardly going to be lonely.

The jovial way the Americans behaved, like this was a great adventure, upset many people but Maggie thought them the most exciting thing to ever invade Australia. Their uniforms were still crisp and looked almost brand-new compared to the Australian servicemen’s ill-fitting garb.

And they had money. Lots of money. Their wages were obviously higher than the Aussie military pay and as the weeks passed and more Americans landed, it became a sore point. Especially when the Yanks began to catch the eyes of Australian girls. They could afford to lavish Sydney girls with gifts of nylons and flowers, and they spoke with respect, calling women ‘ma’am’ and men ‘sir’. By the end of January, Sydney was awash with lustful Americans, besotted women and disgruntled Australian servicemen. 

Maggie caught the eye of many a soldier, sailor and airman as they filed through Luna Park, looking for any sort of entertainment.

‘Don’t these boys ever go to the fighting?’ Angie asked as yet another flotilla of white and khaki paraded down the midway.

‘Doesn’t look like it,’ Maggie said, smiling flirtatiously at a sweet-looking sailor.

He removed his Dixie cup hat and wandered across. ‘Howdy, ma’am.’

‘G’day,’ she returned. ‘Can I interest you in something sweet?’

Angie snorted out a laugh and Maggie elbowed her.

‘Yes, ma’am, you sure can. How much is it?’ He pointed at the toffee apple, its sugary red coating shining in the midday sun. Taking a handful of money out of his pocket, he fumbled with the coins and paper and scratched his head. ‘Gosh, ma’am, I’ve got no idea about this funny money. Maybe you ought to just take what you need.’ He held out his hand.

Maggie smiled and reached for the required amount. ‘What’s your name, sailor?’

‘Willy Dome, ma’am.’

With his dark blond hair shaved close to his head and his pretty blue eyes, he was just about the cutest thing she’d seen since an American surfer boy in Hawaii. She pushed the thought aside.

‘Where ya from, Willy?’

‘San Francisco, California.’

‘Well, Willy from San Francisco, I’m Maggie. My shift finishes in fifteen minutes. How would you like to buy me an ice-cream float?’ She remembered that’s what they called them in Hawaii.

‘Well, I’d be honoured, Miss Maggie.’

Willy was the first of several Americans Maggie dated. She went to the pictures with Robert from Minnesota. Introducing him to Minties, they ignored the newsreels depicting the Japanese rolling into Malaya and the battles for the skies over Europe as they rolled Jaffas down the aisle and waited for the Abbott and Costello film to begin.

Phineus of Boston, Massachusetts took her for hamburgers and malted shakes at the newly opened diner in Woolloomooloo that had started importing American favourites for the Allied occupiers. Suddenly, cafés and restaurants were serving Coca-Cola and root beer and more clubs began to stay open later, touting live jazz and swing dancing. Maggie enjoyed the company of the Americans, but no matter how often they declared their undying love for her, she never let them into her bed, and especially not into her heart. Having her heart broken by another American was not something she was willing to accept. They were here today, gone tomorrow. To the war, or onto the next available woman.

Sydney seemed to change overnight as more and more Americans filled the streets, looking for something to fill the void and ease the ache of homesickness. When Maggie befriended a few of the lower ranked officers, they went all-out trying to impress her by taking her to the Cheverells Officers Club in Elizabeth Bay. The orchestra there chose to stick with Vera Lynn and Bing Crosby rather than the more up-tempo tunes of Glenn Miller and Duke Ellington, but the mood was merry and the visiting American officers’ manners made a change from the rough-around-the-edges Aussies.

It was on one of those nights at the officers club that she met Bill Kelly.

Dancing with a young Australian RAAF lieutenant who was a friend of Caroline’s, she was surveying the room and noticed a man leaning against the wall, watching her. She glanced away, but when she looked back, he was still watching her, a confident grin on his face. Unlike most men in the club, he wasn’t in uniform, but dressed in an elegant blue pinstripe suit. If Maggie knew anything, it was clothes, and even from a distance she could tell the suit was no off-the-rack department store get-up but bespoke and expensive. Very expensive.

Refusing to play the shy debutante, she kept her eyes on him as he put his drink down, butted out his cigarette and walked straight onto the dance floor before tapping the lieutenant on the shoulder.

‘May I cut in?’

Ignoring the irritated expression of her date, she stepped back and moved into the stranger’s arms.

‘I couldn’t stand to watch that kid steering you around the dance floor like he was flying his plane.’

‘That isn’t very nice of you …’ She paused deliberately.

‘Bill Kelly,’ he said, turning her hand in his to kiss the top of it as they danced. Her heart tripped; it was just like she’d seen in the movies.

‘And you are …?’

‘Maggie.’ She rarely gave her surname to anyone, especially anyone attached to the military. Too many people knew her father.

‘So, what do you do, Maggie?’ he asked as the band played the opening chords of ‘Stormy Weather’.

She really didn’t want to tell this sophisticated man that she worked at Luna Park, so she nodded at the chanteuse on stage. The woman was tall and svelte, and her floor-length black dress shimmered like snakeskin when she moved. Maggie had been terribly envious of her all night. ‘I do that.’

He turned his head towards the stage then back to her, his smile broadening. ‘You’re a singer? Where can I hear you sing?’

Uh-oh.

She swallowed hard, but managed to keep her composure. ‘I’m between jobs at the moment. I’m still trying to find a place like this that suits me.’ Another lie. She didn’t know where to begin trying to find a club that would take a girl without stage experience.

‘Are you a good singer?’

‘I am.’ This time, she didn’t have the fake the confidence. She knew she had an extraordinary voice. She just needed the chance to prove it.

‘Then I might just be able to help you.’

She narrowed her eyes. ‘Really?’ Men had promised her all sorts of things for a late night walk along the harbour or a kiss. Most never delivered, and she rarely gave them what they wanted. ‘What exactly do you do, Mr Bill Kelly?’

‘I’m in supplies.’

It was a vague answer, Maggie thought. ‘Supplying what?’

‘Oh, just about everything.’

Vague again. ‘And what brings you here to the officers club if you’re not an officer?’

‘A lot of that supply work is for the army. I get them things. Often things that are hard to obtain. And now that the Yanks are here, my services are even more in demand.’

Nothing he was saying really made her think he was anything special, but she smiled anyway. ‘Then how can you help me with my singing career?’

‘Well, I’m a true-blue Sydney bloke. I was born here, grew up here. You’d be surprised how many influential people I know, how many people know me. Restaurateurs, club owners—’

‘Club owners?’ Maggie couldn’t believe her luck.

‘Hotels, nightclubs, you name it. But there’s a club in Kings Cross I think you would be particularly suited to.’ His eyes scanned down her body and back up. It didn’t bother her, his obvious study. She enjoyed being admired. ‘I can put in a good word for you. Let me see if I can set up an audition.’ 

Kings Cross. It wasn’t exactly Carnegie Hall, but she supposed she had to start somewhere.

‘You’d do that for me?’ she said slyly. ‘Why? You’ve only just met me. You haven’t even heard me sing.’

‘No, I haven’t. But I can just tell we are going to be fast friends, Maggie.’

She studied him as the band moved into another song. Tall and slim with a good head of dark hair, he wore it longer than most in these days of military regulation cuts. He was quite a bit older than her—early thirties at least—but she was getting tired of dating boys. She was a woman who deserved to be with a more accomplished man, a man with connections and perhaps even money. And it seemed, on the surface at least, that this man was willing and able to give her what she’d always dreamed of.
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Maggie was surprised how much she enjoyed the company of Bill Kelly. He was fun and, as advertised, he seemed to know absolutely everyone. He took her to the best restaurants in town, lavished her almost daily with gifts. Some days, she would send the gifts back, pretending they were far too extravagant and that she couldn’t possibly take them. She never meant it, of course. It was just what a lady did.

He even bought her gorgeous evening gowns he’d had made especially for her. Of course, a strategically placed Women’s Weekly opened to the fashion section with her chosen gowns circled helped.

When she asked him how he managed to afford such exquisite gifts of haute couture when half of Sydney was struggling with clothing shortages, he simply winked and said, ‘I know a lot of people, Maggie. Trust me, I’ll make you a star.’ 

And that was always her cue to kiss him.

His kisses were … satisfying, she supposed. She didn’t feel them in her knees and there were no butterflies in her stomach, but he knew how to woo a girl and his promises were a heady thing.

‘When are you going to introduce me to the owner of the club, Bill?’ she asked one evening as they danced in the living room of his well-appointed flat that looked out across Five Ways at Paddington. The flat was above a billiards hall, and Maggie suspected it was just another one of the many businesses he owned.

In the last week, Bill had started to take her back to his place after dinner or dancing instead of taking her straight home. When they were alone there, she let him kiss her, and those kisses had led to some more intimate touching, but she always had an excuse for never spending the night—she had to work early, or Mrs Carruthers wouldn’t be pleased that she’d stayed out all night and she’d never hear the end of it.

‘I said I would take you to the club, and I will.’

‘You’ve been saying that for weeks now.’

‘Be patient, sweetheart. You’ll get to sing, I promise. I just want you all to myself for a little longer.’

Frustration stabbed at her as he pulled her into a hug. She wasn’t stupid. Little niggling suspicions had started to slip into her mind over the last week as he’d pressed her to go further, to go to bed with him. Now she knew it for certain. He was holding her career hostage until she slept with him.

Could she do it? They were in a relationship. Was it so strange that they would eventually make love? It was the logical next step, really.

‘I’m going to make you a star, Maggie,’ he said as his lips trailed down her neck. Her skin tingled with the touch of his lips, the feel of his hands as they swept down her body, lifting the gown she’d worn to dinner that night at a councilman’s home. Bill knew everyone worth knowing in Sydney. ‘You’re so sexy and beautiful. Once you stand on that stage, every man in Sydney is going to want you. But only I will have you. Do you hear me, Maggie?’

She didn’t doubt for a minute that he could give her everything she wanted, but she also knew his patience was wearing thin. If she was going to get what she needed to begin her trip to stardom, she’d have to give him something first.

‘Let me make love to you, Maggie,’ he groaned in her ear, tossing the dress on a chair in his bedroom. ‘You’re killin’ me, darlin’. Can’t you see how much I want you?’

She nearly panicked when he took her hand and placed it over the bulge in his trousers. He was so big. Despite her many flirtations, she’d never let any of the men talk her into bed. Having the result of an imprudent teenage liaison tagging along behind her to Hollywood was not in her plans. She knew too many girls who had been silly enough to fall into bed with their high school boyfriends.

‘I don’t want to get pregnant.’ She put voice to her concerns as his hands swept into her satin underpants, pinching her backside lightly.

He grinned. ‘No worries. I’ve got something. Let me have you.’

His words were hardly poetry, but she nodded.

He had her undressed and standing naked before him in seconds, and she lay on the bed as he stripped himself off.

‘Light off?’ Her voice sounded small. Nerves built until she almost had second thoughts as he stood at the end of the bed, his manhood standing to attention. But then he moved around the bed, took her hand and kissed it.

‘You are the most beautiful creature I have ever seen, Maggie. I’m going to give you the world.’ 

Her nerves dissipated on his promise, and he flicked the switch before joining her.

Romance was clearly not on the menu tonight. Foreplay was minimal before he mounted her, forced himself into her so quickly, she cried out in shock and then pain.

‘Alright, darlin’?’

‘Yes,’ she lied, gritting her teeth.

Then he was all thrusting movement and grunting. She couldn’t believe she was actually having sex for the first time. Not really sure what she should be doing, she just lay there beneath him, the sweat slickening between them until finally he gave one last guttural groan and collapsed onto her. Eventually, he rolled off and kissed her cheek before falling into a snoring slumber.

So that was sex, she thought, pulling the sheet up across her nakedness. She was glad she’d waited, but was she glad she’d given her virginity to Bill Kelly?

It had been necessary, she told herself, frowning at the ceiling. He’d desired her and she’d given him what he’d wanted. And now, he’d give her what she desired.
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Night after night, Bill escorted her to the officers club, introducing her to his friends. She wasn’t blind to the slaps on the back and crude comments exchanged when they thought she couldn’t hear, but she took it all in her stride. Since that first night, Bill had wanted sex every night they were together and she obliged, each time learning more about how to please a man. She wished there were more to it. Perhaps a girl needed to be in love for sex to be truly good. She liked Bill, enjoyed his company and the things he could give her, but she didn’t love him.

‘Darling, I think it’s time you got me an audition at your friend’s club.’ 

She’d given up asking and was now beginning to demand, especially after a spirited round of sex. Bill was getting everything he wanted and still hadn’t taken her anywhere near this club he kept telling her she’d be perfect for. She’d been working the late shift at Luna Park and was tiring of dressing up like a dolly and selling sugary treats to kids and soldiers. She wanted to sing and he was her ticket into the clubs.

‘And I will,’ he said, leaning over to light a smoke. ‘But I can’t just insist my mates give my girlfriend a spot on stage.’

She pouted, stealing the cigarette from him and inhaling deeply. She didn’t particularly enjoy smoking, but it made her look older and more sophisticated. ‘Who said I was your girlfriend?’

Slowly, he leaned back to the bedside table and lit a second cigarette. ‘Of course you’re my girlfriend, Maggie. You belong to me.’

His words irked. ‘I don’t belong to anyone.’

But his possessiveness didn’t worry her as much as him not keeping his promise to help her get an audition.

‘What about the officers clubs?’ she asked, sitting up in the bed, deliberately letting the sheet fall. Just as she’d planned, his eyes went immediately to her naked breasts. She struck a subtle pose, the way she’d seen Mae West do when smoking in films. ‘I can sing just as well, better even, as those prissy girls who sing all those sad and tired old war tunes.’

‘The boys love those tired old war tunes,’ Bill replied, running his finger down her arm.

She took his cigarette and butted both out on the nightstand, leaning over him seductively, her breasts pressing against his bare chest. ‘Yes, but I do them with more intrigue and… well, sex.’

‘Honey, sex isn’t your problem.’

‘No?’ She kissed his nose, his lips. ‘Then what is?’ She gave him a kiss she knew would muddle his mind. ‘I want to sing, Bill.’ She bit his ear, making him groan. ‘All you have to do is make the introductions. I’ll take care of the rest.’ She took her mouth across his chin and down to his chest. ‘I’ll sing so well, I’ll blow their minds.’

And then she blew his.
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Nothing could make a Darwin wharfie move faster than the beer boat arriving. By noon, the ship was unloaded and its precious cargo cooling at the pubs ready for the multitude of parties that evening.

At four thirty on the dot, Eloise bounded into the naval office and sat her backside on the edge of Elizabeth’s desk.

‘Coming to the pub for a pint, Elizabeth?’ she asked, playing with the snow globe of Waikiki Beach and Diamond Head. Purchased on their second to last day in Hawaii, it had become a sort of memorial to the Baker boys.

‘Of course she is, aren’t you, Miss Cardwell? It’s Australia Day.’ Lieutenant Watkins leaned on the other end of her desk.

‘Oh, I don’t know. I was intending on an early night.’ She was still a little gun-shy after her night with the girls and a bottle of gin on the wharf a few weeks before.

‘Well, that’s damned un-Australian if you ask me,’ the lieutenant said.

Eloise’s mouth fell into a pretty pout. ‘Come on, Elizabeth. You work too hard and you have far too many early nights. And Peggy’s invited a few of the flyboys from the RAAF base.’

‘Flyboys, puh!’ Lieutenant Watkins grumbled. ‘Heads in the clouds, that lot. More excited by their planes than women.’

‘Well, you know what they say about the navy, don’t ya?’ Eloise tossed back. 

His crude answer about submarines made Eloise laugh and Elizabeth blush.

‘Please, Lieutenant Watkins!’

‘I apologise, Miss Cardwell, I forgot for a moment there was a lady present.’

‘Oi!’ Eloise shot back. ‘What am I then?’

Elizabeth jumped in before the two got into an argument. ‘Why is it that the rest of the country forces their pubs to close at six, but Darwin pubs stay open til ten?’

Eloise let out an unladylike snort. ‘Ha! Can you imagine what would happen to this place if they tried to close the pubs at six?’

‘But there is a beer shortage after all, so why not close at six?’ Elizabeth asked.

‘Blasphemy!’ Lieutenant Watkins said, mock wide-eyed.

‘Spit on your elbow and turn around three times.’ Eloise added her horrified gasp to the lieutenant’s, making Elizabeth laugh.

‘You’d think no one’s in charge of this town.’

Lieutenant Watkins leaned down close and stage-whispered, ‘In reality, nobody knows who is actually in charge of this wretched outpost.’

‘Old Aubrey would tell you he is,’ Eloise said.

‘Shhh,’ Elizabeth scolded, her eyes flitting to the door. ‘He was just here this afternoon. He might still be loitering about.’

‘Loitering is what Abbott does best. Just one drink, Elizabeth.’ Eloise was not a woman to be dissuaded.

‘Yes, just one.’ The lieutenant gave her his best puppy dog eyes, hardly attractive on a man in his mid-thirties. Peter Watkins had been asking her out since the day she’d arrived and so far she’d managed to keep his advances at bay by using her friendship—and her father’s friendship—with Commander McTavish.

‘Well, I would hate to be accused of being un-Australian.’ 

Standing, she pinned on her hat. She’d have her one drink to satisfy the lieutenant and Eloise and then she’d sneak away and back to her room at the hotel to read the letter that had arrived from her mother that was burning a hole in her handbag. She’d been too busy to read it since it had arrived that morning, and she wasn’t sure she could take much more of her mother’s panicked monologues. Her worry for Elizabeth being so close to the fighting with the Japanese were bad enough, but her constant concerns about Maggie were exhausting. Was she her sister’s keeper? She was living her own life. What could she do about Maggie up here?

‘Ready?’ The lieutenant offered his arm, which she ignored, and with Eloise they wandered down the street to the front bar of the Victoria Hotel.

The bar, always busy, was heaving to overflowing with thirsty servicemen. Australian soldiers mingled with the larger-than-usual collection of US navy and merchant sailors. It seemed the newly arrived Americans were just as happy to celebrate Australia Day.

Men were starved for company and tensions were beginning to reach boiling point between the Australians and Yanks as the so-called ‘allies’ fought over the few remaining women in town. Women were pulled back and forth between them like a game of tug of war. Some enjoyed the attention, some didn’t. Elizabeth fell into the latter group.

Darwin had become a landlocked island of testosterone and tempers. With only fifteen policemen and no military police, if a fight broke out, it would be near to impossible to rein it in.

‘Three more US ships came in today,’ the lieutenant said. ‘A destroyer and a couple of freighters. Like we didn’t have enough Yanks up here.’ 

‘Those Yanks are our greatest allies, lieutenant,’ Elizabeth said. ‘If we’d left it to Britain to help us, well … how’s your Japanese?’

‘The British have their own battle to wage.’ Lieutenant Watkin’s nod was solemn. ‘But you are right. The Americans are a necessary cog in the fight against the axis. We must not forget that. And please, call me Peter.’

‘Oh, I really couldn’t do that,’ she said. It was more than the fact that he was a superior officer; she wanted to ensure a formal distance from the man who wouldn’t take no for an answer.

An imperial pint glass was shoved into her hand by Eloise, and she spilled a little as the crush of humanity swelled and jostled around her. Thunder and lightning cracked and boomed outside the pub as the evening storm moved in, competing for dominance over the din in the bar. She loved the storms of the north—Mother Nature conveying that their planes and ships were no match as she dominated the skies and the seas with her ferocious displays of temper.

Taking her drink, Elizabeth moved to the open door to catch the breeze blowing in ahead of the storm and to watch the skies light up. Eventually, the rain began to fall in sheets so heavy it was like trying to see through frosted glass on a freezing winter day—an image of Canberra she’d never see up here in the tropics.

‘Well, there’s a spectacular sight.’

She didn’t bother to turn her head to look at the sailor who’d moved into the doorway beside her, the Texan twang telling her it was one of the new arrivals. She was getting good at guessing the accents of American soldiers. New England was clipped and proper, New York often had an Italian or Irish cut. The New Orleans accent was beautiful, like a song, and the Texans—well, they were all ‘yes, ma’am, no ma’am, three bags full, ma’am’ politeness. 

‘It is a sight to behold,’ she answered, still gazing with wonder at the light show.

‘I meant you, Red.’

She froze, the glass of beer against her lips. Lowering it slowly, she turned and took in the pale blue eyes and the white-blond hair, now shaved close to his head.

‘Oh, Lord.’ She slumped against the doorframe.

‘What sort of greeting is that for an old friend?’

She snorted out a scornful laugh. ‘Old friend?’

‘The last time I saw you, you were wearing the prettiest travel suit the colour of the Pacific.’

‘The last time I saw you, you were stealing away with my sister. Taking her to brothels, no less.’

‘C’mon, I didn’t take her to a brothel.’

She turned to face him properly. He was grinning and looked so damned handsome, it infuriated her.

‘You took her to Hotel Street!’ How could he be so casual about his disappearing act with Maggie? The gall of the man!

‘I took her to a diner near Hotel Street.’

‘Oh, thanks for the clarification.’

‘Wow, you certainly can hold a grudge, Red.’

‘Don’t call me Red,’ she fired back almost as sharply as the lightning strike that cracked the sky. ‘I swear, it’s unfair that of the two Baker brothers, you’re the one I happen to run into in this place.’

She waited for his pithy comeback, his smart retort. When nothing came, she shot him a sidelong glance. His expression was dark, cheeky grin and joking expression gone.

‘Well, I guess you’re shit out of luck, then,’ he said, ‘since the other Baker brother is dead.’





Nine

Maggie was happy to see that her little push wasn’t in vain when Bill escorted her to a party at the Foxhole on Australia Day. Despite being one of the most popular nightclubs in Kings Cross, it was hardly the champagne and caviar party Maggie had expected. In fact, once inside, she realised the Foxhole was nothing more than a seedy burlesque club. The patrons comprised of mostly enlisted servicemen—hardly the ilk of the officers club he usually took her too—but she was fascinated as they lapped up the entertainment. They were besotted, entranced by the girls on stage and the girls loved them back, singing and dancing with the accompaniment of a small band. They performed all the latest hits out of America and England, while swing musical numbers had couples working up a sweat on the tiny dance floor in front of the small stage.

Maggie ignored the fact that the girls on stage were quite scantily clad. The long dresses looked respectable at first glance, but when the girls danced, she could see splits in the fabric almost to their hips, or a décolletage cut daringly low. But really, she told herself, their outfits weren’t that much more revealing than her silly Luna Park costume. It was the singing that mattered, and she wanted to sing on that stage, with all those men adoring her. 

Bill disappeared and returned with the manager of the Foxhole.

‘Maggie, this is Mr Helford.’

Mr Helford took her hand and kissed it. ‘Call me Perry.’ His eyes wandered down her body, hugged close by the slinky white dress Bill had insisted she wear. ‘Can you sing?’

‘Sure she can,’ Bill said, puffing on his cigar.

Maggie crossed glances with Bill. He’d never once heard her sing. ‘I can sing.’

‘Fine.’ Perry nodded. ‘Come in tomorrow. I’ll put you in the chorus.’

Maggie blinked. ‘Just like that? You haven’t even heard me yet. What if I sound like a dying cow?’

‘Then we’ll have you mime the songs.’

Maggie frowned as the two men leaned away to continue talking without her.

‘She’s a soldier’s wet dream. You wanted her in, so she’s in. If she can sing, all the better.’

‘Fine. Sex her up a bit. She’s got the moves, but add some tight costumes, lots of leg. The boys’ll be panting. But she’s hands off. No one touches her but me, you get that?’

‘Sure, Bill. Don’t worry, Mick sorts out any of the patrons who get handsy.’

Maggie was fuming. She was sure the conversation had not been for her ears, and she wasn’t about to be treated as nothing more than a pretty face. But she also wasn’t about to give up her chance to sing either.

‘I’ll audition,’ she said, cutting in.

‘What? I just gave you the job, love,’ Perry snorted, giving Bill a derogatory eye roll.

‘Maggie, it’s fine—’ Bill tried to placate her.

‘No, it’s not. Either I audition and show you that I can sing, or I don’t work here at all.’ 

The two men exchanged glances.

Perry shrugged. ‘Fine, no skin off my nose.’

‘And when I get the job and prove myself, I get top billing.’

‘Hey, now—’

‘Top billing, Mr Helford,’ she continued and, taking her purse from the table, she left the two men staring after her.

Outside in the fresh air, Maggie paced back and forth along the footpath in front of the club. How dare they treat her as though she were nothing but a pretty face, a body to be lusted after? She was a singer. And a damned good one.

Stepping away from the club door as another hoard of sailors entered, she pulled a cigarette from her beaded purse and put it to her lips. Digging about for her lighter, she blinked when a flame flicked in front of her.

Bill.

She let him light her cigarette and puffed smoke directly into his face like she’d seen women do in the movies.

‘I underestimated you,’ he said.

‘Most people do,’ she shot back, taking another inhale to shore up the braveness that had suddenly come over her.

‘Your “audition” is tomorrow at three.’

She dropped the cigarette to the ground. ‘You’ve been kind to me, Bill and we have fun together. But I am in charge of my destiny. You don’t own me.’

‘But you are mine, Maggie. All mine.’

In answer, she tossed her hair and looked across the street to where several marines were gawking at her. She waved her gloved hand and blew them a kiss.

It was enough for Bill to change tack. ‘I’m sorry, Maggie. Don’t be mad with me.’ His hangdog expression didn’t fool her. She glared at him, staring him down. ‘Let’s not quarrel, darlin’. You have your audition and I’ll be sitting front row centre when you wow them. You’re gonna make me so proud.’ He took her into his arms and kissed her nose. ‘Will you let me take you home?’

She narrowed her eyes. ‘Fine. But to my place, not yours. I want to prepare for my audition.’

At her audition the next day, despite a dreadful case of the nerves, she sang well. Not her best by any stretch of her imagination, but Perry hired her anyway.

Whatever Bill’s business relationship was with Perry Helford, the club manager was most definitely on a leash. Despite the small amount of power she now discovered she had over Bill Kelly, she would still have to be very, very careful to make sure she didn’t end up the same way.
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Her first few performances went well. She learned the choreography, going to rehearsals with the other girls in the chorus, many of whom had been at the club for years. Some of them were kind to her, others were dismissive, and several were downright rude. Snide comments were murmured, and when the girls went out for a drink or something to eat after rehearsals or a show, she was never invited. It didn’t matter because Bill was always waiting for her when she finished at the club, around midnight.

She’d more than proven herself and Perry quickly offered her a chance to solo, giving her the top billing she’d insisted upon. It was then that the snide comments from the other girls were no longer behind her back.

‘I guess if you fall on your back for the boss, you get certain perks.’

‘I’ve been here five years, you don’t see me being offered a solo.’

‘You don’t have perky tits and a tight arse anymore, Brenda. Why would Bill Kelly want to play with you?’ 

The laughter carried out the door when they departed, leaving Maggie alone in the change room, wiping away tears with the make-up.

She pulled Tilly, the burlesque dancer who acted as the backstage mother hen, aside. ‘Tilly, I know everyone thinks I got this job because I’m dating Bill Kelly, but I auditioned, just like everyone else here.’

Tilly’s eyes narrowed. ‘Bill Kelly owns this club. What else are they going to think?’

‘He owns the club?’ Maggie was shocked. ‘I thought Mr Helford owned it?’

‘Honey, you really have to wise up,’ Tilly said, shaking her head. ‘You think you can beat Bill Kelly at his own game? You’re gonna lose, and lose big.’

Maggie wondered what she meant by that. But becoming a star was the most important thing and Bill was making that happen. Friends came and went, and Maggie would happily leave jealous nobodies in her wake to reach her goal.

On the night of her first solo, nerves and excitement melded together until she thought she might just throw up.

‘Maggie, you’re on in five.’

The stage manager’s five-minute call only heightened her panic.

‘I don’t think I can do this,’ she cried. ‘My throat is drying up and I think I’m going to be sick.’

‘Of course you can do it,’ Delia said, laying a hand on Maggie’s back. It soothed her a little. Delia had taken pity on Maggie and they’d become friendly if not friends, and while she could be scathingly honest, she was rarely unkind just for the hell of it. ‘Don’t worry if your throat dries up. The boys out there don’t care if you can sing or not, just as long as you look good.’ 

‘That’s not reassuring her,’ Tilly threw her powder puff at Delia, leaving a big white mark on the woman’s back as she tried to dodge it. ‘She needs encouragement.’

‘Listen, honey,’ Delia said. ‘Tits are tits, and you got ’em. Just show those boys out there a little skin and you’ll be right. No one will be listening to your voice, trust me.’

‘But I want them to hear my voice,’ Maggie said. She wasn’t here just to show some skin; she wanted to be a singer. Never in her life had she ever thought of her looks as a curse, but she was beginning to feel they might be.

‘Delia, she’s barely legal,’ Tilly said. ‘You trying to get us all arrested? Give her a few years of working here to get cynical before you go bringing her down to our level.’

Maggie slumped against the wall. ‘I feel sick again.’

Tilly shrugged. ‘You got the job. Don’t blow it. They know you can sing, otherwise you wouldn’t have got the solo. It’s your chance to shine. Show ’em what you can really do. Show ’em you own that stage. Them boys out there are gonna love you.’

Maggie took a deep breath, one last look in the mirror and stepped out of the change room.

The hustle and bustle of backstage went on as it did every night. Band members smoked in corners, lighting crews flew around and ropes and pulleys were tugged and pulled as staging was changed. But this wasn’t just any night. All those workers were preparing for her.

But now that she was here standing in the wings, waiting to go on stage, she had to fight off the nausea again.

‘You’re gonna knock ’em dead, love,’ the club seamstress told her as she fussed over Maggie. Stars and stripes crossed her body in a dress made of shiny silk that draped then fell to her ankles. It fit just like a glove and was so risqué, she chuckled as she imagined the horrified expression her mother’s face if she could see her now. 

The chuckle was enough to give her the push she needed to step on stage when the band began to play her first song, ‘Don’t Sweetheart Me’.

The roar from the crowd drowned out almost the entire first verse. Americans stood and saluted the flag she wore, cheering and whistling. She sang while she played and flirted with the boys closest to the stage, blowing kisses from her spot at the microphone. Three songs and two ovations later, she walked off stage to the loudest applause of the night. Maggie felt like a queen.

Perry Helford met her as she headed for the change room. ‘Darlin’, you were incredible. We had to stop ’em comin’ in or the fire chief woulda shut me down. You, little lady, just doubled our night’s takings. I want you five nights a week, and you headline Saturdays. You wanted top billing, girly? You just earned it.’

After the show, she changed and headed to the empty bar to meet Bill. He was waiting for her as usual, but he wasn’t alone. She halted in the doorway. The girl was young, the new pretty brunette from the chorus line named … Jenny? It wasn’t uncommon for Bill to talk to the girls at the club. He seemed to know them all. Still in her skimpy dance costume, Jenny smiled and batted her eyes at him. Maggie narrowed hers; she recognised the competition when she saw it.

Putting on her best fake smile, Maggie walked towards them and as she got closer, Bill’s eyes flicked to her. Jenny’s eyes widened and she skittered quickly past Maggie, back to the change rooms.

‘You did a great job, sweetheart,’ he said, kissing both her cheeks without missing a beat.

She basked in his adulation. ‘Didn’t I? Perry said I earned my top billing. Before Saturday, it will be my name in the biggest letters up on the front of the club.’

‘All of Sydney’s gonna come to hear you sing.’ He leaned in to kiss her lips. 

She pulled back before he could make contact. ‘What were you talking with Jenny about?’

‘Nothing,’ he said with a shrug. ‘She came up to me. She’s new. Doesn’t know many people, so I was just being kind, trying to make her feel welcome.’

Yeah, I’ll bet you made her feel real welcome.

‘Come on, baby, let’s go home. I’ve got some French champagne on ice waiting to celebrate the hottest little singer in town.’

‘Who, me?’ She put her hand to her heart dramatically.

‘Who else? You’re on your way, Maggie Mae.’
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Tom was dead.

She’d wondered, had often thought of him. The not knowing had been hard, but now that she knew …

Even though Australia had been in the war for over three years, and in that time she’d learned of the deaths of several men in her acquaintance, it still hit hard.

Tears welled and guilt clawed at her throat as she turned and scanned the bar for Cody. There’d been such sadness in the ice blue of his eyes before he’d swallowed the remainder of his beer and disappeared into the sea of humanity of the Victoria Hotel.

Shame slapped her in the chest. In Hawaii, she’d berated Cody for his anti-war ideas. She’d thought him a coward, an irresponsible boy who’d never grow up. The loss of his brother, the only family he had left, would be immeasurable.

Despite wishing the storm would swallow her up, she was surprised and glad when Cody walked back to her with another beer. She was lost for words, so they stood in silence for a while, listening to the noise of the room full of drunk servicemen behind them and the racket of the storm. 

Unable to take the stand-off any longer, she lifted her glass. ‘To Tom.’

He hesitated but then tapped his glass to hers. ‘To my brother.’

‘He died at Pearl?’ she asked, although it seemed obvious.

He nodded but didn’t offer any more details. She wasn’t sure she wanted them.

‘I’m so sorry, Cody.’ It was such a pathetic thing to say. She’d been saying it to people for years I’m sorry your son was killed. I’m sorry about your husband, your father, your cousin, your nephew, your grandson. It was a sorry state of affairs. Too many men had been taken; too many lives ruined.

‘You joined up,’ she said, waving a hand at his uniform. The US sailors whites looked good on him. ‘The surfer who believed that America should stay out of the war.’

‘There was nothing left for me in Hawaii.’ His voice had a darker edge to it. ‘Bloody Japs. I had to sign up. We all did.’

His sudden flare in temper was something she’d never seen on him in Hawaii. It frightened her a little, and prompted her to change the subject.

‘So, navy boy, which ship do you call home?’

‘The USS Peary.’

‘She’s seen some action.’

He frowned. ‘How do you know that?’

‘I work at the navy office. I see a lot of reports.’

‘Well, not me. I only joined the Peary here, haven’t seen any action yet. I came up from Brisbane on a transport ship after a very long, slow boat ride from Hawaii,’ he said, sipping his beer before adding, ‘I wish I had seen those battles in the Dutch East Indies. I would have kicked some Jap ass.’

His bitter attitude wasn’t new to her, but somehow coming from him, from someone who’d been so lighthearted and easy-going made it that much sadder. ‘I understand your anger, Cody, but you shouldn’t be so keen to go out to the fighting. Revenge won’t bring your brother back.’

‘We owe them, the Japs,’ he said, a fire burning in his eyes. ‘For what they did to us at Pearl. For what they did to Tom. “Never forget Pearl Harbor”.’

What could she say to that? She’d heard that same tagline quoted from more than one American.

Eyeing him warily, she wondered where the carefree young man she’d met on the beach had gone. The boy who’d put stars in her sister’s eyes, who’d kissed her with so much passion that Elizabeth had been scorched by the residual heat. This man radiated a sort of pent-up rage that looked ready to release at any minute. The muscles of his neck, cords of strength from hours of surfing, seemed constantly taut, like he was primed to take on the entire Japanese force himself. It didn’t take an expert to see he was very much altered by what had happened at Pearl Harbor. It made her sad, and a little nervous.

‘So, are you going to hit me if I ask?’

The crooked devil’s smile she knew so well was back in place. The speed of the change made her head spin. ‘Ask what?’

‘How is Maggie?’

Elizabeth blinked, surprised. ‘You didn’t get any of her letters?’

He shrugged. ‘A lot of things happened after Pearl Harbor.’ Just then, another crack of lightning crossed the sky like an angry bolt from Zeus himself. ‘Whoa! That was a big-un.’

‘Cody Baker, afraid of a little lightning?’ Elizabeth teased, happy to see him looking a little more cheerful. ‘The boy who rode twenty-foot waves at Waimea? I didn’t think you were afraid of anything.’

He gave her a sideways wince. ‘I was afraid of you. I thought you were going to kill me that night I took Maggie out.’ He laughed. ‘I still remember what you whispered to me when you found us at the diner.’

She blushed. ‘I’ve never said anything like that before in my life. I was angry.’

‘No kiddin’.’ His deep chuckle reverberated. ‘Would you really have shoved a surfboard up my—’

‘Okay,’ she interrupted, ‘we don’t have to repeat what I said—ever.’

He was laughing so hard, beer spilled from his glass onto the already beer-stained wooden floors.

‘So?’

She stared at him blankly. What was he asking? ‘So … ?’

‘Maggie?’

‘Oh.’ Now it was Elizabeth’s smile that fell. ‘She’s fine.’

She didn’t have the energy to discuss her wayward sister with him.

He shook his head. ‘She was a wild child, alright.’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘What does that mean? You didn’t …’

‘Didn’t what, Red?’

‘Don’t call me Red.’

‘But you are red,’ he said with a wink and a tug at a lock of her hair. ‘Or is it Blue? I’ve heard the Aussies call a redhead sailor Bluey.’

‘It’s neither. My name is Elizabeth, and stop changing the subject,’ she snapped. ‘Did you, or did you not …’ She couldn’t bring herself to say the words.

‘Yes?’ he said patiently. ‘Did I, or did I not …?’

He was tormenting her, she realised. He knew exactly what she was asking and wished she wouldn’t let him press her buttons so easily. ‘Did you … deflower her?’

He laughed at her terminology. ‘No, I didn’t deflower her. I ain’t the cad you think I am. I knew she was only in Hawaii for a short time. Besides, Tom read me the riot act. He warned me he’d kick my ass into next week if I stepped over the line.’ His smile faded. ‘But that was a different time.’

‘I know what you mean. So much has changed in such a short time.’

He nodded. ‘Life is fleeting, Red,’ he said. Then his roguish smile returned. ‘You gotta take happiness where you find it.’

Elizabeth rolled her eyes. Just when she’d though they were connecting over something meaningful. ‘Whatever gets you through the war,’ she said. ‘It must be exhausting to be a slave to the male sexual urges.’

‘Sometimes,’ he said, leaning in close, so close she could feel his warm breath on her neck. Her thoughts flew back to the kisses she’d seen between him and Maggie and her stomach flipped. ‘And sometimes, it’s just plain fun.’

‘Are you—oh, what is that term you Yanks always use? Are you hitting on me, Seaman Baker?’

‘Maybe,’ he said, his eyebrows going up and down. ‘But as they say, tomorrow may never come.’

She stepped back. ‘I’m not Maggie.’

‘No, you’re not. But you’re a beautiful woman, Red. And you’re here and Maggie isn’t.’

‘Do you really believe I would betray my sister like that?’ she asked, appalled that he could be so insensitive, and so brazen. ‘Maggie adored you.’

He laughed. ‘And I’ll bet by now, she’s surrounded by a dozen other eligible guys vying to take her out. She ain’t thinking about me no more.’

‘Don’t say that.’ It distressed her to think of Maggie—God only knew where she was—becoming one of those women who forgot their morals in the face of so many handsome servicemen to choose from. 

‘Elizabeth, is this Yank bothering you?’

She turned to see Lieutenant Watkins, who was glaring at Cody.

‘I ain’t no Yank,’ Cody said, his jaw clenched. ‘I’m born and bred Texan, by way of Hawaii.’

‘You’re all Yanks to us, mate, north or south.’

‘I’m fine, lieutenant, thank you,’ Elizabeth said. ‘Seaman Baker is an old friend of my sister.’

‘And you,’ Cody added.

She sighed exasperated. ‘Yes, and me.’ She suddenly felt exhausted. It was all too much, the revelation of Tom’s death and this strange conversation with Cody.

She swallowed the last of her drink and decided to call it a night. ‘It was nice to see you again, Cody.’

‘Where are you going?’ he and Lieutenant Watkins asked at the exact same time as they followed her onto the veranda.

‘Home!’ she called back as she stepped down off the porch into the teeming rain. ‘I’ve had my one beer. Happy Australia Day.’ 





Ten

‘How are things going with Bill Kelly?’

Maggie rolled over on her towel to look at her friend. It was the perfect February day on Bondi Beach and she and Caroline were enjoying the warm sunshine. Maggie had a rare day off from Luna Park and she wasn’t about to waste it. She’d been taking every shift Stu offered at the park to try to save money for new costumes. The choice of dresses at the club was limited and a headliner like her deserved custom-made fancy outfits. Bill had offered to pay for her costumes, but she didn’t want to rely on him for everything. She had, however, allowed him to introduce her to a wonderful dressmaker and use his connections to get fabrics even with the current shortages due to rationing.

Maggie lifted her white-rimmed sunglasses. ‘Me and Bill? Why do you ask?’

‘Just wondering.’

‘Things are … fine.’ She shrugged. ‘He works a lot. I still work days at Luna Park and then I’m rehearsing and doing the show most nights. It doesn’t leave a lot of time for us to spend together. But when we do see each other, he brings me fabulous gifts.’ She fiddled with her latest acquisition, a silver charm bracelet. 

‘Just be careful with him, hey?’

Maggie heard the warning in Caroline’s comment. ‘Tilly at the club said something similar to me not long ago. What is it that I’m supposed to be careful about?’

‘Look, I don’t know this Bill Kelly personally, but I have heard things.’

‘What things?’

‘Things like … he’s put a few places out of business.’

‘What does that mean?’ Maggie wrinkled her nose. ‘How did he do that?’

‘We used to go to this great grocery store in Woolloomooloo. The owner, Reg, said something about Bill Kelly buying all the property around it, but Reg didn’t want to sell. His family had been in that store for twenty years,’ Caroline said. ‘So he told Bill to get lost and not long after that, strange things started to happen to his store.’

‘What strange things?’

‘Water pipes breaking overnight.’ Caroline shrugged. ‘Reg said he opened up one morning and the place was flooded. Hundreds of pounds of stock lost. Another week, his deliveries didn’t show up on time. He lost so much business he eventually had no choice but to sell up. Guess who bought the business?’

Maggie shook her head. What a load of nothing. ‘Surely Bill can’t be blamed for broken pipes and bad delivery companies.’

‘He can if he owns the delivery companies. He has a reputation for being ruthless and always getting what he wants,’ Caroline warned, lying back down on her towel. ‘The girls at the club probably see more than he realises. You might want to heed their warnings. Don’t become too indebted to him.’

‘We’re just dating. It’s not like I’m going to marry the man.’

‘A man like him thinks because he takes you out and buys you gifts that he’s bought you too.’ Caroline gave a cynical laugh. ‘Of course, that doesn’t mean he’s not seeing other women.’ 

Maggie stared at the ocean, thinking of all the times she’d seen Bill talking with other girls. She’d mostly shrugged it off as nothing. When would he ever have time to be with another woman between all his businesses and spending time with her?

The waves of the Pacific Ocean crashed against the shore, foaming up towards the razor wire curling all along the crescent-shaped beach, protecting Sydney from invasion. It had been there for so long it just seemed commonplace to most people now.

She tried to remember a time when razor wire, brownouts and air raid drills hadn’t been commonplace, to back before Japan had entered the war and she could almost pretend it wasn’t happening.

For the first time in a long time, she thought back to Hawaii, and Cody. Sweet, simple, uncomplicated Cody. Young and free—a man who’d never assume that because he bought her things, he’d bought her too.

In the first few weeks back in Canberra, he’d been all she’d thought about and now she barely ever spared him a thought. Was he still there? All the way across that huge Pacific Ocean. Their romance had been innocent. She wondered what it would have been like to have sex with Cody. Would he have been a gentle lover? He’d been a boy. Bill Kelly was a man.

The girls were worried that she couldn’t handle him, but she was pretty sure she still had Bill Kelly in the palm of her hand. She didn’t intend on marrying him, or any man for that matter. They were in a mutually beneficial relationship, that was all. He got what he wanted—having a beautiful woman, the star of the Foxhole, on his arm and in his bed—and she got what she needed—a man who lavished her with expensive gifts and could introduce her to all the right people.

And when she had everything she wanted—fame and fortune and a shot at the big-time—she would kiss him goodbye and move on.

‘Are you working tonight?’ 

‘Thursday night.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘I’d best get going or I’ll miss rehearsal. I’ve been late the last few times and Perry is about ready to sack me.’

Caroline snorted. ‘He won’t sack you. You bring in too much business.’

‘Thank you, darling.’ Maggie batted her eyelashes. ‘I do my best.’

‘Besides, Kelly would never let them fire you.’

It had been an offhand comment, but Maggie did wonder briefly what would happen to her golden spotlight when she decided she no longer wanted to be Bill Kelly’s girl.

‘I have Bill Kelly wrapped around my little finger.’

‘Hm, and wrapped around other places too, no doubt.’

Maggie tossed her wide-brimmed hat at her friend as they giggled.

‘Besides, the troops just adore you, Miss Maggie Mae,’ Caroline said. ‘And speaking of troops …’

Maggie followed Caroline’s nod down the beach to a group of men stepping out of the surf with their longboards. The volume of their conversation made their accents unmistakable. Americans.

‘Hi, boys!’ Caroline called out with a wave as the men wound their way through one of the gates in the rat run. The barbed-wire fence may have been a deterrent to Japanese trying to land from the sea, but it was never going to stop the surfers of Bondi from getting to their beloved waves.

Maggie stood, dusted off the sand and began to fold up her towel. She dug around in her beach bag for her summer dress to pull over her swimming costume.

‘Afternoon, girls.’

‘Afternoon,’ the girls said together.

‘How’s the surf?’ Caroline asked, stepping forward to run her hand seductively down the front of one of the long boards. 

Maggie stifled a giggle.

‘It was just fine, ma’am,’ one of the men responded. ‘Pretty beaches, you have here. Do y’all surf?’

‘No,’ Caroline said. ‘But I’ve always wanted to try.’

‘Well, how about right now? C’mon, I’ll teach you.’

‘See you at home, Maggie.’ Caroline happily rushed off towards to the surf with the eager American.

There were two other men left behind and she gave them her best smile. ‘What service are you with? Without the uniforms, it’s so hard to tell.’

‘Navy, ma’am.’ He was a tall, tanned lad. ‘I’m Joe from Brooklyn, this is Walter from Jersey and …’ He stopped and turned to where another man was running up the beach towards them. ‘That there’s JD. We don’t know where he’s from and neither does he.’

The men laughed at the joke Maggie didn’t understand, but it didn’t matter. As their friend got closer and Maggie got a better look at him, her heart kicked into a gallop.

She stared. ‘You’re alive?’

The man came to a halt and frowned at her.

‘I’m most definitely alive.’ His eyes wandered appreciatively down her body and back up again, a smile lightening his familiar features. She ignored it, more than used to the obvious attentions of Americans.

‘JD West,’ he said, holding out his hand. ‘Nice to meet ya.’

‘You are not.’

He blinked, humour twinkling in his blue eyes. ‘I’m not?’

‘You’re Tom Baker.’

He lowered the hand she’d ignored. ‘I think you have me confused with another sailor, ma’am.’

‘I do not.’ She stepped forward, lifting her sunglasses to study him closely. If this wasn’t Tom Baker, he had a twin he didn’t know about. ‘It’s me, Maggie. Maggie Cardwell.’ She paused, waiting for some inkling of recognition but there was nothing but mild amusement. ‘Are you actually going to stand there and pretend you don’t know me? That you’ve never met me, or my sister?’

‘Sisters?’ His mates teased him, making rude suggestions and he chuckled along, irritating Maggie further.

‘Well, you’re very pretty,’ JD said, smirking. ‘We only docked two days ago, and I admit we’ve met a lot of pretty girls in this fine city, but I’m pretty sure if I’d met you, I’d remember.’

They all laughed along with him, but Maggie wasn’t amused. What was he doing? Why was he pretending he didn’t know her? Was he getting her back for being rude in Hawaii?

‘Tom, please. Stop this, it’s not funny.’

‘I think maybe you oughta get out of the sun for a while.’

She shook her head, annoyed at the game he clearly thought was so hilarious. ‘Look, obviously you survived the bombing and honestly, I couldn’t care less about you but please, I need to know, is Cody alive? Did he survive Pearl Harbor?’

The smug smile was wiped from the man’s face, and the faces of his friends. ‘Listen lady, whoever the hell you are, I don’t know who this Tom Baker is or why you think I’m him, but you got no right to talk about Pearl.’

They turned their backs and headed off down the beach, leaving Maggie staring after them. What the hell had just happened?
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Darwin wasn’t exactly a hive of excitement. Apart from the pub, there was really only one option for the towns unorthodox mix of residents to escape the heat of hotel rooms, homes and barracks and that was to go to the movies.

As the sun was setting on another steamy day, Elizabeth set off to join Peggy and Eloise at one of the outdoor cinemas. There were several cinemas to choose from, all open-air to allow the evening breezes to flow through, if they eventuated. Before the war, the Star Theatre would bring folks out in their best suits and dresses, painting a veneer of sophistication over the dusty speck of a town for the length of a film at least. While the Star and the Parap cinemas were sturdier structures and provided more protection from the heavy summer storms, the rudimentary bush cinema, built by the Australian Army to keep the servicemen entertained, was just as popular with the locals.

Groups of Aussie and American servicemen were already filling up seats as Elizabeth waited for the girls to arrive. Her thin dress was stuck to her back with perspiration and the evening air was thick and calm. She’d give a week’s wage for a breeze to cool the heavy, hot evening, she thought, fanning herself with her hat. Once again, her hair had grown to twice its size and the hat wouldn’t sit properly, so she’d removed it and tied the long red mass at her nape with a ribbon.

Going to the pictures always reminded her of Maggie. She wondered, not for the first time, where her sister had ended up. Lord knew what that girl was getting up to on her own. Sydney or Melbourne were the most likely places. Maggie was most definitely a city girl. Despite being the capital of Australia, Canberra was a country town compared to Australia’s two biggest cities, and Maggie hadn’t been happy there.

‘Lizzy!’

Peggy’s call snapped her out of her suddenly melancholy mood and she greeted Peggy and Eloise. The three friends bought popcorn and soft drinks from the concession stand and headed into the theatre to find a space along the bench seats.

The Philadelphia Story was showing. It was one of Elizabeth’s favourite films. Not exactly the kind of movie servicemen usually went for, so she was surprised at how many men were in attendance.

‘More US ships came in today,’ Peggy told her as they wandered along the aisle.

‘I noticed,’ Elizabeth said. ‘The line-up for the wharf this morning was longer than the food ration lines.’

Eloise nodded. ‘Freighters loading up to take supplies out to Timor.’

Merchant ships had been acquired by the US navy to work as supply ships, helping transport ammunition, food and even soldiers north to the East Indies. Elizabeth thought Darwin Harbour was becoming its own battleground as the ships vied for space at the wharf.

She’d seen the Peary in that line of waiting ships and just as she began to wonder if she’d see Cody Baker again before he was sent back out to sea, she heard her name being called.

Scanning the rows of seats, her eyes fell on the familiar blond hair and pale blue eyes.

‘Good evening, Seaman Baker,’ she said as she walked towards him.

‘Good evening, Miss Cardwell.’

‘Can we dispense with the formalities?’ She smiled, deciding to offer an olive branch.

‘Sure, Red.’

Her smile faded into a grimace. ‘Can we resume with the formalities?’

He chuckled and stepped out from where he’d been seated with some other sailors.

‘Hey Baker, who’s your friend?’ one of them called out.

‘This is Elizabeth.’ He then looked to Peggy and Eloise, who were already making their way in to the seats to join the men. Elizabeth would have preferred that she and the girls sit by themselves, but she could see she had no choice in the matter.

‘That’s Peggy and Eloise,’ she told Cody as the girls slipped themselves easily into conversation with several young American sailors.

‘Shove along, boys,’ Cody said. He offered her the seat on the end of the wooden pew. ‘Don’t worry, I don’t bite.’

She sat beside him. ‘Thank you.’

‘How do you two know each other?’ Peggy asked, her eyes bright.

‘Cody is a friend of my sister,’ Elizabeth said quickly. She ignored his exasperated look. ‘He and Maggie dated when we were in Hawaii last November.’

‘Are all the boys from Hawaii as good-looking as you, Cody?’

‘Cody’s from Texas originally,’ Elizabeth said, ignoring Cody’s smile at her correction.

‘Well, Hawaii, Texas or Alabama, I don’t care where you boys are from if they’re all as handsome as you lot,’ Eloise flirted shamelessly.

‘Clearly, you belong to Maggie,’ Peggy said, her constant ribbing was making Elizabeth uncomfortable. ‘At least Elizabeth seems to think so. Perhaps you have a brother?’

Cody stared straight ahead, focusing on the newsreel on the screen. Elizabeth’s heart ached as she watched the shutters come down over his eyes, the way they had when she’d first asked him about Tom. He was hurting, and she wished Peggy and Eloise would give up their harassment.

‘Nope,’ he said, his voice tight. ‘No brother.’

He stood, stepping out of the row and stalked, head down, towards the drink stand. Elizabeth turned and stared after him.

‘Something I said?’ Peggy asked. 

‘His brother died at Pearl Harbor.’ Elizabeth heard one of the other sailors say in lowered tones.

‘Oh!’ Both Peggy and Eloise gasped.

‘Elizabeth, I’m sorry,’ Peggy said. ‘Did you know him too?’

‘Yes, I knew him.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said again. ‘If I’d known—’

‘It doesn’t matter, just … stop talking. The movie is starting.’ Her tone was harsher than she’d meant, and her irritation with Peggy was definitely unjustified. It wasn’t her fault. She hadn’t known.

Eloise slid over into Cody’s seat as the opening credits of the film rolled. ‘‘But are you really going to let your sister have all the fun?’ she whispered. ‘It’s not like they’re seeing each other now. You’re here. She’s not.’

‘And I’m with Fred.’

‘Fred, who never writes to you.’

‘He’s at war,’ Elizabeth hissed back. ‘It’s not that easy to get mail through.’

‘Eloise’s beau doesn’t seem to have the same problem,’ Peggy whispered.

Elizabeth huffed. ‘Eloise’s beau is in Townsville.’

‘Anyway, back to the handsome Hawaiian.’

She concentrated on the movie screen, as Katharine Hepburn broke Cary Grant’s golf club over her knee, and hoped Peggy would give up her interrogation.

‘Fred’s overseas, but Cody is stationed in Darwin—’

‘He’s not stationed here. He’s on the Peary.’

‘And how do you know that?’ Peggy wasn’t ready to let up just yet.

‘He told me when we ran into each other at the pub on Australia Day.’

‘Is that who you were talking to?’ Eloise joined in again. ‘Lieutenant Watkins was not happy.’ 

Elizabeth took her eyes off the screen at that. ‘Why?’

‘He’s got goo-goo eyes for you, that’s why,’ Eloise giggled. ‘He did not take kindly to being undercut by an enlisted man. Especially a septic tank.’

‘Hey!’ Three American voices beside them piped up at that.

‘Shut your damn mouths over there, squids! Some of us is trying to watch this movie.’

‘Pull ya head in, Yank!’

‘Come make me, boy scout. Can’t the Awsie army afford long pants?’

‘Piss off!’

That began a whole new argument between Americans and Australians, calling insults at each other across the cinema.

Elizabeth surreptitiously turned her head to scan the rows of seats behind her. Cody still hadn’t returned from the concession stand and she could no longer see him.

‘I’m going to get a drink,’ she told the girls.

‘Going looking for Cody more like,’ Eloise teased, and the girls giggled when she stood and walked away.

Cody was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps he’d had enough and left, gone back to whatever boarding house or hotel he’d managed to get a room in.

She didn’t want to put up with anymore teasing, so she wandered around to the rear of the crudely constructed wooden stage that held the screen for the cinema. She could still hear the audio, and she smiled at the witty banter between Katharine Hepburn and Cary Grant. She loved the film and knew the dialogue by heart.

It was so nice to be alone for a moment, and free to look up at the endless carpet of stars above the dustbowl the cinema was set in … until the midges started biting.

‘Ouch! You ruddy little bastards!’

‘Well, paint my wagon red, Red.’ 

She jolted back at the voice that came out of the dark, but when Cody stepped into the reverse light from the movie screen, she relaxed.

‘Never thought I’d see the day. Miss Elizabeth Cardwell cursing like a sailor.’

‘Been around you foul-mouthed sailors for too long,’ she replied pertly. ‘Where did you get to?’

‘Just needed some air,’ he said solemnly, kicking at the dirt. ‘It’s so damn hot.’

She nodded. ‘I’m sorry about the girls.’

He shrugged a shoulder. ‘They didn’t know I’d lost someone.’

‘Everyone’s lost someone,’ she said quietly.

He leaned against the wooden construction and lit a smoke. ‘I was fixin’ to go back to the boarding house, get me an early night. I’ve seen this film ten times. Doesn’t the Australian military have any others?’

She declined when he offered her a cigarette. ‘I suppose procuring the latest Hollywood films isn’t high on the military’s list of priorities.’

‘You work for the navy. Think you might be able to swing us some James Cagney or John Wayne films?’

‘I’m afraid I don’t have that much pull around here. Especially with the army,’ she said. ‘Though I believe VD films are in plentiful supply since the Americans came to Australia.’

He stood up straight and grinned. ‘Ouch! Miss Cardwell, was that an insult?’

She chuckled. ‘Sorry, that was crude of me.’

‘Don’t worry,’ he said, stepping closer. ‘We’ll be here today, gonorrhoea tomorrow.’

She screwed up her nose at his attempt at a joke.

‘Too crude?’

‘A little.’ 

‘I suppose we’ll see Maggie up there one day,’ he said and then baulked, his eyes widening in horror. ‘In Hollywood films, I mean, not—’

She tried not to chuckle. ‘I know what you meant.’

‘I mean, she was gonna be a singer and movie star, wasn’t she? Like Esther Williams.’

‘Judy Garland. But yes.’

‘Is she still singing?’

Elizabeth swallowed hard, staring up at the bright starry sky above her again. There’d be no storm tonight. ‘I don’t know. I suppose she could be.’

‘You suppose?’

She sighed, slapping at another midge a little harder than required. ‘I haven’t seen or heard from her since Christmas.’

‘She’s not much of a writer?’

‘I don’t know. She’s never written to me here.’

He stared her down, blue eyes piercing with the backlight of the cinema screen.

She sighed, giving in. ‘She ran away from home.’

It was the first time she’d admitted it to anyone other than Peggy and Eloise. Strange that she’d felt she could tell him of all people. Perhaps because he knew Maggie and cared for her, too. She expected him to make light of the situation, but he was surprisingly concerned.

‘You don’t know where she went?’

She shook her head. ‘My parents are beside themselves. And my father is so busy with the War Cabinet, he just doesn’t have time to go looking for her.’

‘I’m sure she’s fine,’ Cody tried. ‘Probably gone to Sydney or Melbourne to enjoy the party life.’

Elizabeth winced. ‘And that sounds fine to you?’

‘Sorry. You must be worried.’ 

‘As big a pain in the backside as she can be, she’s still my sister. It’s a bond.’

‘Mm,’ was all he said. When she took in his suddenly darkened expression, she cursed herself.

‘I’m sorry, Cody. I wasn’t thinking.’

‘It’s okay.’ He flicked the last of his cigarette to the ground, stepped on it. ‘It’s different. Tom’s dead. I’m sure Maggie has taken to the big smoke in Melbourne or Sydney like a buffalo to water. Come on, Red, let’s go back to the movie.’

She sighed. ‘I wish you wouldn’t call me Red. I hate it.’

‘Why?’

‘Red hair and freckles.’ She used her finger to circle her face and hair. ‘It’s a curse of my Scottish heritage. The McKenzies, my mother’s side. Up against blonde and blue-eyed, I fade into insignificance.’

He stared blankly at her for a moment. ‘You’re comparing yourself to Maggie?’ he asked, frowning.

She hadn’t meant to, but yes, she was always comparing herself to, and being compared with, Maggie.

‘You and Maggie are polar opposites.’

‘Thank you,’ she shot back, annoyance firing her red-headed temper just to prove a point.

‘No, that wasn’t an insult,’ he said quickly. He held out his hand. ‘Come with me.’

‘What? Why?’

He took her hand and began pulling her along behind him, back around in front of the screen.

‘Stop. Cody, let me go!’ she whispered harshly.

The seats had cleared out considerably since the beginning of the film.

‘Probably gone to the pub,’ Elizabeth said as she scanned the empty pews. ‘Fabulous dialogue is wasted on you sailors.’ 

‘Look up there.’ He nodded at the screen.

She did as she was told. Cary Grant and Katharine Hepburn were in a car. She was sleeping and he leaned in close.

‘You look beautiful, Red,’ said Grant in that deep-toned, clipped accent.

Ms Hepburn opened her lovely eyes.

‘I love this film,’ Elizabeth said, sighing. ‘It’s my favourite. He’s so handsome, Cary Grant.’

‘And he’s right,’ Cody said. ‘She’s beautiful. Red hair, freckles and all.’

She took her eyes from the screen and dared a look at Cody, who was watching her.

‘Maggie is pretty,’ he said. ‘But you, Elizabeth? You’re beautiful. Red hair, freckles and all. I’ve always thought so.’

Warmth that had nothing to do with the heat of the night began to creep up her neck and into her cheeks, and she was glad it was dark. She could feel his body close to hers, radiating his own heat. His hand came up, sending goosebumps skittering across her bare skin as he slid it up and down her arm slowly, hypnotically.

And then she remembered Maggie. How besotted she’d been with Cody. How happy she would be when she found out he was alive—if she ever got back in touch with her again.

‘I think I should go back to my friends,’ she said, her quiet voice thin and affected. But when she looked across to where Eloise and Peggy had been sitting, they were gone, probably with the sailors.

‘It seems you’ve been left behind,’ Cody said, but his grin told her he was quite okay with that. ‘Your friends seem to enjoy the company of gentlemen.’

‘Somehow I doubt they’re gentlemen.’

‘It’s harmless fun, Red.’ 

‘I’m not judging them,’ she said. ‘There’s a war on. Women get lonely, too.’

‘Are you lonely?’

She blinked at his question. ‘I’m engaged.’

‘Oh, right, I think Tom said something about that,’ Cody said. ‘It’s why he didn’t hit on you in Hawaii.’

‘Tom was a gentleman,’ she said pointedly.

‘Meaning I’m not?’

Elizabeth shrugged. ‘I didn’t say that.’

He nodded, his expression said he didn’t believe her. ‘So where’s this fiancé of yours?’

‘Europe or Africa. I’m not sure exactly where.’

‘But that didn’t answer my original question.’

‘What was the question?’

‘I asked if you’re lonely, Elizabeth?’

‘I miss him, if that’s what you mean.’ She thought he was about to say something else but instead, he looked back at the screen, where Jimmy Stewart and Katharine were dancing.

‘Did you want to stay and see the end of the film?’

She shook her head, suddenly worn out. ‘I think I’ll just head home.’

He offered his arm. She looked at it, frowning.

He gave an exasperated sigh. ‘May I escort you home, Miss Cardwell?’

She turned and began walking out of the cinema. He followed along, and she didn’t bother to stop him.

‘You know, you confuse me, Seaman Baker.’

‘Do I, Miss Cardwell?’

‘One moment you’re all compliments and manners and just plain sweet and the next you’re teasing me about my sense of propriety. I can’t help it if I was brought up a lady.’

‘You think I’m sweet?’ 

He had to latch onto that, didn’t he?

‘But why must you swing back and forth?’

‘I find it keeps the ladies on their toes.’

‘Well, I don’t need to be kept on my toes. And you needn’t walk me home,’ she said. ‘I’ve been wandering about this town alone long before you got here, and I’ll wander about it alone long after you’ve shipped out again.’

‘That may be,’ he said, his tone suddenly more serious. ‘But since I’m here, I’ll be walking you home. I’m not doing it out of politeness or any grand gesture. I’m doing it because it’s unsafe for women to be walking around at night in Darwin.’

‘But—’

‘No,’ he cut her off and she stopped to glare at him. ‘Forget the Japanese on the doorstep, there are sailors and soldiers out there who haven’t seen a woman in weeks, months even. Not all of those men are polite or well-behaved. Some of them are barely human, believe me,’ he said harshly. ‘Especially those coming off the front lines. They’re seeing death and horror daily, and it ties a man in knots. Their heads are so messed up, they no longer have control over their impulses. And so, Miss Cardwell, while you are in my company, I will always escort you home.’

‘I’ve been living here with the military for weeks now, so there’s no need to try to frighten me.’

‘I believe there is,’ he said, all evidence of his jovial teasing gone. ‘Why do you think most of the women have already been evacuated? The Japanese are coming. You should go back to your family, where it’s safe.’

Without another word, he offered her his arm again, and she somewhat surprised herself when she took it.

‘When do you ship out next?’ she asked as they set off. The quiet of the night left too many thoughts running through her head. Thoughts she should not be having about the man walking beside her. Especially as she was feeling just a little too thrilled by the idea of him being worried about her.

He grinned. ‘Trying to get rid of me?’

‘Oh, no, I—’

‘My shore leave’s up at eight tomorrow morning but we’re not going anywhere til we can get the supplies loaded up. Your damned wharfies are threatening to strike again. But when I do go out, would you write to me?’

‘Why?’

‘I’ll write to you.’

‘Again, why?’

He laughed. ‘Why not?’

She shrugged a non-committal shoulder. ‘I won’t hold my breath. Maggie’s still waiting for a letter.’

His smile fell. ‘You’re never going to let me forget that, are you?’ he asked. ‘Geez, my brother had just died. Do you think I was up to writing love letters across the world to someone I’d never see again?’

‘Love letters?’ Elizabeth echoed. ‘So you did love her?’

‘No, I didn’t love her. I barely knew her,’ he said, frustration leaking into his words. ‘I don’t get any mail. Do you know how sad that is on mail day? When all the other guys are getting letters from home or from their girls, and I get nothing. There’s no one to write to me.’

‘Oh.’ That did sound awful. She might not get mail from Fred, but at least her parents wrote regularly.

‘Please say you will.’

‘You’re not even going out with me.’

‘Damn, woman, you’re as stubborn as a steer.’ He sounded half admiring.

‘Fine,’ she sighed with exasperation. ‘I’ll write to you, if that’s what you want.’ 

‘I want.’

There was something in the way he said those two innocent words that had goosebumps skittering across her arms.

They reached the hotel and when she stopped and face him, he just stared at her. It was unnerving but thrilling at the same time.

‘What are you looking at?’

‘You,’ he said. ‘I’m committing you to memory. If I didn’t think you’d slap me, I’d kiss you.’

Her mouth fell open, but she couldn’t find the words to reprimand him. He stepped closer and she froze. Heat rose through her body, need and want nearly had her leaning in until she remembered the kisses she saw in Hawaii.

With your sister.

Her conscience was like a slap to the face, and she stepped back.

His smile was wicked, but he simply took her hand and kissed it, his eyes locked on hers.

‘I’m not the scoundrel you think I am.’

‘I don’t think you’re a scoundrel, Cody.’

‘I’m still the boy who stole away with your sister one night, aren’t I?’

Elizabeth shook her head. ‘I know Maggie had as much to do with that as you did.’

Her hand still in his, he pulled her a little closer, holding on as he brushed the curling fringe from her eyes.

She pushed back the flutters that rose in her chest. ‘It was good to see you again, Cody. And thank you for walking me home, and for your concern. But I’m here to do a job. It may not be as important as the soldiers on the front line, or the destroyers chasing subs in the Timor Sea, but I’ll stay here with the command and do my job until they say they no longer need me or the Japanese run us out of town.’ 

Freeing her hand from his, she turned to walk into the hotel.

‘I guess I’ll be seein’ ya, Red. Sorry. I know you hate it when people call you Red.’

She stopped in the open doorway and looked over her shoulder. ‘Funny, I don’t seem to mind it so much anymore,’ she said flirtatiously. ‘Goodnight, Cody.’

His grin was slow, and the blush crept over her cheeks.

Quickly, she stepped inside and closed the door. Leaning back against it, she released a shaky breath and a slow grin of her own.





Eleven

‘Maggie, you’re late. Again.’

She pouted cutely and kissed Perry on the cheek as she rushed by him in the back corridors of the Foxhole.

‘You missed rehearsals!’

‘I’ll be ready in a jiffy.’

‘I’ve given Jenny your lead spot.’

She came to a grinding halt before slowly turning to face him. ‘You did what?’

‘Jenny knows how to tell the time,’ he said. ‘She shows up for rehearsals, makes sure she’s here in time for curtain call. I got a place to run here.’

She huffed, incredulous. ‘You can’t just give away my spot.’

‘I can do whatever I want. It’s my club.’

‘It’s Bill’s club.’ A smile twitched at her lips as his smug expression dropped. Wasn’t that a brilliant piece of information Tilly had imparted to her? ‘I’m sure if I call Bill, he’ll tell you to remove that little pretender, with her flat chest and toneless voice.’

Perry’s wrinkled face broke into a cruel grin, displaying his terrible teeth. ‘Bill’s the one who said to put Jenny in your spot, Maggie Mae.’ 

Maggie barely supressed a gasp, managing to flash Perry a brilliant smile as she gathered her temper. ‘I’ll be ready to go on stage in five minutes,’ she said sweetly, fury burning. ‘We wouldn’t want to disappoint my admirers.’

Maggie was the consummate professional, taking her rightful spot as a disgruntled Jenny was relegated back to the chorus, where she belonged. Through each number, she sang and danced and smiled at the boys in uniform, while her wrath for Mr Bill Kelly simmered just beneath the surface.
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The glass vase shattered beautifully into a thousand pieces, missing Bill’s head by mere inches.

‘Maggie! What the hell—?’

‘You gave my spot to Jenny?’ she shrieked.

Comprehension dawned on Bill’s handsome face. ‘Perry needed a lead act, when you didn’t show up on time—for the third time, I might add,’ he said. ‘I suggested that if you didn’t arrive, he use Jenny instead.’

He moved warily across the room to check his face in the mirror. A few specks of blood popped out on his cheek from where some glass had sprayed him.

‘I did show up.’

‘You were late.’

‘So what? You told Perry to replace me, and with that … that child!’

His eyebrow cocked derisively at her in the mirror. ‘She’s a year younger than you, Maggie.’

‘You’re sleeping with her, aren’t you?’

‘Maggie.’ He walked slowly towards her, like she was a wild animal. ‘Honey, if you’d just calm down, I have good news.’

She eyed him suspiciously. ‘What news?’ 

‘I got you the Saturday night slot at the Australian servicemen’s club.’

Her anger slowly evaporated. ‘Really? But not the American club?

‘Christ, is anything ever good enough for you?’ He tossed his hands in the air in frustration.

‘The American Club is where I need to be. That’s where I’m going to be seen by important people.’

‘All in good time, my sweet Maggie.’

‘It’s the Americans who need to see me if I’m going to make it to Hollywood,’ she said. ‘I heard a big-time Hollywood producer was there last week. He’s a staff sergeant in the US Army. He’s worked with Clark Gable and John Wayne. That’s who I need to be meeting.’

‘Maggie, sweetheart, it’s just one more step,’ he soothed, putting his arms around her and kissing her nose. ‘You’ll sing at the Australian officers club. There’s Yankee brass there all the time and they’ll come begging for you to sing for them. Your first gig is this weekend. But you have to be a good girl and get down to rehearsals with the band on Saturday afternoon.’

Singing with a real big band. It was definitely a step up from the tiny six-piece ensemble at the Foxhole. And Bill was right, there were US officers visiting at the Australian officers club all the time.

‘I have so many ideas!’ she said, becoming excited by the prospect.

‘Of course you do.’ He kissed her nose again. ‘Perry’s letting you out of Saturday nights, but don’t be late for the Foxhole anymore, okay?’

She gave her best sulky pout. ‘Okay.’

He shook his head and walked into the bathroom to wash the blood from his cheek. 

Maggie preened, checking that pout in the mirror. Ruby red lipstick was the fashion, and the bold colour certainly made her lips even more attractive. The pout fell to a real frown as it dawned on her that while they had solved the issue of who was the lead act at the Foxhole, Bill hadn’t denied that he was sleeping with Jenny.
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Kings Cross was the place to be. That’s what they’d been told by sailors who’d been to Sydney before. The streets were lined with nightclubs, the bars bulging with servicemen and the whole place was overflowing with eager Australian women. The browned-out windows of shops and the absence of the usually flashing neon lights were the only signs that the threat of air raids in Sydney was becoming increasingly real. There were more uniforms than civilians in the streets, the dark blue of the Australian air force, the khaki of the US marines and Australian soldiers and, outnumbering them all, the bright white of the US sailors like him. Hundreds of military men on shore leave, and all ready to let loose after being cooped up on ships for weeks on end without a woman in sight.

JD joined three of his shipmates in a taxi to Kings Cross and women were what they sought tonight.

Working girls touted their wares less than surreptitiously as they drove along Darlinghurst Road. The taxi driver sold them a wildly overpriced bottle of bourbon, handed them a pack of condoms and stopped the cab at the bend in the road.

‘Battleship Corner,’ he told them. ‘A good place to get sheilas.’

‘I ain’t goin’ with no hookers,’ Joe said, his loud voice drawing attention. ‘I don’t wanna end up with the clap.’

‘That’s what the condoms are for, you schmuck,’ Epstein tossed back, ‘so you don’t gotta get the short arm parade.’ 

‘Hey, them ladies? They’re here for morale, not morals,’ Walter said.

‘You don’t have to go with a prostitute,’ JD assured Joe. ‘I hear there are plenty of Australian women who just love a man in uniform.’

The men climbed out of the taxi, slapping each other on the back as they bypassed the streetwalkers and joined more of their buddies, who’d arrived in cabs just after them. As they walked along the road, the large group began to break down as they lost men to cathouses or to groups of pretty women who seemed to be just waiting for a serviceman to swing on by and buy them a drink.

JD and his three buddies continued down the road until an old guy waved them over. He looked shifty, his eyes darting left and right as he sent them ahead of him down an alleyway. They could hear strange shouts coming from a wooden shed at the back.

‘This ain’t no dogfight, is it?’ Walter asked. ‘I don’t believe in no dogfightin’.’

‘Come in spinner!’ came the call as they squeezed into the room with about thirty other guys. Aussie servicemen, more Americans and some local civvies too.

‘Alright, cobber, fair go!’ someone called out as the man in the middle held a small wooden paddle with two pennies on it.

‘Come in spinner!’ The paddle was tossed and the coins flew into the air, watched by thirty pairs of eyes as they landed on the ground.

‘Heads!’

A cheer went up, mixed with a few groans.

JD struggled to understand the strange language being bandied about, let alone the game itself.

‘What is this?’ he asked an Aussie soldier beside him.

‘It’s a two-up game, mate.’ 

‘Two-up?’

The soldier took pity on him, handed him the largest bottle of beer he’d ever seen, and set about explaining the game. ‘Two pennies up. See? Two pennies on the kip. You place your bet on two heads or two tails landing face-up. The spinner tosses the pennies high, they can’t touch the ceiling, have to land inside the ring. Got it, Yank?’

‘Got it.’

JD and his buddies placed bets for a while, caught up in the fun of the game, winning some and losing some and finally the ringmaster called him to be the ‘spinner’. He selected two pennies from the set, money changed hands on the side and the centre monies were set.

‘Come in spinner!’

JD tossed the kip to send the coins high in the air. They spun, the white cross on the tail side flipping, flipping … until finally they landed in the dead-centre of the ring.

‘Heads!’

The cheer went up.

‘Nice toss, Yank!’

Getting into the fun of the game, he tossed two more sets of heads before his turn was done.

‘You sure are a lucky bastard, Yank,’ the original Aussie soldier told him.

Having won some more drinking money, JD and friends headed out of the illegal gambling den to find that drink. As they wandered the darkened streets, JD thought about his luck. He’d never considered himself lucky. Despite surviving Pearl Harbor, there were so many things that day had taken from him. He was alive, but did he really have a life? Joining the navy had been his only choice. He’d had nothing else. 

He shook the thoughts off as they arrived at a cabaret club that touted American music and dancing. Buying a few beers at the bar, JD and his friends leaned against a high table down front near the dance floor. A small band was already swinging with the big band sound of Jimmy Dorsey, and sailors and marines led women about on the dance floor.

JD asked a cute brunette in a blue dress to dance and she went willingly into his arms. He led her into a swing as the band moved into some classic Glenn Miller. He danced with her once more before returning to his buddies at the bar, who now had girls hanging off their arms. The band launched into another tune and three girls, each in dresses of red, white and blue, walked to centre stage and began belting out the Ella Fitzgerald song, ‘T’ain’t What You Do’.

‘Hey, JD, ain’t that the broad from the beach the other day?’ Walter yelled over the music. JD studied the girls on stage. ‘The blonde in the middle.’

‘It is!’ Joe agreed. ‘It’s Maggie! Your own personal stalker.’

‘Cut it out, guys.’ He took the good-natured ribbing in his stride.

‘She’s a knockout, pal. I wouldn’t mind having her stalk me.’

He watched the girl named Maggie parading about on stage in a red dress with a very daring split up the side. She was extremely pretty with baby-doll good looks. On the beach, without the heavy make-up and her hair wet and slicked back, she’d appeared so young, but now, he realised she had to be at least twenty years old. With her peroxide blonde hair falling in waves that bounced on her shoulders, her bright red lips parting and pouting simultaneously, she belted out the lyrics, winking her heavily made-up eyes at the soldiers, sailors and marines who’d gathered at the front of the stage to gawk and cheer.

And damn, she was a looker. 

It had been just plain bizarre when she’d called him Tom. He must look like some guy she knew, or maybe she was mistaking him for another American. He may not know much, but he was pretty sure he’d never travelled to Australia before. Their transport ship had left Hawaii and sailed for Sydney, the sailors on board dispersing on arrival to report to their home ships. He was due to report to the USS Chicago, a heavy cruiser which was still on its way to Australia via Suva, due to arrive sometime next week if it didn’t meet up with any Jap forces along the way.

The song ended, the girls sashayed off stage and the big band started up again. One by one, his buddies disappeared onto the dance floor with pretty partners and eventually he followed with the sweet-looking brunette again.

They danced and drank and the girl in red appeared and disappeared on stage with her singing partners until finally the barman called last drinks and Maggie Mae took the stage alone for the final song. He watched from the bar, her sweet voice lulling him into a trance-like state and a vision washed over him. It was the girl—Maggie—on the beach in Waikiki, wearing a white dress with large pink and red hibiscuses across it. And she was singing ‘For All We Know’, just as she was now, here in a Sydney nightclub. The vision was so real, so vibrant, he had to hold onto the bar to steady himself.

Was it possible she’d been right? Had he met her before? He closed his eyes and struggled to bring the vision back. It was definitely Waikiki Beach. And it was most definitely her.

He opened his eyes again. But what would a young Australian woman be doing in Hawaii?

‘We’re taking off to get food,’ Walter said, breaking into his fugue. ‘You comin?’

‘I’ll meet you there.’ He didn’t dare take his eyes off Maggie for fear she’d disappear. The lewd comments sent his way bounced off him as the group left the bar. 

Maggie’s song ended with a farewell to the crowd before the house lights were brightened and rowdy patrons shown the door. But JD stayed behind, finishing his drink slowly. He had questions, and he needed Maggie Mae to answer them.
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‘A bunch of us are meeting Beatrice’s cousin and some of his flyboy mates at the Woolloomooloo Café. You coming, Maggie?’

Maggie’s eyes met Eileen and Beatrice’s reflection in the mirror as she removed her heavy make-up with a cold cream. It had taken a long time for the girls in the chorus to start treating Maggie as a friend instead of just the boss’s girlfriend. She really ought to go with them, but she just didn’t have the energy. ‘No, I’m exhausted and I’ve got the early shift at Luna Park tomorrow. I think I’ll just go straight home to my bed.’

‘I don’t know how you manage working full days at the park after such late nights at the club.’ Beatrice hung her final costume on the rack and buttoned her dress across her ample breasts.

‘Well, I may not have to work at the park for much longer,’ Maggie said. ‘Bill’s got me Saturday nights at the officers club.’

‘Wish I had a meal ticket like that.’

‘He’s not my meal ticket,’ Maggie argued resentfully, but Eileen had already headed out of the dressing room. Maggie humphed to herself; Bill may have been finding her singing jobs, but it was her talent that kept them.

She was about to head out when she remembered she’d left her hat behind the main bar. Stepping through the door to the empty club, she was unsurprised to see a sailor still at the bar arguing with the bouncer. It wasn’t uncommon for Mick to have to throw a few drunken servicemen out at the end of the night.

The large bouncer turned and nodded at Maggie. ‘This sailor boy says he knows you.’ 

The sailor spun to face her.

Tom. Or was it JD? Whatever the hell his name was, she wasn’t interested.

‘Says he knows me, does he? Well, that’s a turnaround,’ she said. Taking her hat from behind the bar, she spun on her heel and headed for the door.

‘Waikiki!’

She stopped with her hand on the door, slowly turning back to meet his somewhat desperate gaze.

‘You were wearing a white dress with flowers on it. Pink and red flowers.’

‘Decided you want to know me after all, did you?’ She gave Mick a subtle nod and wandered over to the bar.

‘I can’t apologise for what I didn’t know.’

‘That’s cryptic.’ She eyed him with caution. Was he drunk? ‘Still insist on calling yourself JD?’

‘It stands for John Doe. My last name, West, they gave that to me.’

She frowned. ‘They?’

‘The doctors and nurses at the hospital. They think I came off the USS West Virginia during the bombing at Pearl Harbor.’

‘They think? Don’t you know?’

‘I woke up in hospital with no idea who I was, or why I was there.’

‘You don’t remember the attack?’ she asked, incredulous. ‘How is that possible?’

‘I was pulled unconscious from the water,’ he said. ‘When I came to over a week later, I couldn’t recall any of it. Or who I was. I didn’t even know my name. I still don’t.’

‘You must have been badly injured.’

‘That’s the strangest part. I had a knock on the head, swallowed some oily water before I was pulled out but no other injuries. I was lucky.’ 

She nodded. ‘What about Cody?’

He stared at her blankly. ‘Who?’

‘Cody. Your brother,’ she said impatiently. ‘Come on, you have to remember your own brother.’ He was having a lend of her, she was sure, but the frustration that crossed his features was too real.

‘I had a brother?’

‘Have,’ she corrected, but then bit her lip, wondering if perhaps past tense was correct. ‘At least … I think so. I think he would have survived the bombing at Pearl.’

‘Was he a sailor too?’

‘No, he wasn’t a sailor. I doubt he was even there. He was probably surfing,’ she said. ‘He never did write to me.’

‘No one came to the hospital. Nobody showed up to claim me as I lay there wondering who the hell I was. I’d hoped someone, anyone, would come and fill in the blanks.’ JD stared at her, the irritation turning to anger. ‘I can’t remember anything. Dammit, why wouldn’t my own brother come to find me?’

Maggie stepped back as he slammed his empty glass on the bar. Mick stood up from his stool by the door, but Maggie raised her hand and he sat back down.

‘If Cody had known you were there, if he could have found you, he would have.’ Oh Lord, had Cody died in the attack after all? Was that why he’d never answered her letters? Why he’d not gone to the hospital to find his brother? ‘You were very close. I know he would have been there, Tom.’

‘Stop calling me that, it’s not my name!’ he yelled, and she took another step away from him. He scrubbed his hands over his face. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t come here to harass you. I thought I’d already come to terms with my stupid memory loss, my new identity. But when I saw you sing tonight, I had a vision, … a memory I think. Waikiki. It’s the first real memory I’ve had. I guess I hoped you might be able to tell me more. You said Cody didn’t write to you? But you were obviously expecting him to. Did you know him—us—well?’

‘Closing up, Maggie.’ Mick had moved over to them again. ‘Need me to walk you home?’

‘No thanks, Mick. I’m okay.’

He nodded, sent JD a warning look that could not be misunderstood, then stepped over to open the door.

Maggie pulled on her thin cardigan and JD walked her out of the club and onto Orwell Street, where late night revellers spilled out of clubs and a few military police were watching the US servicemen with eagle eyes.

When they reached Macleay Street, they stood in uncomfortable silence for a moment.

‘Well, I have to get home.’

His expression was one of defeat. ‘I’m sorry if I frightened you,’ he said as he turned his Dixie cup sailor cap in his hands.

He looked so vulnerable in that moment, and as he turned and began to walk away, something twisted in Maggie’s chest. It felt horribly like shame. She couldn’t imagine having no memories of friends or family.

Family. She’d walked away from hers, made a choice. But he hadn’t.

‘JD?’

He turned back and before she could question what she was doing, she said, ‘Walk me home?’

He hesitated but finally smiled, a look of relief on his features as he fell into step beside her. They walked in silence for a moment before Maggie took a deep breath.

‘We met you in Waikiki,’ she began, ‘about a month before Pearl Harbor.’





Twelve

‘Morning everyone.’

Elizabeth was cheerful as she entered the office, but when no one answered her greeting, she glanced around at the solemn faces, each intent on the newspapers in front of them.

Her heart lurched. ‘What is it? What’s happened?’

Lieutenant Watkins handed her the Northern Standard and she scanned the front page.

JAP LANDINGS ON SINGAPORE.

Reading the first part of the article, she looked up. ‘This happened Sunday night and we’re only just hearing about it now? It’s Tuesday!’

‘Welcome to war reporting,’ Petty Officer Smith grumbled, tossing his copy of the newspaper onto his ever growing in-tray.

‘It takes time for news to get through,’ Lieutenant Watkins explained.

She sank into the chair at her desk. The commander’s door was uncharacteristically closed. ‘Has the boss seen this?’

Watkins nodded. ‘He’s on the phone with the War Cabinet now.’ 

The War Cabinet. She cringed. Her father would know soon, if he didn’t already. And she’d be hearing from him within hours, no doubt. There might even be a telegram waiting for her at the post office already.

‘They’re getting closer,’ Elizabeth said, more to herself than anyone in the room.

She startled when Lieutenant Watkins put his hand over hers. ‘Don’t worry, Elizabeth. I won’t let anything happen to you.’

She gave him a tight smile, pulling her hand free. The rest of the article focused on smaller attacks on Banka Island, Sumatra and Dutch New Guinea. She made a note to talk to the commander about expecting more refugees. They’d need to ensure they were sent on to Broome.

Further down the page, the other stories were out of London, about skirmishes in Leningrad and Tobruk. Ensconced in her own little world here in Darwin, with the Japanese edging ever closer, it was easy to forget that there were still battles raging across the entire globe.

It had been two months since she’d last had a letter from Fred. She’d written to him the moment she’d found out she’d be living at the Victoria Hotel so his letters would find her faster. She’d had nothing from him since the letter just before Christmas, a swiftly scribbled note in his almost unreadable handwriting that had taken six weeks to reach her. It hadn’t even filled a page.

I’m in Egypt. This place is extraordinarily beautiful despite everything. It’s hot but the nights are freezing.

I’ve taken some photographs of the pyramids. What a feat of engineering!

The boys and I are going to see Harry in hospital tomorrow. He got dreadful sunburn yesterday. 

Hope you are well.

Best, Fred.

That had been it.

She remembered being flattened by that word. Best. Her father wrote Best when he signed her telegrams.

It reminded her that there was probably a telegram from her father waiting for her.

‘I’m just popping around to the post office,’ she said, folding the newspaper in half. ‘Does anyone need anything?’

‘Check the incoming mail,’ Petty Officer Smith mumbled, wiping sweat from his neck with his handkerchief. ‘Save me a trip.’

‘Because you asked so nicely,’ Elizabeth said with a fake smile. The man was a miserable human being.

Stepping out, the heat slapped her in the face like a wet glove. Dark purple thunderheads rolled towards the town, low and menacing, with fluffy white clouds beginning to puff and explode on top like ice-cream on a cone as the storm of the day built intensity over the sea. As the powerful weather system drew nearer, the water darkened. No rain yet, no lightning splitting the horizon, but it was just a matter of time.

The harbour was busy, she realised suddenly. Very busy.

As a young lieutenant, barely older than she was now, her father had been a brilliant strategist in the navy, and while he rarely talked about his missions, she’d read a little about the battles he’d been involved with while serving on the HMAS Pioneer in the East African campaign. She’d decided that if she was going to join the WRANS, she should probably study up a little about what her father did, about important battles and missions fought by Australians in the Great War.

It was all quite fascinating, but what all that study, and the recent events in Pearl Harbor, had taught her was that such a large congregation of ships in one place, regardless of how shallow the harbour, was not good strategy.

She wondered, not for the first time, just how much of a target Darwin Harbour was, with so many ships passing through.

‘Well, good morning, Elizabeth,’ Archie greeted her.

‘Hey, Lizzy!’ Eloise called from her station, her hand over her mouthpiece.

‘Who are you on with?’ Elizabeth asked.

‘Old Aubrey’s talking to the head of the RAAF,’ she said quietly, listening again for a moment, before turning back to Elizabeth. ‘They’re getting mighty tetchy about the Japs now that Singapore’s fallen. He wants to know if we’re getting more of those Yank Kittyhawks in to defend us.’

‘And are we?’

‘Dunno. They’ve been arguing for an hour.’

Elizabeth shook her head and turned back to Archie. ‘Do you have any telegrams for the navy office?’

‘No, but your father has telegrammed three times in the last four hours,’ he said, handing her the papers with a grimace.

She sighed as she flicked through them.

Elizabeth, it’s time to come home.

That was the first one. The others were similarly brief, each becoming more demanding.

Archie handed her another telegram, this one from her father to the commander.

Send my daughter home now, McTavish. It’s no longer safe.

She screwed them all up in her hand, including the one to the Commander, and tossed them into the rubbish bin in the corner. 

‘My goodness Elizabeth, you’ve become somewhat rebellious since you arrived,’ Archie teased, but then his usually cheerful face took on a sombre expression. ‘Bad news about Singapore, though. Maybe you girls should consider going south.’

‘Where am I gonna go?’ Eloise asked, spreading her arms wide. ‘I’ve lived here for ten years.’

‘And I left Melbourne and my father’s back hand for a reason,’ Peggy added. ‘Not even the Japs can make me go back to that. Iris told me she and Alice won’t leave either. Not unless they shut the post office and Hurtle goes too. What about you, Lizzy? You thinking of heading home?’

Elizabeth smiled determinedly. ‘I’ll leave when everyone else does, and not a minute before.’

And with that, she waved them goodbye, headed downstairs to grab the mail and made her way back to the office. Seeing that Petty Officer Smith had disappeared somewhere, she sat at the desk and flicked absently through the mail, sorting it into piles for the appropriate people.

Coming across a rather filthy and bedraggled envelope, she recognised Fred’s scrawled handwriting immediately. He’d sent it to her Canberra home where it had been re-addressed, by her mother no doubt, and forwarded on care of the naval office in Darwin. It was postmarked early January.

‘Elizabeth, are we still on for the boss’s birthday party on Friday?’

At Lieutenant Watkin’s voice over her shoulder, she quickly shoved the letter into the pocket of her skirt.

‘I’m still going, yes. Why wouldn’t I be?’ And there is no ‘we’ in that equation.

He rounded the desk and leaned a hip casually against it. There was almost a permanent print there, where the lieutenant’s backside seemed to reside far too often. 

‘I’ve organised the tables—’

‘I’ve organised the tables,’ Petty Officer Smith tossed back as he re-entered from wherever he’d disappeared to.

The lieutenant ignored him. ‘Elizabeth, you’ll be sitting with me.’

Elizabeth’s hackles rose. ‘I thought Commander McTavish wanted me as his guest, at his table.’

‘He did, but with all the Yankee brass in town, he changed plans to accommodate the officers of the William B. Preston, the Houston, the Peary and a host of other ships currently taking up space in our port.’

It seemed she was trapped. She’d be sitting with Lieutenant Watkins at Commander McTavish’s birthday party.

The USS Peary continued to sit in the harbour—she knew because she looked for it on her daily walks to work—and Elizabeth waited on tenterhooks for the inevitable day she would run into Cody again. She thought she’d seen him once, entering the general store. She’d waited on the other side of the street, but when the sailor had emerged, it hadn’t been him and she’d been surprised by her reaction. Relief or disappointment, she wasn’t quite sure what she felt.

It wasn’t that she wanted him to come looking for her. His flirtations at the cinema, the last time she’d seen him, had put her head in a spin. He’d made her feel special, told her she was beautiful, but there were so many things wrong about that she didn’t even know where to begin. Maggie had adored him, even professed to being in love with him. Then again, Maggie fell in and out of love more often than a Darwin wharfie took a smoko. Regardless, whatever muddled emotions Elizabeth had begun to have about Cody, he was strictly off limits. Of course he was off limits! She shook her head to dislodge her erratic thoughts. She was an almost engaged woman, for crying out loud. 

Although it was true that engagements during wartime had proved to be rather tenuous. Her friend Laura, Fred’s own sister, had said in her last letter that she’d broken up with her long-time fiancé, Robert, to run off and marry a Yank marine. And her mother had also written of the shocking scandal that had rocked conservative Canberra when a politician’s wife had left her husband and moved up to Brisbane with an American officer. These dalliances were beginning to cast a shadow over the once revered American alliance, and sentiment for the well-mannered Yank was waning.

Many Australian women were beginning to earn reputations as nothing more than common hussies. How could they cause so much heartache as their good Aussie husbands and fiancés bravely fought such a long way from home?

When the evening of the commander’s birthday arrived, Elizabeth was in her hotel room washing off the heat of the day. She dug out the dress she was to wear to the party at the Hotel Darwin. It was the only formal dress she’d packed. The turquoise blue worked well with her fiery hair, and it was thin enough so that she wouldn’t expire of heat exhaustion.

Studying the dress now the colour reminder of her of a day trip she’d taken with Cody and Maggie around the island of Oahu. She remembered how young and carefree he’d been back then, despite the looming threat of war. Had he been nearby, she wondered, when Pearl Harbor was attacked? Or had he been safely on the other side of the island, at one of his favourite surfing beaches? He’d lost his brother that day and that would have been hard enough, but she wondered just how much of the attack he’d witnessed. Something had changed him, that was for certain.

Shaking off the direction her thoughts had taken, Elizabeth pulled the dress from its hanger and slipped it over her head. Why should she care that Cody seemed like a completely different man? She hadn’t seen him in days. He was no more thinking about her than she should be thinking about him.

All week she had rehearsed time and again what she would say to Cody, how she should reprimand him for flirting with an all but engaged woman, but he’d never materialised. She assumed he was busy doing whatever it was sailors did on ship. Swabbing the decks or weighing anchors. It surprised her, this internal emotional battle, that one morning, she’d walk along the Esplanade and the Peary would be gone, without her having a chance to see Cody again. Why did she even want to? Other than to give him that reprimand she’d been rehearsing, of course. He was so frustrating, with his teasing and his flirting. Keeping her on her toes, he said.

It was loneliness, she supposed. Since Cody had questioned her, the thought had taken root. She was lonely. Fred had been gone such a long time, and trying to hold on to the memory of what they’d had together, the love they shared, was becoming harder every day. But Elizabeth could never break the promise she’d made to Fred—no matter how handsome and charming the Yank might be.

Shaking out a skirt, ready for tomorrow’s laundry, something fell to the floor. Bending to pick it up, she recalled the letter that had arrived for her. Good Lord, that had been days ago! How had she forgotten Fred’s letter so easily?

Feeling no small measure of guilt, she opened the envelope, tattered and faded from so much travel to find her. Unfolding the paper, she noted the usual dark lines where the censors had redacted certain information and she began to read.

Three lines in, she sank slowly to the end of the bed.
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‘You were in Hawaii when Pearl Harbor was attacked?’ JD asked as they walked away from the noise of the nightclub district towards Potts Point.

Maggie should have felt nervous about walking home late at night with a strange man, but this was Tom, the older, more responsible Baker brother, as she had so often been told by Elizabeth. ‘No, we weren’t there. My father had dragged us back to Australia just days before the bombing. I was friends with Cody and Elizabeth was friends with you.’

He sighed. ‘I don’t remember her. Did we …? Did she and I date?’

‘No. She’s pretty much engaged to someone.’

‘Pretty much engaged? How does that work?’

‘Don’t ask me.’ She shrugged. ‘He’s overseas. Europe, Africa, I don’t know. I never cared enough about him to ask.’

‘But you dated Cody?’

‘Yes. You and Elizabeth were mostly chaperones for me and Cody. I was a little wild back then.’ She had no doubt her family thought worse things about her these days. ‘We caused you and Elizabeth a few headaches.’

‘So, we were friends, your sister and I?’

‘Yes, I believe you were friends.’ She struggled to think back. ‘Then again, I believed Cody cared enough about me to write to me.’

‘He didn’t?’

She shook her head. ‘Not long after we left Hawaii, Pearl Harbor was bombed. I don’t know if he got caught up somehow and was killed, or maybe he just wasn’t as keen on me as I was on him.’

‘I’m not sure how I feel about having a fool for a brother.’

She smiled at his attempt at flattery.

‘I may not remember anything prior to the bombing, but I do have memories of Hawaii post Pearl Harbor and it was a pretty bad time there, for everyone. First, there were the hundreds of funerals. And I mean hundreds.’ He shook his head. ‘There should have been thousands, but so many of the boys were still trapped in the ships, below the waterline.’

She gasped. ‘How ghastly.’

He winced. ‘Sorry. Anyway. Hawaii was changed that day. Razor wire went up along all the beaches, just like on Bondi Beach the other day. Once the shock passed, the anger set in. Anyone the government suspected of disloyalty, especially those with Japanese heritage, was rounded up into internment camps or put into jail. Men enlisted in their thousands. Cody probably did too. It might explain a little why he didn’t write. Still doesn’t explain why he didn’t come to find me in hospital, though.’

‘He was so anti-war. He said it wasn’t America’s war to get into. Why should the United States be policemen for the world?’ She remembered how Cody had debated with Elizabeth over the war, while Maggie had sat frustrated and fuming, wishing their parents would stop forcing Elizabeth to be the gooseberry. ‘Cody just wanted to surf.’

‘Did you love him?’

Maggie had to think back. So much had happened in the three months since their sweet, innocent fling. She’d been more than just a little wild back then, she realised that now. Living under the strict rules of her regimented naval father had made her sullen and selfish. She’d just wanted to have some fun, and Cody had been the perfect escape. Had she’d been so young and foolish to believe herself in love with him at the time? Probably.

Dates with American and Australian servicemen and her relationship with Bill, who was the polar opposite of Cody, had dimmed the memory of that time in the islands.

‘I was fond of him,’ she said finally. 

‘Can you tell me about him?’ JD asked as they turned into the narrow alleyway taking them to the steep staircase that led down to her street in Potts Point. ‘You said he surfs. He’s younger than me?’

She smiled as she thought back. ‘He was so handsome and charming, and a lot of fun. He’d spend all day surfing if he could. It’s how we met. I wanted to learn to surf and he worked at the Waikiki Beach surf school. He was sweet and complimentary and had this personality that attracted all the girls.’

‘Did he look like me?’

She stopped on the stairs and turned her head to study him in the dull glow of the street lamp. She’d never paid much attention to Tom in Hawaii. ‘I can see the resemblance now. Although, he’s blond, while you’re darker. You were complete opposites in personality, though. You were always so serious. So much like Elizabeth. You surprised me when I first saw you down at Bondi.’

‘You mean, other than the shock of seeing a dead man?’

Maggie laughed. ‘You were so flirtatious, so obvious as you looked me over,’ she said. ‘Tom would never have been so ungentlemanly.’

‘I was ungentlemanly? I’m sorry.’

Arriving in front of the boarding house, she stopped. In the light spilling out from the foyer, she studied his face. Had he always been this handsome? Perhaps it was his personality back then that had made him seem less attractive. Or perhaps she’d just been blinded by Cody. Cody whose face she could barely conjure now.

‘How can a man forget who he is, forget his entire life and just become someone else entirely?’

He rubbed his head absently. ‘I wish I knew,’ he sighed.

‘Well, thank you for walking me home.’ 

He made a move to open the door but hesitated, gripping the long brass handle. ‘Can I see you again, Maggie? I have so many questions and you’re the only person who seems to know anything about me.’

‘Aren’t there any shipmates who can fill you in? Surely they know more about you than I do.’

‘Over two thousand men were lost on that day, or died of their injuries in the days after,’ he said. ‘If I came off the West Virginia, we lost over a hundred. But they only think I’m from that ship. None of the survivors seem to know who I am. If I’d been from the Arizona or the Oklahoma—’

‘Oklahoma.’

He blinked at her interruption. ‘What?’

The sudden flash of memory surprised her. ‘‘It just came to me. I only had eyes for Cody back then so I barely listened when you spoke, but I remember now.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘Yes. You were a petty officer on the USS Oklahoma.’

His smile was slow and wistful. ‘That explains why no one knew me on the West Virginia. And the Oklahoma lost almost five hundred men. She capsized, and they managed to cut thirty-two sailors out from the overturned hull. I guess most of the guys who knew me must have died that day.’

She laid a hand on his arm. ‘Surely one of the survivors must have known you.’

‘Everything was a mess of confusion for weeks.’ He shook his head. ‘I was unconscious, as were many others. There were so many casualties, we were split over several hospitals.’ When he met her eyes again, there was such sadness in the green. ‘Please, Maggie, will you see me again? Can I take you to dinner sometime?’

Maggie hesitated. She hadn’t particularly liked Tom when they’d been in Hawaii. He’d been too dull, too sensible for her liking. And then there was Bill. Well, she was still angry with him. Maybe it would do him good to learn she’d been out with another man. She suspected he’d been stepping out on her. He could take a dose of his own medicine for once.

And he’d hear about it, of that she was certain. By now she knew that not much happened without Bill Kelly finding out about it, and that just made her even more furious. She’d bet a hundred pounds that Mick had called Bill the minute she’d stepped out of the club with JD tonight.

‘Please.’ JD’s begging tone snapped her back. ‘I just want to talk to you some more, see if I can learn more about who I really am.’

She still wasn’t a hundred per cent sure. ‘I work a lot.’ His dejected expression broke the last of her already weakening defences. ‘But I have Sunday evenings free.’

He brightened considerably, finally pulling the door open for her. ‘I’ll pick you up here at six?

‘Six it is,’ she agreed. ‘Sunday.’

‘Goodnight, Maggie.’

‘Goodnight, T … goodnight, JD.’ 





Thirteen

There was a party going on, and he wasn’t invited.

Officers—American, Australian, Dutch—were all in attendance, as were most of the women in town. Dress uniforms with shiny medals spun ladies in their finest dresses about the once lavish ballroom of the Hotel Darwin.

And she was in there with him.

The ever-attentive lieutenant. Cody had been stuck on the Peary for the last two weeks. From the amount of prep work going on, it was clear they were headed somewhere, and soon. He’d scrubbed so many decks in the tropical heat, he was surprised he hadn’t melted away. He had to have lost at least ten pounds.

On the days he’d been allowed to come ashore, he’d done his best to try to find Elizabeth, but he’d been thwarted at every turn. He’d missed her at the office by moments one day. He just couldn’t catch a break.

And now that he had found her, he couldn’t get close. A Yankee enlisted man like him would never be invited to such a highfalutin’ event. She was a politician’s daughter, and women were a rare thing in Darwin since the evacuations, meaning those who were left were invited to everything. And so he waited, biding his time at the front bar with all the other enlisted men.

The Hotel Darwin may have been a fancy place before the war had started, but it was beginning to look a little dishevelled. He doubted the fine linen was as fine as it once was, or that the selection of wine was as impressive as it would have been five years before. Somehow, they’d managed to scrape together a small group of army musicians to play for the dancing and a singer, currently crooning a Frank Sinatra song, did his best to keep spirits high. It all served to cover the very real fear that the Allies would fail in pushing the Japanese back out of Singapore, and that the war was creeping ever closer to their doorstep.

Through the adjoining archway, he could see the lieutenant swing Elizabeth in his arms as they danced to the Gershwin hit ‘They Can’t Take That Away from Me’. When the lieutenant spoke to her, she smiled and responded, but Cody could see something was wrong. Her usual spark was gone. Her smile wasn’t as bright as usual, her eyes looked … sorrowful. Dammit. He couldn’t watch this anymore.

Moving outside, he skirted the long terrace of the hotel, sneaking looks inside every chance he got. Tired of torturing himself, he took a long drag on his cigarette, as if that would smother his jealousy, and leaned against the post, waiting, hoping she’d step outside for just one minute so he could at least see her, talk to her.

And then she did.

Watching from a distance, he frowned at her distressed expression. Then, flicking his cigarette away, he walked along the porch of the hotel towards her.

‘Having fun, Red?’

She spun quickly. Her wide eyes said he’d startled her, but even when she realised it was him, she didn’t smile. Up close, he could see that her face was pale, her eyes shadowed as though she’d been crying, but had tried to use make-up to hide it.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.

‘Nothing,’ she lied. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Why have you been crying?’ He frowned. ‘Did one of those officers make a pass at you?’

‘No, no, nothing like that.’ She waved him off and walked further down the porch. He followed her to where the sounds of the party dimmed a little

‘Are you sick? You’ve lost that sunny glow in your cheeks.’

She eyed him in the dim lights that streamed out of the hotel. ‘Have they been working you hard? You look a little slimmer yourself.’

‘I’m shrivelled like a prune,’ he joked, hoping to cheer her up. ‘Holystoning in a Darwin February is akin to standing on the edge of a volcano.’

Her smile was only half the wattage he knew she was capable of.

‘What is it, Red? What’s happened?’

She sighed and lifted a crumpled envelope from the pocket of her dress. ‘It’s from Fred.’

‘He’s been wounded?’

Without a word, she handed it to him.

He studied her ashen face, trying to read her. ‘Are you sure you want me to read it?’

She nodded, her downcast eyes lifting momentarily as he removed the letter from its envelope. It looked like it had been read many times. The paper was beginning to tear where it had been folded and unfolded.

‘Read it aloud.’

Taking a deep breath, he began. ‘“My dearest Elizabeth, I do hope this letter finds you well. First off, let me allay any fears you may have about my safety. I am quite well despite Hitler’s constant efforts to do me in”—’

‘Starts well, doesn’t it?’

He met her eyes, saw the sudden spark of indignation.

‘Keep going,’ she urged.

‘“As usual I cannot tell you much. I’m in Egypt still and by the time you receive this letter I shall be” …’

His head shot up, his wide eyes meeting hers.

‘No, do go on,’ she urged. ‘You’re about to get to the best part.’

‘Lizzy—’

‘Oh, here let me.’ She took the page from him and read aloud. ‘“By the time you receive this letter, I shall be married. Her name is Marianne and she is a French nurse. We met at the hospital in Egypt when I went to see Harry. We had a wonderful affair and I am happy to announce that we shall be starting a family very soon, which naturally means I must rescind my promise of engagement to you. You are a wonderful woman, Elizabeth, and I have no doubt you will find a good man to make you happy again. Yours so very sincerely in friendship”—’ She stopped reading with a huff and endeavoured to thrust the letter back into its envelope with such force, she drew blood from a papercut to her index finger.

Cody gently took her hand, removing a clean handkerchief from his pocket and wrapped it around her bleeding finger, holding her hand to his heart.

‘I’m sorry, Red. He’s a fool for letting you go.’

It was true the man was a fool, but Cody found it hard to be too upset. He was sorry—angry that anyone could hurt such a sweet girl—but also thrilled that she was no longer engaged, and free to be with anyone she chose.

Free to be with him, if he could only convince her he was worthy. 

Her hand was still against his heart and he was so close, he could see the flecks of brown in her green eyes, and the little scar on her bottom lip.

‘Are you going to kiss me, Cody?’

His heart crashed against his chest so hard, he was sure she would have felt it and his hand over hers was suddenly sweaty, even by Darwin standards.

He opened his mouth to say yes, but what came out surprised even him. ‘You’ve had a shock, but I’m not gentleman enough to deny you, so don’t say it if you don’t really mean it.’

She solved it by leaning forward and pressing her lips to his. She was warm, soft and he was surrounded by the floral scent of her perfume. His head spun and his body, already on alert, reacted immediately.

‘I mean it,’ she said, leaning back only far enough for him to see the desire in her eyes. ‘After all, I am no longer engaged.’

Taking a deep breath, he lifted a shaky hand and ran his fingers across the soft skin of her cheek, taking in each sweet plane of her face.

‘Kiss me, Cody,’ she urged again. ‘Please? Haven’t you wanted to kiss me all this time?’

‘Yes.’ He lifted her chin with his forefinger, studied her closely. ‘I’m just making sure you know it’s me you’re kissing, and not just any man to make you forget Fred.’

It was minute, but he saw the exact moment his words hit home.

Her expression hardened. ‘You believe me to be so shallow, so … easy. You think I’d throw myself at any man just to get back at Fred?’

‘No, I—’

‘There are hundreds of officers in that hotel right now.’ She pointed into the function room, where the party continued. ‘Any one of them would be happy for me to accept a dance with them.’

‘No doubt. But you’ve been holding me at arms-length. If it wasn’t Fred, it was Maggie. I just want to be sure there are no more excuses, Red. I need to know you won’t regret this.’

Her glare cut through him. ‘I already do.’

Spinning on her heel, she stormed along the porch, down the steps and disappeared into the steamy night … and he was a Texan donkey’s ass.
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‘Maggie, there’s a Yank squid downstairs asking for you.’

‘Oh! He’s early.’ Maggie rushed to pull the last of the curlers from her fringe and brushed out her hair, frowning at Gemma. ‘What’s a squid?’

She chuckled. ‘Sailor. He’s a handsome one, too. Where’d you meet him?’

‘Hawaii,’ she mumbled absently, touching up her lipstick.

‘What?’

‘I met him at the club.’ It was easier than trying to explain.

Gemma didn’t question her. ‘Okay, I’m off to the hospital. Bedpans are my life.’

Maggie ran back to her room to get her cardigan and her purse, then flew down the four flights of stairs, slowing as she reached the final landing so as not to look so rushed or eager.

There he was, waiting in the foyer of the boarding house, a bouquet of flowers in his hand, and old Crankypants Carruthers standing at the bottom of the stairs like a guard dog.

‘No men allowed up these stairs,’ she was saying.

‘Wouldn’t dream of it, ma’am,’ JD answered, a teasing glint in his eye even as he spoke respectfully to the older lady. 

‘And just in case you were getting any ideas about later tonight, my room is right there.’ She pointed to a door off the foyer.

‘Well now, ma’am that isn’t up the stairs is it? But it’s a nice offer, thank you.’

Maggie nearly choked at the cheek of him. Tom would never have been so bold.

‘Smart-mouthed Yank,’ the old woman grumbled. ‘I see all the comins ’n goins in this place.’

‘The girls are lucky to have you watching out for their virtue.’

‘Smooth one, aren’t you? Well, I’ve seen smoother’n you in my time. You Yanks think you’re the bee’s knees, don’t ya, with your money and your spiffy uniforms and your manners.’

‘Something wrong with manners?’

Time to save him.

Maggie made plenty of noise with her heels as she descended the steps.

‘Good evening, Seaman West.’

‘Good evening, Miss Maggie,’ he replied politely, handing her the flowers.

She turned to the landlady. ‘Good evening, Mrs Carruthers. I see you’ve met Seaman West.’

‘Yanks,’ she muttered as she moved towards her room. ‘Now, my stories are starting on the wireless, so leave quiet and come back quieter.’

‘Good night, Mrs Carruthers.’ JD bowed, handing her one of the flowers from the bouquet.

She narrowed her eyes and took it. ‘Like I said: smooth.’

Maggie thought she saw the old woman’s lips curve upwards before she shuffled into her room.

‘You nearly made old Crankypants Carruthers smile,’ Maggie said, giving JD a sidelong look. ‘You are smooth.’ 

‘Is that something Tom would have done?’

She frowned thinking back. ‘I don’t think so. He certainly wouldn’t have given so much lip. You’ve got more front than David Jones.’

‘I don’t know who he is.’

She laughed as she put the bouquet of flowers in a vase by the door, tossing the old, withered bunch into the garden as they stepped outside. ‘Then again, I can’t say for certain what Tom would have done. I didn’t really get to know him … you.’ She sighed. ‘This is very confusing.’

He gave a sardonic laugh. ‘You’re tellin’ me?’

They walked the short distance up the steps to Macleay Street and onto Challis Street to a sweet little Italian restaurant. Caroline had taken Maggie there not long after she’d arrived in Sydney. It was always busy, but JD and Maggie arrived just as a couple vacated the table by the window.

‘The meals here are cheap, and the woman who runs it is a lovely Italian lady,’ she told JD when they were settled.

A young, dark-haired girl approached them.

‘Hello, Francesca.’ Maggie greeted her with a smile. ‘What’s the special of the day?’

‘Mama is making risotto with sausage,’ she said. ‘And rigatoni ai funghi. It’s homemade pasta with mushrooms. We got some fresh mushrooms on our visit out to Liverpool today to see Papa.’

‘How is your father doing?’

‘He struggles,’ Francesca said in a shaky voice. ‘He is very thin. Mama thinks he has stopped eating in protest.’

‘Francesca, andiamo!’ Her mother’s call came from the kitchen, snapping the girl back into work mode.

‘We also have the bruschetta with fresh tomatoes.’

‘Sounds delicious,’ Maggie said. ‘I’ll have the mushroom pasta.’ 

‘Me too,’ JD said. ‘And maybe that fresh tomato thing too, whatever it is.’

‘It’s tomatoes with olive oil and garlic on crusty bread,’ Maggie said. ‘It’s an incredible fresh taste. Anna grows her own tomatoes.’

‘Sounds great.’

Francesca scurried away to deliver the order to the kitchen.

‘What’s in Liverpool?’ JD asked.

‘Her father and uncle are in an internment camp there,’ Maggie said, lowering her voice. ‘I don’t quite understand why.’

‘Well, because the Italians are on Hitler’s side,’ JD explained. ‘So that makes them the enemy.’

‘Giovanni isn’t the enemy,’ Maggie scoffed. ‘He’s not a soldier or a spy, he’s a cook.’

JD shrugged. ‘It doesn’t matter what he is or isn’t. He’s Italian. They’re fascists. The same thing happened to the Japanese who were living happily and freely in the USA before they bombed us.’

‘Were they all spies?’ Maggie asked.

‘I doubt it, but it’s impossible to tell. So they all get locked up for the duration, just in case.’

Maggie was horrified. ‘But the war could go on for years, has already gone on for years for Europe, and for Australia, who ran to help King and country.’

‘And there’ll be Australians being held in prisoner of war camps in Europe.’

Maggie shook her head. ‘I don’t understand this war. Sometimes it feels so far away from us here, and then other times …’

‘The Japanese get closer to Australia every day,’ JD said, taking a sip of water. ‘It’s why the Americans are here. The British have too much to do in Europe, so the Yanks have become Australia’s greatest friends.’

Maggie smiled. ‘Yanks. It’s a funny term, isn’t it?’ 

‘It comes from the American Civil War. The Yankees fought for the north and the Confederates for the south.’

Maggie frowned, playing with her napkin. ‘More war.’

He smiled. ‘The Civil War was nearly eighty years ago now.’

‘Yes, but the Great War was only just over twenty years ago.’ She sighed. ‘Will we ever stop having these wars?’

‘Not while crazed men like Hitler are hellbent on world domination.’

‘You seem to know a lot about it,’ she said. ‘Tom would have been as knowledgeable.’

‘I read a lot in hospital to pass the time. Also, because I didn’t remember anything, I was hoping reading might trigger some memory. And I figured if I was going to go to war, I should probably know what it was I was fighting for—other than Pearl Harbor, of course. I don’t carry that same fire for revenge that my shipmates do. It’s hard to feel that much hatred for something you don’t even remember.’

‘But you lost so much,’ Maggie said, trying to understand. ‘Aren’t you angry for what happened to you? You don’t remember where you came from, who your family were. I’d be furious.’

‘I was angry for a while,’ he said. ‘Or maybe … frustrated is a better word. But I very quickly learned that I was better off than the men in the hospital beds around me. I didn’t remember the attack. The sights, the smells, the violence of it, the loss of friends. They remembered all of it, every horrific detail.’

As he stared out the window, lost in his own world, Maggie studied him in his clean, bright uniform that clearly hadn’t seen any action yet. ‘Are you scared? Of going to the front line? Of the fighting? Of …’

‘Dying?’ he finished for her. ‘I don’t know. Since I don’t remember anything or anyone since Pearl, I guess I don’t have anything to lose. So what is there to fear?’ 

Maggie didn’t know what to say in the face of such a defeatist attitude.

The bruschetta arrived, and it took a moment before JD picked up his knife and fork and cut into the bread covered in bright red tomatoes and fresh green basil, dripping with silky olive oil.

‘So, the north versus the south, hey?’ she said eventually, folding her napkin into a triangle then laying it in her lap. ‘Well, you were from Texas, so I guess that makes you a Confederate.’

When she looked up, JD was staring at her, his expression enigmatic.

‘What?’ She was baffled by his sudden stillness.

‘I’m from Texas?’

‘Originally, yes,’ she said. ‘Oh! Of course, you wouldn’t remember that! Gosh, let me see if I can recall more of what Cody said.’ She struggled to remember much at all. They hadn’t exactly gotten into family history while they’d been together. ‘I think your family had a ranch in Texas, somewhere outside someplace called armadillo.’

‘Amarillo,’ he corrected her, and she was relieved when he smiled a little at her mistake.

‘Yes, that’s it. You lost the ranch. I don’t remember how.’

‘Are my parents still alive?’

His question was filled with such hope, but also sorrow. It was hard not being able to give him the answers he so desperately needed.

‘I’m sorry. I don’t know.’

Their delicious meals devoured, JD and Maggie took a long walk along the Cowper Wharf Road, passing the massive grey ships moored in the naval yard. It was all very industrious. Huge lights blazed in contrast to the browned-out windows of houses on the harbour as workers built and repaired ships to go back out to war. Harry’s Cafe de Wheels touting its Pie ’n Peas sat like a ghost caravan, all boarded up, its owner off fighting in the war somewhere in the Middle East.

Maggie told JD about her love of singing at the Foxhole and her dreams of becoming a star of stage and screen someday. JD listened intently to her excited chatter as she shared her plans for her future.

‘And one day, I want to make it all the way to Hollywood,’ she went on. ‘Even during the war, there’s movies to be made.’

‘What does your family think about you moving so far away from home?’

Maggie’s happy bubble burst. ‘Nothing.’

‘You said you have a sister and that I met her?’

‘Yes.’

‘Maybe you could introduce me to her again?’

Annoyance flared. ‘If you’d prefer to take Elizabeth out, just say so.’

She turned her back on him, but he grabbed her hand before she could get very far. ‘That’s not what I meant, Maggie. It’s just that meeting her again might trigger something in this stubborn head of mine.’

Maggie straightened her shoulders. ‘Well, you can’t.’

‘Why not?’

‘I don’t know where she is. She was leaving to work with one of my father’s old navy cronies, but I have no idea where.’ She’d been so caught up in her own drama, she honestly couldn’t remember where Elizabeth had said she was going. She only remembered her envy that her sister was getting away. ‘I left home before she did. I don’t know where she went.’

‘Your father is in the navy?’

‘He used to be.’

‘He sounds like an important man.’

‘I suppose so.’ She didn’t want to talk about her family. The occasional prick of guilt over having run away with barely a word was twice as uncomfortable when faced with what JD was going through. Her family was so near and she refused speak to them, didn’t even let them know where she was and that she was safe. Meanwhile, JD had no idea who his family was, let alone where they were. His only link to Cody was through her, and she was no help.

‘Anyway, if I wanted to write to Elizabeth, to tell her about you, to ask her to come and visit, I don’t know where to send the letter.’ And there was no way she was going to write to her parents.

‘That’s a darn shame.’ He sighed. ‘Any connections I can find would be a chance to trace my old life.’

‘Can’t the navy help?’

‘The US navy is a little busy just now,’ he said with a smirk. ‘They don’t have time to be chasing one sailor’s missing family. Except … I suppose I’m the one who’s missing.’ He walked across to the edge of the wharf to stare at the giant ship in dock. ‘God, what must they be thinking? If I do have a family back in Hawaii or Texas, they surely must think I’m dead. Maybe that’s why Cody never came to find me. They—he—must think I went down with my ship. I’m dead to them. Tom Baker is dead.’

She touched his back lightly. ‘But JD West is alive.’

He turned to face her, and his tortured expression broke her heart. Her hand went to his cheek to soothe, and she found herself sinking into the dark blue of his eyes.

‘Pretty Maggie,’ he said, his voice quiet. ‘I can see why Cody was taken with you.’

He leaned in a little and, surprised by the move, she stepped back. ‘Perhaps it’s time I went home.’

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I keep frightening you. I don’t mean to.’

‘I know you don’t. I mean, I’m not frightened,’ she lied. He did scare her, but only because she was beginning to like him. He was like the wounded wallaby her dad had brought home that she’d lovingly taken care of and had to let go back into the wild. JD would go back to the wild, back to war, as they all did. Her rule when it came to dating military men was to never, ever care for them.

It was one of the reasons she stayed with Bill. As a civilian contractor, he would never be sent away to war, and while she liked him and he was useful to her, she knew she’d never be in love with him and he could never break her heart.

JD walked her back to the boarding house, and she did her best to ignore the strange new electricity between them since the almost kiss at the wharf.

‘Thanks again,’ Maggie said. ‘I had a good time.’

He nodded. ‘I’m back on duty again tomorrow. Today was my last day of furlough.’

‘Oh?’ She was surprised how disappointed she was to hear that.

‘I’m not sure when I’ll next have shore leave, but when I do, I’d like to come and see you. Would that be okay?’

Was it okay? Bill wouldn’t be happy about it … but right now, she really didn’t care what Bill thought. ‘You know where to find me.’

‘The Foxhole.’

‘I’ll be singing at the Australian officers club at Cheverells on Saturday nights too. Otherwise, you’ll find me at Luna Park.’

He grinned. ‘The amusement park on the other side of the harbour? With the big clown face?’

‘That’s the one. I work at the fairy floss stand.’

‘We call it cotton candy,’ he said with a wink.

She shook her head. ‘You crazy Yanks.’

His laughter followed her as she disappeared into the boarding house, making her smile. The smile was still there when she climbed into bed.





Fourteen

It didn’t take long for Maggie to gain quite the reputation at the Australian officers club. The songs she sang and the costumes she wore were much more reserved than for her performances at the Foxhole, because the patrons of the officers clubs were supposedly more refined than their enlisted counterparts who frequented the clubs of Kings Cross. The women they escorted were more cultured and looked down their noses at her, while the men were polite and gentlemanly—at least on the surface. Before she’d finished her first show, she’d already had indecent proposals from several married officers and one politician. The member of parliament had drunkenly rubbed his hand across her behind as she’d stopped by the bar for a glass of water after her first set. The red wine she’d ‘accidentally’ spilled over his crotch soon sobered him up. She was most apologetic, even offering to tip water over his pants to remove the stain.

‘No, thank you,’ he’d grumbled, heading off the bathroom to clean up. She’d smirked at his retreating back. Served the letch right.

This was the kind of man her father wanted her to marry? The spoiled son of a rich man who would be expected to follow in his father’s footsteps, and would no doubt be trying to feel up the derrieres of other women while she stayed at home. Well, she was having none of it. If she chose to marry—which was not high on her list of things to accomplish—she’d choose the man herself. Once she was in Hollywood, famous and rich, she would possibly choose to marry a man as rich and handsome as Cary Grant or Clark Gable—after she’d had a string of tawdry affairs with actors and directors, of course.

The night before Valentine’s Day, the mood was slightly subdued thanks to a dreadful defeat of the English and Australians in Singapore. She didn’t quite understand the conversation that went on around her as she sat with a lieutenant who’d asked her to join him for a drink between sets.

‘Do you know anyone in the war, Miss Maggie?’ Lieutenant Robinson asked.

‘Not really,’ she replied. ‘I mean, my sister’s fiancé is overseas.’

She didn’t want to mention that Elizabeth was also doing something with the navy, knowing that would bring on a whole slew of questions she wouldn’t be able to answer. And if anyone learned that her father was part of the War Cabinet, he’d be on her doorstep and she’d be dragged back to Canberra before the next bomb hit the ground in Europe.

Exhausted and deflated by the sombre mood of her companions, Maggie dragged herself home from the club at midnight. As she wandered up the street to the boarding house, she saw a man sitting on the doorstep. Wary, she drew back out of the streetlight and breathed a sigh of relief when he looked up.

JD.

The elation that came over her surprised her. He seemed to be watching the moon, a faraway look on his handsome face. He really was handsome. 

She’d been too busy rehearsing and performing to think about him much the last week. But now that he was here, she realised she had actually missed him. Being with him was easy, comfortable. Unlike the time she’d spent with Bill recently, which was volatile at best.

She hadn’t seen Bill since her date with JD, had been deliberately finding excuses to stay away. But he’d been waiting for her last evening outside the boarding house.

‘You think you can humiliate me by slumming it with a septic tank?’ he’d demanded before she’d even made it to the doorstep.

‘I didn’t go out with JD to humiliate you,’ she’d told him, brushing his concerns aside. ‘He’s an old friend.’

‘Bullshit, Maggie! Sleeping your way to America’s not gonna get you your Hollywood dream.’

‘No?’ Indignation had made her strike at him the best way she knew how. ‘I slept with you, didn’t I? You made pretty damn sure I had to do that to get my place at the Foxhole and the officers club.’

Quiet fury had coloured his face a violent red.

Maggie had pressed on, heedless of the danger. ‘And don’t pretend you haven’t been sleeping with other women. I see the gifts you’ve given Jenny.’ She huffed, pushing past him to climb the steps to the house. ‘You’re not even smart enough to be original. The same pearl earrings? You’re a lot of things Bill, but I never thought tacky was one of them.’

Before she could reach the door, his hand had been on her arm, forcing a yelp from her as he’d spun her back to him.

‘Bill, you’re hurting me.’

He’d shaken her. ‘What I do with my money and who I give gifts to is none of your business, little girl,’ he’d growled. ‘You belong to me, Maggie, and me alone. You ought to remember that I made you what you are today. Without me, you’d be nothing.’ 

She’d struggled against his vice-like grip and the look in his eyes had put a fear into her she’d never felt before. They’d fought often and fought well—theirs had always been a passionate relationship—but with words. He’d never struck her or threatened her with physical violence before. ‘Please, Bill, let me go.’

‘You’d do well to listen the girl, mister.’

Maggie had never been so happy to hear the old landlady’s raspy voice. She’d turned to see Mrs Carruthers standing in the doorway, a rolling pin in her hand, although in her dressing gown and slippers, she hadn’t looked as though she’d been baking.

‘Take your story walking, sunshine, before I call the police,’ Mrs Carruthers had told Bill.

Bill had just smiled, let go of Maggie’s arm and taken a step back. ‘No problem. I was just leaving. I’ll see you later, Maggie. Count on it.’

He’d tapped his finger to his hat and wandered down the street whistling.

Maggie had released a long breath and met the steely-eyed gaze of the landlady.

‘Know how to pick ’em, doncha.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Carruthers.’ She’d pushed past her into the house and made a hasty move up the stairs.

‘Stick with the Yank. At least that one seems to know how to treat a lady.’

Maggie had stifled the chuckle. ‘I’ll tell him you said so.’

‘You’ll do no such thing.’ And with a last grumble, the old lady had turned and walked back into her apartment.

Snapping back from the horrible memory, Maggie walked up to where JD was waiting.

‘Maggie, hi!’ 

‘Hi!’ She continued up to the doorway and slipped off one shoe at a time, delighting in the cool terrazzo beneath her aching feet. ‘It’s late.’

‘Yes, sorry. I got liberty about two hours ago. I went looking for you at the Foxhole, but that girl Tilly said you weren’t working tonight. My buddies all went out, but I wanted to see you. Where’ve you been?’

He barely took breath as he rambled on. Maggie leaned against the doorframe, completely spent. ‘JD—’

‘I wanted to see what you were doing for Valentine’s Day.’

‘Valentine’s Day?’

‘Oh.’ His excited expression fell. ‘I suppose you probably already have a date.’

‘No, actually, I’m working tomorrow. At both my jobs. I didn’t think I’d have time to fit in a date, so I declined any offers.’

‘Can I meet you between jobs? Buy you a hot dog at Luna Park, perhaps?’

Bill’s threats filled her ears, but here was a man who was so desperate to take her out, to spend time with her, that he was willing to meet her between jobs for a measly hot dog.

Bill Kelly can go hang.

‘I’d love that, JD.’

His smile brightened her previously sullen mood, but when he reached out to rub a hand down her arm, she hissed and pulled back.

‘Sorry, did I …’ He frowned as she pulled the cardigan slung over her shoulders tighter. ‘Maggie, what’s wrong?’

‘Nothing, I’m fine,’ she lied.

He lifted the edge of the cardigan, his eyes narrowing at the four very distinct purple finger marks on her arm.

His jaw clenched, his blue eyes darkening as they met hers. ‘Who did this to you?’ 

‘It’s nothing,’ she said. ‘I bruise easily.’ She’d never actually told him she had a boyfriend. What would JD do if he found out about Bill?

What would he do if he found out it was Bill who’d put those marks on her?

‘Maggie—’

‘Honestly, JD, it’s nothing, okay? It’s late, I’m exhausted. I’ll see you tomorrow evening.’

He was still frowning when she rushed into the house.
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The next morning, two dozen red roses showed up on the doorstep. Valentine’s Day. Maggie ripped open the card, but her excitement waned when she saw they were from Bill.

The card had read Sorry we quarrelled, and was full of remorse that they wouldn’t see each other on Valentine’s Day since they both had to work. She didn’t believe for a second that he had to work.

She’d tried to ignore the rumours that circulated at the Foxhole—the place was worse than the gossip column in the Women’s Weekly—but seeing Jenny wearing those pearl earrings had been proof of what the girls had been warning her about: Bill was sleeping around. And yet he still expected her to be faithful?

Red paper hearts were strewn across the midway at Luna Park, and soldiers and sailors treated their dates to flowers as they wandered the alleys of the amusement park. And if a girl was lucky enough to a have a date with an American for Valentine’s Day, like Maggie, there was chocolate.

When her shift was over, he was waiting for her with the biggest box of chocolates she’d ever seen.

‘Where on earth do you boys find these delicacies?’ 

‘The American PX stocks them.’ JD opened the box so she could take one. ‘There are some luxuries from home we just can’t live without.’

Maggie chuckled, declining a second.

As promised, he bought her a hot dog and they took their dinner to the edge of the harbour to sit on the wall. Little sailboats and packed ferries skittered about on the water under the distinctive coathanger bridge, while massive grey warships sat anchored in the bay.

‘It’s such a pretty harbour.’

‘Almost as pretty as Hawaii,’ Maggie said, then wished she hadn’t brought it up when he sighed heavily.

‘Hawaii is pretty,’ he agreed. ‘I just wish I remembered more of it. I only have memories of what it was like after the bombing.’

‘It must have been so frightening.’ Maggie picked at the bread around her hot dog. It was stale, not uncommon in these days of rations. She tossed the remains to the gaggle of waiting seagulls, which quickly pounced, squawking their delight. ‘I don’t know much about that day, or about the war. I’ve made sure of it,’ she admitted. ‘I’ve done my best to stay oblivious, to stay in my happy little bubble, singing and dancing and hey, life’s one giant party in Sydney, right? It’s relatively easy when we’re so far away from the war. Easy to hide from it, to forget. I don’t understand how they put you back on a ship so fast after Pearl Harbor. Shouldn’t you still be recovering?’

‘Once I was awake, they only kept me in hospital for another week. With no physical injuries other than the bump on my head …’ He gave an easy shrug. ‘They needed men. And I was happy to go. I mean, what else was I gonna do? I had no family, no home to go to. They gave me a new identity, a uniform and a mop.’

‘A mop?’ 

He shrugged. ‘I couldn’t remember if I’d ever had any sort of rank or trade.’

‘Cody told me once that you were a “juice jerker”. I had no idea what that meant and it sounded rude, so I didn’t ask.’

His laugh was hearty, and it made her smile just to hear it. ‘It’s ship talk for an electrician.’ He shook his head and sighed looking at his hands. ‘It doesn’t really matter if I was an electrician. I wouldn’t know what to do with a radio these days, let alone the inner workings of a cruiser like the Chicago.’

‘The Chicago?’

‘I’ll be swabbing decks on the USS Chicago Clemson-class heavy cruiser when it finally gets here.’ His smile, so rare, left him again. ‘It was hard, shipping out of Pearl. There were still so many carcasses of ships half submerged. The Oklahoma almost completely capsized. Her big ass—beg my pardon—her hull, her propellers, sticking up in the air. The recovery was still going on. I imagine it will take some months yet. Maybe even years. Did you ever see Pearl Harbor when you were in Hawaii?’

She shook her head. ‘We never went to the harbour. Daddy did, when he was meeting with all the big-shot officers in charge of the Pacific Fleet. Begging them to get into the war, to help Australia and England.’

He gave her a look that said he didn’t understand.

‘Oh, of course. You don’t remember my family.’ Part of her wished she hadn’t said anything, but it wasn’t like he would be able to contact her father, tell him where she was. ‘I told you my father was in the navy for years, but now he’s a politician, working for the prime minister with the War Cabinet.’

‘The War Cabinet?’ His face lit up again. ‘Do you think he might be able to help me find out more about who I was? You said he met with the Pacific Fleet. Do you think he’d be able to contact them?’ 

Maggie felt a surge of panic at his enthusiasm. ‘I told you,’ she said, doing her best not to meet his hopeful expression, ‘I don’t speak with my family anymore.’

‘No, you said you didn’t know where to find Elizabeth,’ he said, frowning now. ‘You don’t speak to your family? At all?’

She shook her head. ‘I ran away from home in December.’

The intensity of his gaze made her nervous. ‘They don’t know where you are? How can you do that to them?’

She set her jaw. ‘I have my reasons.’

‘Is one of them that you lost your memory?’ he demanded. ‘Coz, damn, if it ain’t that, I can’t think of any reason why you’d put your family through that kind of hell.’

She gasped at his blunt delivery, but his outburst struck a chord. She’d been having too good a time with her new life to care much about what her parents might be thinking. Hadn’t really thought that they might actually be worrying about her.

Shaken and uncomfortable, Maggie looked at her watch. ‘I have to get to the Foxhole.’

‘Maggie, wait. Please.’ He took her hand, made her turn to look at him. ‘I’m sorry. I had no right to come down on you that way. I’m sure you have your reasons for leaving your family. It’s none of my business and I shouldn’t have snapped at you like that.’

The comparison of his situation to hers had guilt sitting heavily, an emotion she didn’t like to entertain. ‘I really have to get going.’

‘Can I come with you? I’d love to hear you sing again.’

She hesitated then nodded.

They took the ferry across the harbour, keeping the conversation to safe topics as Maggie pointed out the sights of Sydney. After a taxi to Kings Cross, they arrived at the club and Maggie offered her hand. ‘Thanks for dinner.’ 

He rolled his eyes. ‘It was pathetic. And I really am sorry. I ruined our date with my temper.’

‘I had a lovely time. Thank you for the chocolate.’ Opening the side door to the club, she hesitated. ‘JD, I have fun with you. Which is weird, considering I thought you were the most boring man on the planet—’ She bit her lip. ‘Sorry.’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t remember that man. As long as I’m not boring now.’

She leaned up and kissed his cheek. ‘You’re not boring now, JD West.’
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In a whirl, she disappeared into the club. He pumped the air with his fist.

Yes. This was good. For the first time since he’d left hospital, he had some idea of who he’d been. A bore, apparently. Moreover, he had some idea of the man he wanted to be. And that man wanted Miss Maggie Cardwell. Boy, she was a looker, and the sweetest gal he could remember—

That’s coz she’s the only gal you remember.

The voice in his head smacked him straight back to earth. He had no recollection of the man he’d been before. What right did he have to be starting something up with a sweet Australian gal who sang like an angel? He was going to war in a few days.

‘She deserves better, Yank.’

A man leaning against a car in front of the club had pretty much voiced his exact thoughts, but he wasn’t about to let the Aussie know that.

‘You think so?’

‘I know so.’ The man lit up a cigarette and stepped closer to him. ‘Maggie doesn’t need a man like you sniffing about and then buggering off back to the States when the war’s over. She needs a man who can give her everything she wants.’

‘And I take it that’s you?’ JD took an instant dislike to the man. For one, he looked old enough to be Maggie’s father or uncle and second, there was something sleazy about him.

‘Maggie’s mine. When I first met her, she was just a hick kid working fairy floss at Luna Park, dreaming of being a singer.’

‘If you and Maggie are together, why did she have dinner with me tonight?’

It was a simple question but JD could see he’d hit a nerve as a small muscle twitched in the man’s cheek before he puffed out a derisive laugh. ‘Don’t get too excited there, lover boy. She just went out with you to spite me. You think she dreams of being hooked up with a poor Seppo? A man with nothin’ to give her? She wants to be a singer, a superstar. And I can make that happen for her.’ He gave a nasty smile. ‘She’s yet to learn that she needs to obey her man. She’ll learn soon enough which side her bread’s buttered and you’ll be nothin’ but another Yank in a long line of Yanks she dated and discarded before she met me.’

JD’s jaw clenched. This guy was Maggie’s boyfriend? Why hadn’t she said anything? Why had she gone on a date with him? Suddenly, it struck him that this was probably the man who’d put those marks on her arm.

His fists clenched by his side, he took a step forward when the stage door of the club suddenly flew open and the bouncer stepped out.

‘Evening, Mr Kelly,’ he said. Lighting up a cigarette, he stood casually against the wall, his intense frown saying he was trying to read the situation.

‘Just watch yourself, Yank.’ The man named Kelly took one last drag on his cigarette before flicking it at JD’s feet. Then he climbed into the dark car he’d been leaning on and drove away.

‘Who is that guy?’ JD asked the bouncer.

‘That’d be Bill Kelly,’ Mick responded, handing JD a smoke.

‘Does he own the Foxhole?’

‘He owns half of Kings Cross.’

JD let Mick light the smoke and took a puff. ‘Is that right? How come he’s not in the army?’

‘Being a big-time businessman who can get anything for anyone, and has a lot of pull with city councillors and business owners, was a talent the army didn’t overlook. He gets things for the services, and they let him stay here and run his businesses.’

‘What is he, like mafia or something?’

Mick’s smile was slow, his answer measured. ‘Nope. Just a businessman.’

JD didn’t believe that for a second. ‘Why are you telling me all this?’

‘You’re a friend of Maggie’s,’ he said, his tone less friendly now. ‘She wouldn’t want to see you hurt. And I don’t wanna see her hurt. So, like the man said, you’d better watch yourself, Yank.’

He dropped his smoke on the ground and went back inside. The door slammed, leaving JD standing on the street alone with his thoughts. Had he just been threatened? Jesus, who was this Kelly guy? And what the hell was Maggie doing with him?

Despite the arguments raging in his head telling him to just walk away, he still couldn’t stop himself from going inside the club. Maggie was the only thread to his former life and he wasn’t about to let that go.

A troupe of dancers was shimmying their way across the stage in tiny, sparkly outfits. Was this the big plan Kelly had for Maggie’s career path? 

As the girls high-kicked their way off stage to the catcalls and wolf-whistles of hundreds of servicemen, the emcee introduced Maggie. In a sequin-covered midnight blue dress that moved like waves on the ocean, Maggie stepped out onto stage and the boys in the crowd went crazy.

‘Sing us a song, Maggie!’

‘Well, alright,’ she called back. ‘Hold your horses, boys. How about a song from home for all you Americans out there?’

There were a few boos and grumbles from the Aussies, but they were well and truly outgunned by the American cheers.

The band started up and she began to sing ‘All I Do is Dream of You’ in a voice sweeter than Dinah Shore herself. It was slow at first, but then at the end of the first verse, tearing off the long skirt to reveal a shorter skirt, the tempo increased and she danced across the stage to cheers and whistles.

‘Goddamn, that girl’s got some pipes.’ JD overheard a marine say.

‘She’s got some long legs too,’ another responded.

‘Yeah, I’d like to see how far she can spread ‘em.’

The guy didn’t see the punch that knocked him to the floor.

‘That ain’t no way to talk about a lady,’ JD told the man’s friends, who raised their hands in surrender.

‘Just here for a drink and some fun, man,’ one of them answered.

JD nodded and looked back to the stage, where Maggie was sending him a warning look. He shrugged and she smiled again, not missing one beat in her song.

His heart soared.

It was like the man had said; she deserved better.

But dammit if he wasn’t already half in love with her. 





Fifteen

Locking the door of her room, Elizabeth took the staircase down to the ground floor of the hotel. After exchanging a quick good morning with Rosa at reception, she headed out the front door. Rosa, like so many wives, had chosen to stay with her husband when all the other women had been evacuated back in December.

The sun was already high in the sky, the sticky heat oppressive despite it being only nine in the morning.

Only one hundred metres down the road and she was already, as Peggy would say, ‘sweatin’ like a wharfie with four armpits’.

Elizabeth chuckled to herself as she crossed the street. If only her parents could see her now. Their elegant daughter, educated at the best ladies’ college in Sydney, sweatin’ like a wharfie—and kissing a Yank. Not an officer Yank either, but a lowly seaman who spent his days not giving orders, but lugging cargo, swabbing decks and delivering fighting soldiers to the front lines in New Guinea.

Humiliation rose up again as she thought of how she’d acted the night before. What had ever possessed her to kiss him? One minute she’d been fighting back tears over Fred’s betrayal, the next she was practically begging Cody to kiss her … only to have him ask her if she knew who she was kissing. Of course she knew! Humiliation quickly turned to indignant anger. He was the same man who’d been flirting with her shamelessly, and now he had the temerity to challenge her motives? Her motives?

Passing by the oval, the young soldiers climbed out of their sandbag fortress to wave and wolf-whistle at her. Lifting her chin, she continued on her way without giving them the attention they wanted. Out of the corner of her eye she could see them, shirtless, their helmets askew or on the ground, more often out of uniform than in it, thanks to the heat. Her father would be horrified at the relaxed manner in which the military conducted itself in Darwin. Of course, these soldiers were mostly ‘choccos’, reservists charged solely with the protection of Australia’s most northern port. Leaning up against their huge anti-aircraft gun, smoking and playing cards, they waited for the invasion they’d been told would arrive—eventually. They’d never fired the big guns in anger, or even in training, for that matter. Administrator Abbott refused to let them practise due to the placement of the guns being so close to his home, and the homes of prominent Darwin businessmen. The noise would be ‘an inconvenience’, Peggy had told her, imitating Abbott. Elizabeth wondered if the men would know what to do, should the time come to fire the huge weapons.

‘Hey love,’ one of them called to her. ‘Happy Valentine’s Day! Meet me at the pub later? I’ll buy you a drink.’

Her smile waned. It was Valentine’s Day? She sighed. Oh, well. It didn’t matter. Men. She was done with them. Cody and his arrogant, forward American ways. Fred and his pregnant French mistress. They could all go hang off the end of the Darwin wharf for the crocodiles to deal with.

‘It’s a new day, Elizabeth,’ she said aloud. ‘A new day.’
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Cody rolled over in bed, catching himself just before he rolled out and onto the floor. Would he ever get used to sleeping in these tiny racks? He hadn’t slept well. Partly his own fault for sharing a bottle of Tennessee’s finest with Penman and Blackie, and partly because of a certain fiery redhead who’d kissed him and set his loins a-smouldering before turning that fire around and scorching him with words. Okay, he’d fired first with his ridiculous statement after she’d kissed him.

I’m just making sure you know it’s me you’re kissing …

He groaned. What a complete … what was the word the Aussies were always throwing about? Boofhead? Yep. What a complete boofhead he was.

Swallowing down some powdered eggs and muddy coffee strong enough to dam a Darwin tide, Cody volunteered for a crew to head off ship in one of the tenders to pick up a delivery of ammunition that had just arrived by rail. It would have been easier to load up at the wharf, but with so many ships coming and going out of Darwin, booking space took too long and they needed the ammunition now.

After hours of hard labour in the hot Territory sun, he had just finished unloading the crates full of shells for the Peary’s fifty cal guns when a car pulled up.

Elizabeth got out with a petty officer. She saw him immediately and, lifting her chin, turned on her heel and headed into the station building.

‘Phew,’ Booker wiped the sweat from his forehead as Cody kept his eye on the door Elizabeth had entered. ‘Right now, I’m wishing for the cold, cold plains of home. You know it’s winter in Montana? We’d be neck deep in snow back there instead of neck deep in sweat. My girl, Celia, she’d be cooking up a big batch of pork pies and biscuits after I got back from fixing fencelines on the ranch, we’d exchange gifts—homemade, of course—then I’d take her upstairs and make sweet, sweet love to her all night long.’

‘Gifts?’ Cody asked absently. ‘Is it your birthday or something?’

‘No man, it’s Valentine’s Day.’

‘Valentine’s Day?’ Jeez, he’d lost track of time. How had it become February already?

‘Yeah.’ Booker nodded, opening the door of the truck. It creaked mightily, so he bent down to rub some oil on it from their supplies. Always fixing things, that was Booker. Cody wondered if he even knew he was doing it.

‘Don’t you got a girl back home?’ Booker stood upright again to face Cody. ‘You can’t forget Valentine’s Day. Your life wouldn’t be worth livin’.’

He didn’t have a girl back home. But if he played his cards right, and grovelled hard enough, he might be lucky enough to have one right here. For a while, anyway. He was already in the doghouse. He didn’t have anything to lose by trying.

Cody gazed back across to where Elizabeth had entered the station building. ‘I got something to do. I’ll hitch a ride back to the wharf.’

‘You got it.’ Booker jumped into the truck, and he and the driver headed out of the railyard.

When Elizabeth came out alongside the petty officer, carrying a collection of parcels, Cody was leaning against her car with a rough collection of wildflowers.

She eyed him and the flowers. ‘What’s this?’

‘Happy Valentine’s Day.’

The petty officer rolled his eyes but was at least polite enough to get into the car and shut the door. Cody held the flowers out and, red-faced, Elizabeth took them reluctantly but said nothing.

‘I’m sorry, Red, about last night. You kinda took me by surprise. I didn’t mean to upset or …’ Jeez, where were his words? ‘I just … you were angry and I didn’t want to take advantage of that.’

‘You think I only kissed you because I was angry with Fred.’

‘It crossed my mind.’

The car horn tooted and Elizabeth jumped. Cody glared in at the driver. Not so polite after all.

‘Will you take a walk with me?’ he asked her.

‘Cody, it’s a hundred degrees out here.’

‘Please?’

She shook her head and his hope faded. ‘Why don’t we give you a lift back to the wharf? We can take a walk down there.’

He grinned and opened the front passenger door of the Holden for her before jumping into the backseat.

The petty officer eyed him with annoyance but put the car in gear and they set off back towards town.

Near the edge of town, the car slowed and came to a halt.

‘Why are we stopping?’ Elizabeth asked the petty officer.

He pointed to the huge line of cars waiting along the street. ‘Petrol must have been delivered. The boss would want me to fill up his car while I can. You two can take your walk from here?’

‘Fine.’ Elizabeth opened the car door and got out. ‘You can take the deliveries with you.’

Cody climbed out and together they walked away from the cars and trucks that were steadily beginning to join the line for a coveted tank of petrol.

They walked down Cavenagh Street, past the Anglican church and down the hill, reaching the cattle pens. Cody climbed up on the railing and slapped the backside of a beefy heifer, calling out a ‘howdy’ to the cowboy who kept them in line as they scooted out along the run to the wharf.

‘I know you were only young when you left Texas,’ Elizabeth said. ‘Do you miss it?’ 

‘Seventeen’s not that young.’

‘But you’d lost both your parents and had to sell the ranch.’

He looked at her surprised. ‘Geez, how much did Tom tell you?’

‘Quite a bit,’ she said. ‘We had a lot of time to kill, watching over you and Maggie.’

He winced a little. She used Maggie like a shield. How could he make her understand that if he’d seen her first, Maggie would never have even made a dent?

Then something else occurred to him. ‘Did he ever make a pass at you?’

‘A pass …? Tom? Lord, no!’ she said vehemently. ‘He was a gentleman at all times. A complete delight. So intelligent and wise beyond his years.’

He nodded solemnly. The ache, the gaping hole left by the loss of his brother still snuck up on him sometimes, stole his breath.

‘He only wanted the best for you, Cody.’

He marvelled at how well she could read him.

‘Selling the ranch, moving west, even moving to Hawaii. He did all that for you,’ she continued. ‘He wanted you to be happy.’

‘And I disappointed him.’

‘No.’ Her denial was so loud, the cows in the pens protested, skittering away at the sudden noise. ‘He loved you, Cody. In fact, he envied you.’

Cody frowned. ‘He envied me?’

‘Yes.’ Her smile was wistful. ‘He said he was often envious of your carefree attitude, your assuredness that everything would work out.’

There were so many things he didn’t know about his brother, had never taken the time. And now, he would never know.

‘I’d like to have a cattle ranch again,’ he said, taking a deep breath. She wasn’t fool enough not to realise he was changing the subject, but kind enough to let it go by. ‘I liked riding horses and having miles and miles of land to roam.’

‘I thought the surf was where you felt most at home.’

He shrugged. ‘Born a Texan cattleman’s son. I guess it gets into the blood. Not that I wouldn’t mind a place on the north shore of Oahu, or even Queensland. I saw some good beaches along that coastline. Maybe after the war, I’ll stay in Australia, get me a ranch near the sea. Best of both worlds.’

She chuckled. ‘Everything will work out, hey?’

‘Usually does,’ he said as a thunderclap rumbled in. They both looked out to sea, where distant forks of lightning were beginning to show themselves in the black clouds. ‘Damn. We’re gonna get wet.’
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Elizabeth dived into the tin shed with Cody hot on her heels. Darkness fell early with the clouds rolling in. Thanks to the brownout, only every second street lamp was illuminated and at the moment, she was thankful for it. Her dress clung to her body, soaked through, as they’d had to run down the muddy slope to find shelter.

‘Oh, my hair is a mess,’ she said, giggling to cover her nervousness at being alone with him.

She began fussing with her hair pins, but he surprised her by reaching out to stop her. ‘You never wear your hair down.’

‘It’s too hot. If only I could shave it all off, like you.’

Slowly, warily, he lifted his hands to her hair and pulled all the pins away, letting her long hair tumble to her shoulders. Wet and ropey, she couldn’t possibly believe it looked attractive to him.

But despite the dark, when she met his eyes, she could see the heat, the desire.

He ran his fingers through the sodden strands, untangling it. ‘It’s beautiful. You are so beautiful, Red.’ 

Thunder rolled all around them, a seemingly endless rumbling interspersed with bright flashes that turned deep purple clouds into sheets of white. They stood at the door and watched in silent awe the forks of vicious light being thrown into the sea.

Uneasy with the extended silence, Elizabeth spoke first. ‘I’ll never get used to the noise.’

‘This isn’t noise.’

His tone was so suddenly dark, Elizabeth turned to look at him. His expression was dark too, but she didn’t have to ask him what he was thinking about.

‘When Hawaii was attacked, the noise of the bombs and the bullets, the explosions … they were so loud, you felt it.’ He hammered a fist against his chest. ‘You actually felt it, in your heart, in your belly.’

Her heart began to pound and she held her breath as he continued.

‘I’d been surfing one of the breaks on the north-east shore with some buddies, when the first wave of Japanese fighters attacked. At the sound of the first explosion, none of us reacted. We were only a few miles from the Kaneohe air base, we just figured the military were testing ordinance. But seconds later, the planes flew overhead, low and slow. That’s when we saw the red circle with its rays.’ He turned to stare out at the rain, not really seeing it. ‘There were so many planes. We could see the black smoke beginning to rise into the air from the direction of the air base, and I knew something was very wrong. The second run of bombers followed so quickly after, we didn’t even have time to make it to shore.’

Another clap of thunder made Elizabeth jump, she’d been listening so intently.

‘That’s when the machine-gun fire started peppering the water. We were just minding our own business. We weren’t military. Why attack us?’ He looked at her then, as though hoping she could answer. All she could do was shake her head. ‘They took out Smitty and Kono. I tried to drag Kono in to shore, but he was already dead. He was my friend. And he was gone, just like that. We could see the next wave of bombers coming in. There were some caves off the point and the three of us paddled madly to get out of sight. I had to leave Kono there or I’d be dead too.’

‘You did what you had to,’ Elizabeth said, running a hand down his arm as he turned away to stare out at the storm again. She felt the goosebumps the memories had put there.

He went on as though he hadn’t even heard her. ‘The caves weren’t safe, especially on a big surf day, but it was the surf or the bullets. The currents were so strong, and we were constantly thrashed by white water. We had no idea what the hell was going on. All we could do was wait. It felt like hours we were stuck in there. When it finally went quiet, we paddled out, went our separate ways. I jumped in my truck and headed for Pearl. I had to find Tom. I couldn’t believe what I saw. It didn’t seem real. Buildings in Honolulu were on fire. The Lunalilo High School was smouldering. And these huge columns of black smoke coming from the harbour …’ He hesitated, coughed as though he were fighting for breath once again. ‘So much smoke.’

Elizabeth didn’t know what to do. She dared not move, dared not speak as he became lost in the story, in the memory.

‘Explosions still rocked the harbour. Ships burned and tilted, broken in half. Even the water was on fire, burning oil on the surface. I tried to look for the Oklahoma but it was impossible to see anything through the smoke. The wind blew in and the smoke cleared a little. And there she was, the Oklahoma, almost completely upside down, her mast gone. I tried to get on a rescue boat to get out there to help, but no one would take me. All I could do was stay on shore. There were so many casualties, so many … so many bodies. I used my truck to drive the injured to the nearest hospital. They were overwhelmed, understaffed. So many men. I drove back and forth from the harbour to the hospital for hours, hoping that the next man I pulled from the burning water might be Tom. That he might be alive, uninjured even. But I never found him.’

Elizabeth had to fight to swallow the tears that clogged her throat as she let Cody get it all out. He must have been carrying such pain and anger all this time.

‘The next few days were a blur of hospitals and morgues,’ Cody said, turning to face her for the first time since he’d started pouring his story out. ‘Families held vigils, waiting for any word of those entombed in the Oklahoma, the West Virginia, the Arizona. Rumours of new threats of airstrikes or sub attacks by the Japanese were rife. The military declared martial law, razor wire went up on all beaches around the island. Blackouts and curfews were enforced. My island, my home, our way of life … it’ll never be the same again.’

‘It will be, Cody,’ she said, trying to comfort him. ‘After this terrible war is over and we’ve won, your island will go back to its former glory, and so will mine.’

‘A week after the bombing, I got the news on one of my regular visits to the morgue. There were a lot of burned up bodies. It had taken some time to clean them up, to make them at least partially recognisable.’

Elizabeth couldn’t hide the wince.

‘Those without dog tags, or other verifying identification, were eventually seen by the naval dentist, but with so many dead, it was taking a long time. They’d found a body with dog tags burned into his hand. But once they removed them, cleaned them up … there was no mistaking who their owner was.’

‘Oh God, Cody.’ Her tears fell now.

‘They handed me his death certificate. All I could do was stare at it. It was final. My brother was dead. Petty Officer Baker, Tom. Born 14 February 1915. Deceased Pearl Harbor, 7 December 1941.’ 

‘I’m so sorry, Cody.’ Empty words.

‘I got into my truck and … I don’t know, it was like a haze. As if I was on autopilot. I drove directly to the Navy Recruitment Office in Honolulu. Signed up that day.’

‘Your brother was a good man,’ Elizabeth said, wiping her cheeks. ‘He didn’t deserve to die that way. None of them did.’

‘He would have been twenty-six today. How could I have forgotten? Twenty-six. It’s not so old, is it? I’m twenty-two, but I feel like an old man.’ He looked at her again and she could almost see the burden that had been lifted from his shoulders. ‘I’ve bottled that up for so long, never spoken to anyone about it. Who did I have to speak to? Thank you for listening. I’m glad I told you.’

She reached out and brought him closer to her, laying her forehead against his and closing her eyes. ‘Thank you for telling me. Thank you for trusting me.’

When she opened her eyes and looked into his, the pain was still there, but another emotion had entered the blue.

‘Kiss me, Red. I need to know you want to.’

Slowly, nervously, she leaned up on her tippy-toes and put her lips to his. His lips were wet. From the storm they’d run through? Or from tears? She couldn’t tell. His hands stayed resolutely in her hair, but hers wandered across his chest and around to his back, where she dug into the strong muscles that bunched there.

‘So beautiful,’ he whispered against her mouth, before spinning them both around and pressing her against the corrugated iron wall. The residual heat of the day warmed her back, while Cody’s body radiated heat against her front. The rain was deafening as it hammered the roof, but her heartbeat was louder. It roared in her ears as Cody’s hands began to explore. He took them on a journey across the exposed skin of her neck and décolletage before sliding them down the sides of her breasts while his mouth devoured hers.

When his hands touched her bare thighs, she knew she should have stopped him. Even as they slid higher up beneath the skirt of her dress, she could think of nothing but having him touch her, having him as close as a man and woman could get.

A car drove past, lights flashing across them in the little shelter, breaking the spell and she jumped away.

‘Please don’t. Please don’t pull away now.’

‘I’m afraid.’

‘Of what?’

She hesitated.

‘What are you afraid of? Tell me.’

‘My sister liked you … maybe even loved you.’

‘Your sister knew me before Pearl Harbor,’ he said. ‘I’m not that man anymore. I was young and wild, irresponsible.’

She shook her head. ‘You were what all young men and women should be. Free from the horrors of war. Free from the deaths of friends and family.’

He gripped her arms tightly. ‘Elizabeth. Lizzy. I’m a different man. A man who sees strength and beauty before him in a woman who has stepped up to the biggest of challenges. I’ve lost so much in my life, but you’ve given me a reason to keep going. I don’t know your sister anymore. Maybe the war has changed her too. But for me, it’s you, Lizzy. You’re the woman I like … maybe even love.’

He kissed her again and, after a moment, she leaned back, studying him. The fire ravaging her body was mirrored in his pale blue eyes.

‘Take me home, Cody.’

[image: image]

They lay together in her hotel, the window open to let some air flow into the hot room. The thin lace curtains danced with the light breeze as the chorus of night bugs competed with the whirring of the small rotary fan as it oscillated back and forth, doing its best to combat the thick tropical air.

Elizabeth’s mind and body still hummed with sensation as she came back to earth. She’d just made love for the first time. Taking a surreptitious peek at Cody, sweat glistening on his beautiful bare chest that rose and fell with his breaths, still quick and deep like hers, she was thankful she’d never done this with Fred. She could admit now that she’d never wanted to, that she’d never really been physically attracted to him. Never been so overwhelmed with an excitement and desperation that had her struggling to keep her hands to herself even now as they lay together, spent and sated.

Self-reproach threatened to weave its sticky fingers into her mind, but she pushed it back. Concern for what Maggie would think no longer had a place in her relationship with Cody. She’d given him her body and her heart, and she wouldn’t let misplaced guilt take away her happiness.

‘Your thoughts are so loud,’ he said, rolling up to his side, leaning his head on his hand. His eyes were hooded as he ran a lazy finger along her shoulder. ‘What are you thinking about?’

His dog tags jangled together, and she reached out to close her hand around them, then used them to pull him closer. ‘Nothing.’

She put her lips to his for a moment before he leaned back again. Freeing himself from her grip, he slipped the dog tags over his head and, removing one tag, lifted the chain with the other over her head.

‘What are you doing?’ she asked as the cool metal touched her bare breast.

‘Now you’ll always have me close to your heart.’ 

Amazed, she stared at him. ‘I think this is the nicest thing anyone has ever given me.’

He pulled a face. ‘Well … that’s kinda sad.’

She chuckled. ‘But don’t you need these?’

‘I only need one in my boot in case I get killed.’

‘Oh, don’t say that,’ she cried, pushing herself up to sitting.

‘Hey. Nothing’s gonna happen to me, Red,’ he said, sitting up too, leaning across to take his mouth on a journey across her shoulder to her neck, her skin tingling with each soft kiss. ‘I’m charmed. Nothing can hurt me, not while we’re together.’

She was sure her next question was going to ruin this beautiful evening. ‘And when you have to leave?’

His blue eyes met hers, but instead of answering, he kissed her, and the kiss was filled with all the words they needed to say but couldn’t.

Cody left her hotel room before midnight to save her reputation and to be back on ship for duty.

When she dressed for work in the morning, Elizabeth was stunned by the smiling woman staring back at her in the mirror. Romantics often said that making love changed a person, but she hadn’t really believed them. Now, as she struggled to remove the tell-tale grin, she wondered if perhaps it was true. Sex may not change a person, but sex with someone you loved …

The word had the smile on her face fading, and she gripped the dog tag hanging from the chain around her neck. Was she in love with him? Too frightened to think too long on that, she slipped the tag back beneath her collar and stepped out of her room.

The morning greeted her with a wet lick and she patted her handkerchief across her forehead as she wandered her usual route to work. Glancing out to the harbour, she stopped dead. The USS Peary was not anchored where it had been the day before. 

Ignoring the heat that beat down on her, she rushed around the Esplanade to where she could see the wharf. Two ships were lined up either side of the wharf, the hustle and bustle of another day well and truly under way, but the Peary wasn’t one of them. The ship was gone.

Cody was gone. And she had no idea when, or if, she would ever see him again.





Sixteen

It was midnight by the time the show ended. JD waited for Maggie outside the front of the Cheverells Officers Club. He didn’t know how she did it. She’d put in a full day working at the amusement park, in this oppressive summer heat no less, and then two hours of singing at the club. What’s more, he had no doubt she’d be up and doing it all again tomorrow. She had to be running on empty, and he fully intended to see that she got home okay. He hated that, as an enlisted man, he wasn’t welcome inside, so he paced out on the street in front of the building, smoking and biding his time.

Small groups of officers and their dates were leaving the club, climbing into taxis or walking to wherever they were going. He knew she’d be one of the last out and as he waited, Bill Kelly and some of his buddies wandered out. Big guys who looked like the wharfies he’d seen down on the docks, they were built like grizzly bears, only twice as mean-looking.

Kelly spotted him immediately and rolled his eyes. ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, Yank. You just don’t know when to quit, do ya? I told you to leave Maggie alone. She’s too good for ya. Piss off back to your mother ship.’ 

‘How about we wait and let Maggie decide who she wants, wallaby muncher.’ It was an odd insult, but he’d heard an Aussie flyboy use it and it sounded harsh.

Kelly’s lighthearted tone was suddenly dark. ‘Bazza, I think this Yank needs someone to teach him some manners,’ he said, slapping the biggest wharfie on the back.

The mammoth man walked closer. ‘We don’t like you Yank bastards comin’ over here, stealing our women.’

‘Too chicken shit to take on a man, Kelly? Only tough enough to beat up young women?’ He saw the flicker in Kelly’s eyes, and knew he’d made a hit. ‘Besides, you can’t steal a woman that wants to be taken.’ He knew it was probably stupid to provoke this giant. Probably? He’d have more chance at battling the ornery steer they’d had back on the ranch in Texas than coming out a winner against this behemoth … The sudden strong memory of the Texas ranch rocked him, the distraction meaning he wasn’t quick enough to dodge the fist to his stomach. Bent over with the wind knocked out of him, he put the memory aside and rallied to ram his head into the wharfie’s voluminous gut.

‘Hurts, don’t it?’ JD groaned out as the two men held their stomachs and fought for breath.

Bazza didn’t stay winded for long, coming up swinging with an uppercut to JD’s chin that had him seeing stars—mostly because he was lying on his back, looking up at them.

‘Get him up.’

With one man on either side, he flew up from the ground. They held his arms while Bazza put another blow in his stomach and a right hook exploded pain into the cheekbone below his left eye.

‘Stop!’ He heard her yelling, but he couldn’t see her as his eyes watered and his head spun. ‘What are you doing? Let him go!’

After a moment’s hesitation, he was released from his beefy-armed cage and fell to his knees. 

‘JD! Oh my God! Are you alright?’

He could smell her perfume. Something floral that flashed fields of honey-scented daisies through his mind. Texas. He could see the fields clearly despite his throbbing head. Things were starting to come back.

‘What the hell were you doing, Bill?’ Her voice had taken on a fury JD had never heard in her before. ‘Help me get him up.’

‘I’ll do a lot of things for you, Maggie,’ Bill said. ‘But helping this septic tank isn’t one of them.’

JD saw four pairs of feet pass by his good eye as the men left.

‘Can you stand?’ she asked, trying to help him to his feet.

‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘I just need to walk it off.’

‘You’re not fine,’ she said, some of that anger still firing in her tone. ‘Look at you. You’re a mess. What in God’s name happened, JD?’

‘Just a friendly chat.’

‘Bullshit!’

Upright, he tried to focus on her, but his eye was already swelling shut. ‘I think that’s the first time I’ve ever heard you cuss, Miss Maggie.’

‘It’s not funny. God, you look awful. Come on, let’s get you inside and get some ice on that eye.’

Inside the club, she sat him down and asked a barman, who was still cleaning up, to get a wet towel and some ice. Carefully, she put it to his eye. It cooled blissfully against the hot skin where the bruise was beginning to bloom.

‘Why did they do this to you?’

‘That Kelly guy wanted me to leave you alone and I said I couldn’t do it.’

‘Bill Kelly doesn’t own me.’

‘Are you sure about that?’ JD asked. ‘I’ve seen the bruises, Maggie. I don’t understand how a woman as strong and independent as you can stay with a man who does that to you. A man who’s supposed to love you. A man you love—’

‘I never said I loved him.’

JD stared at her with his good eye. ‘Then why are you with him?’

She didn’t answer and realisation struck. He’d been a fool. ‘Oh. I see. It’s the money.’

Her eyes narrowed at him. ‘No. Not the money,’ she said. ‘He got me this job, said he could make me a star. He’s helping me reach my dream. At least … he was. I’m not so sure anymore.’

‘You have to leave him, Maggie. No career is worth whoring yourself to this man.’

She gasped, stepping back. The hurt look in her eyes had him instantly regretted his words.

‘I’m sorry. That came out wrong—’

‘I am my own woman. I make my own decisions. And no man will tell me who I can and can’t see.’

‘I didn’t mean—’

‘That makes you no better than him.’

His head throbbed, his eye weeping even as the ice soothed it. And she was right. He was acting as bad as Kelly. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I’m just tired, and sore. I was a horse’s ass. Please, Maggie, forgive me.’

She eyed him and he was sure she was going to leave him sitting there in the bar alone, wallowing in shame and regret.

‘Well, you can’t go back to the ship looking like this.’ Grabbing her bag, she helped him from the bar stool, positioning his arm over her shoulder. ‘Can you walk, or do we need to take a taxi?’

He smiled, relieved. ‘I can walk.’

They set off down Macleay Street, and she struggled to help him down the long flight of steps towards Elizabeth Bay. 

‘What about your landlady?’ JD asked when they reached the boarding house. ‘She could do me more damage than those thugs back there if she catches me.’

‘Which is why she can’t catch you,’ Maggie said. ‘We’ll be quiet. You’ll get some rest and I’ll clean you up properly, then you’ll be gone before anyone wakes up.’

She left him outside while she checked that the coast was clear.

‘What about your roommates?’ he asked when she returned.

‘Lucky for you, Caroline is visiting her parents in the Blue Mountains and Gemma is on night duty at the hospital.’

Looping his arm over her shoulder, she helped him up the stairs. It was after one in the morning, so the common areas sat quiet and dark as they made their ascent to the fourth floor.

‘Aren’t you worried about being alone with a man in your room?’

She snorted quietly. ‘You think you’re in any condition to force yourself upon me?’

‘Probably not,’ he whispered. ‘Not that I’d ever do that.’

‘Shh. Come on, tough guy, let’s get you to bed. And keep quiet unless you want to go a few more rounds with Old Crankypants.’

‘Actually, I think I could take her,’ he said as she pushed open the door to her room and laid him down on her bed. He groaned and clutched his ribs.

She raised an eyebrow. ‘My money’s on her.’

She ducked out to the bathroom to wet a flannel to finish cleaning him up. When she returned, she pushed a chair up against the door, even though she’d locked it.

Sitting beside him on the bed, she dabbed at his split lip with the cloth. He hissed with the pain.

‘Sorry, but we need to clean it up. If you’d just stop talking, it would stop bleeding.’ 

He stayed quiet, watching her closely as she dabbed at the cut on his mouth. Despite the frown, he didn’t think he’d ever seen her look so pretty. Big blue eyes concentrated on the task at hand, her lips puckered, her teeth worrying the bottom one as she studied him. His body began to respond to being so close to her.

When she was done with his lip, she moved to his eye. Luckily, it was only bruised—he’d have a hell of a shiner—with a tiny cut on his cheekbone that she wiped with antiseptic before applying an adhesive bandage.

‘Now, how about those ribs?’

‘They’re fine,’ he said, turning to try to hide the reaction in his trousers. ‘He mostly gut punched me.’

‘Take off your shirt.’

JD froze. ‘What?’

‘Take off your shirt, sailor. I need to see those ribs.’

‘You’re not a nurse, Maggie.’

‘Fine, be shy,’ she teased before prodding him over his shirt.

He squirmed. ‘That doesn’t hurt, it just tickles.’

Her big blue eyes widened with glee. ‘Ticklish?’ She jabbed at his ribs again, making him squirm more until she hit a sore spot.

‘Ouch! Damn! Sonofabitch!’ he cursed before he could stop himself. ‘Sorry.’

‘Oh honey, I’ve heard worse at the club,’ she said, waving it away. ‘Well, that’s one way to find out which ribs you’ve broken or bruised.’

‘My turn,’ he said, and proceeded to tickle her until she’d somehow ended up lying on the bed, his body half covering hers. She giggled a little too loudly.

‘Shh, you’ll wake up your neighbours.’ He stopped tickling her and they were both panting and smiling. Reaching out, he wound his finger through one of her white-blonde curls. 

‘How’s your face?’ she asked, lightly touching the blooming bruise.

‘Feels good,’ he lied. It hurt like hell. ‘You’re an angel, Maggie.’

Her eyes dropped to his mouth and hope swelled in his chest. She lifted a finger, tentatively rubbing it across his split lip. ‘Will it hurt if you kiss me?’

He froze. He was desperate to close the gap between them and kiss her, but he’d promised he wouldn’t force himself on her.

She didn’t give him an option. She closed the distance and he was swimming in the scent of her, revelling in the radiated warmth. She kissed him, lightly and carefully, doing her best to work around the cut on his lip.

‘Maggie.’ He lifted his hand to her cheek. ‘Pretty Maggie. I want to take care of you.’

She groaned and slumped back onto the bed, leaning up on her elbows. ‘Everyone wants to take care of me. Why doesn’t anyone think I can take care of myself?’ she said, exasperated. ‘I’m not a child. I’ve been living here in Sydney, away from my family, for over two months now. I’ve dated men, I’ve worked several jobs and I am not a virgin.’

He couldn’t hide the flinch.

‘So if that bothers you, sailor—’

‘It only bothers me, Maggie,’ he started, shifting beside her, lifting the hair from her shoulder to kiss her neck, ‘because men like Bill Kelly don’t know how to treat a woman. It only bothers me that instead of allowing you to make love to someone who truly cares about you, he took you like a prize, a trophy, and not a woman who deserves to be shown what being with a man can really be like.’

He felt her soften beneath his kisses. Could hear the thinning of her breath as his mouth took its journey up her jaw to her ear. She swallowed hard. ‘And you think you’re that man?’ 

She’d tried for tough, but her voice wavered.

‘Do I dare to dream?’ His voice was a quiet whisper in her ear. ‘Do I dare to believe I could be worthy of Maggie Mae? Or even Maggie Cardwell?’

‘They’re the same person.’

His eyes met hers then. ‘No. They’re not.’
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He took his time, despite knowing they didn’t have much of it. His soft kisses swept her up, hypnotising her, before he took the warmth of his mouth on a journey across her jaw, her neck and as his fingers flipped open the buttons on her dress.

Slowly, he lifted the dress over her head, his eyes heating as they fell on her satin undergarments.

‘So pretty,’ he murmured before he set about unhooking her stockings, sliding them slowly down her legs.

It was agonisingly erotic and yet so gentle. He feathered light kisses from her toes to her thighs and when he reached her centre and slid her satin pants down, placing soft kisses between her thighs, she bowed back on the bed and let him do wonderful things to her. Things that made her breath quicken, her insides quiver and she cried out with the sensations that made her whole body sizzle and tingle. All the times she’d had sex with Bill, he’d never made her feel this way. He’d never done—whatever it was that JD had done—to bring out this overwhelming excitement and arousal within her, and yet there was so much tenderness as well. She nearly cried out again when he entered her, slowly, gently taking her on that same incredible ride, up and up, and when he grunted and spilled into her, she rode that same wave of pulses that she’d thought only men had during sex. 

It was magic. He was magic, she thought as, instead of him rolling off her and falling immediately into a snoring sleep, he cocooned her against him, inside his comforting arms.
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She didn’t sleep.

Instead, she turned so that she could look at him in wonder as he dozed beside her. His face was more relaxed than she’d ever seen, despite the bruises on his tanned face. He carried so much tension, so much trouble in his heart that his expression always reflected it. But in that haze just before sleep, he appeared calm, young even.

She nibbled on his ear and whispered, ‘We have to go.’ His eyes opened then and he smiled at her. ‘The house will be waking soon.’

He nodded before laying a chaste kiss on her lips.

It was barely five in the morning as they walked hand-in-hand to meet the launch that would take JD out to his ship.

She couldn’t believe the differences between Bill and JD. She’d been so inexperienced when she’d met Bill. How was she to know that sex could actually be a pleasurable experience for a woman? Her body still tingled from the pleasure JD had given her. She shook herself. No. She had to get things back onto an even keel, to shore her heart up against the dents JD had made there.

Getting emotionally or physically involved with Americans could only mean heartache. She’d seen it so many times with the girls at the boarding house, the girls at the clubs, when the Americans they’d fallen for either left to go back to their wives or fiancées or, worst of all, they never came back from the war. Leaving Cody had been hard enough—she’d thought herself heartbroken then—but what she was beginning to feel for his brother was a completely different thing altogether. And she didn’t want to look too closely at that.

She needed to be strong. They’d had a wonderful night together, but now she had to put the memories away and try to forget about him.

‘Did I tell you I wrote to Cody again?’

‘Oh, did you?’

His melancholy response wasn’t lost on her. ‘I addressed it to the American Red Cross. I’m hoping that somehow it will find him, wherever he is.’

‘Don’t worry about it.’ JD shrugged it off. ‘It’s like finding a needle in haystack. Like my memory.’

‘JD …’ She stopped walking. ‘What’s going on in that mind of yours?’

‘Sleeping with you, holding you in my arms, was one of the most wonderful nights I can remember.’ He sighed. ‘And one of the only ones.’

‘You’ll get your memory back.’ She tried her best to reassure him. ‘Some of it’s already coming back. Me, Texas. It’s just going to take time. Once we find Cody, you’ll see him and remember, you’ll talk to him and everything will fall into place.’

He walked to the edge of the wharf and stared out towards the USS Chicago, a massive grey ghost looming as dawn spread its fingers slowly across the harbour. Water lapped against the side of the wharf, and Maggie studied him, confused by his sullen demeanour.

Then it hit her. ‘You don’t want to remember.’

He turned back, his eyes dark in the dim morning light.

‘A big part of me doesn’t.’

‘But … why?’

‘Because if I remember who I am, I’ll remember …’

‘What?’ 

‘Everything. I’ll remember everything that happened that day.’ He turned his back on her again.

She really didn’t understand. Why wouldn’t he want to remember his life, his family, his friends?

‘In the hospital, I heard those boys, the ones who survived … I heard them tell stories of what they saw. I heard their screams in the night. Their screams were enough to give me nightmares. I don’t want to know what was making them scream like that. I don’t want their nightmares to become mine. If that makes me a coward …’

His voice trailed off and she went to him, turned him forcefully and took his face in her hands.

‘You’re not a coward.’

She reached up and put her lips to his. He seemed hesitant at first, but finally, his arms went around her, pulling her to him and they settled into the kiss. His mouth was warm and when his tongue touched hers lightly, her heart bloomed. Somewhere in the time they’d spent together, in the time she’d been trying to help him get his memory back, she’d begun to fall for him. Seeing him last night had made her realise just how much she’d begun to care about the man she’d once thought was mind-numbingly dull. But then, he wasn’t that man anymore. He was sweet and charming and … hurting.

He didn’t want to get his memory back and if she was honest, part of her felt the same. What if he remembered what a flibbertigibbet she’d been in Hawaii? What if he remembered all the trouble she’d caused? But putting her own selfish fears aside, she couldn’t believe he wouldn’t want to know his brother.

It frustrated her that they couldn’t do more to find out where Cody was. Would he have enlisted after Pearl Harbor, like so many other men had? If so, he could be anywhere—Europe, Asia, Africa. US servicemen had been taken prisoner in Asia and inside enemy lines in Europe. Death wasn’t always the worst-case scenario. If he’d died in battle, there’d be no family waiting at home to receive the telegram.

He pulled away from the kiss and ran his hand over her hair.

‘Don’t waste your time on me, Maggie. It’s not fair to you. You don’t want to get lumped with a nobody who can’t even remember his name.’

‘You’re not nobody. I don’t care whether you are Tom or JD or President Roosevelt himself, you are somebody,’ she said. ‘And fair? What does fair have anything to do with it? We’ll all be lucky to get out of this war alive. When the war is over, you’ll go back to America and—’

‘That’s just it, Maggie. I don’t have a life to go back to.’

‘Then you’ll start a new life,’ she said. ‘A fresh start. And maybe …’ She swallowed hard at the words that were about to come out of her mouth, like she might just choke on them. ‘Maybe we can make that fresh start together.’

There. She’d said it, put her heart out there, breaking all her rules about falling in love with a military man. An American one at that.

He looked at her solemnly. ‘I’d love that, Maggie. But I have nothing to give you.’

She grinned. ‘We can go back to America together, and I will become that huge Hollywood star and you will be my handsome leading man.’

He chuckled. ‘I have to go. Liberty’s about up.’

Taking his face—his poor battered face—she kissed him, feeling the last shards of her shored up heart falling away. ‘Write to me.’

He slipped away, their fingertips the last to separate as he stepped onto the launch moments before it left to take him and other sailors back to their ships.

For a long time, she stayed where she was, sitting on the harbour’s edge as the sun rose.





Seventeen

Cody fought his way out of a heavy sleep and cracked one eye, peering down. He was still dressed. Even his boots were still on.

‘What is that God-awful noise?’ Kopecki mumbled out from under his pillow.

‘Air raid,’ Timmons murmured back. ‘The Japs have finally caught up with us.’

‘Nah, it’s just Steinberg snoring again,’ Cody said as the drone added a throaty snort.

A string of expletives were followed by a loud bang as Kopecki kicked the rack above him. The snoring stopped, but it was too late for Cody; he was already awake. He rolled out of his bed and wearily dragged himself to the head to relieve himself.

It had been two am when he’d finally been dismissed from duty after the Peary had steamed back into Darwin Harbour and dropped anchor. They just couldn’t seem to make it out of the place.

First there’d been the air attack on the Timor convoy a few days ago that had sent all ships back to Darwin. The transport ship SS Mauna Loa had had a near miss with a bomber in the attack which had resulted in some casualties. On arrival back in Darwin Harbour, the men had been quickly unloaded to the hospital ship HMAHS Manunda. The Houston and Peary had refuelled and headed back out to complete the mission. That was, until they’d engaged a Jap submarine. Dropping high-speed depth charges to try to sink the sub had depleted the Peary’s oil and once again they’d been forced to turn back, leaving the Houston to carry on to Timor by herself.

The plan was for the Peary to refuel and catch up to the cruiser as soon as possible, but God knew how long it might take to get space at the wharf to refuel. Even in the dark, Cody had seen how many ships were in the harbour when they’d arrived.

Climbing up on deck, the sky above Darwin was surprisingly clear. One or two puffs of small white clouds dotted the sky, but none of the heavy thunderheads the Top End was famous for had rolled in yet. Give it time.

It was only eight in the morning and oppressively hot. By the end of the day, those towering clouds, full of rain and electricity, would pound the little town, turning it to a muddy cesspool once again.

Eight in the morning. The commander had been generous allowing non-essential crew to sleep in after the late—or rather early—arrival into Darwin.

Cody walked to the bow of the ship and scanned the edges of the town. He could almost see the government buildings where Elizabeth worked. So close, yet so far from him. When he’d said goodbye to her, he wasn’t sure he’d ever be back here. He certainly didn’t expect to be back this soon. She’d be getting ready for her day. Showering. Dressing. He hastily swatted those thoughts from his brain. It’d do him no good to remember her pale, naked skin, so soft beneath his calloused fingers. 

Turning away from the town, and his errant thoughts, he looked up at the bridge. The ship’s captain, Lieutenant-Commander Bermingham, was pacing, gesticulating wildly. Cody couldn’t hear what he was saying, but it was obvious he was angry. And he knew why.

At least twenty ships in the harbour, Cody counted. Barossa and Neptuna, the two huge freighters, were currently docked at the elbow-shaped wharf and didn’t look like they’d be moving any time soon. And there were at least three other ships waiting in line to dock and reload or unload soldiers and cargo. He doubted the Peary would get refuelled in time to catch up to the Houston. They probably wouldn’t be leaving Darwin Harbour today. But who knew? Maybe the third time was the charm.

After one more glance towards the tiny town glowing in the morning sun, Cody went back down into the dark belly of the Peary for breakfast.
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Stepping out of the Victoria Hotel, Elizabeth turned right and headed down to the Bank of New South Wales. At nine o’clock on the dot, the doors opened and she stepped into the relative coolness of the sturdy, two-storey brick building. Completing her business there, she moved on towards the library to return a book she’d borrowed. There, she found one of the police constables chatting with Iris from the post office. She stopped and exchanged the usual Darwin banter about the weather before leaving them to it and finally making her way down the Esplanade.

Stopping at the corner near Government House, she peered out into the harbour through the trees. So many ships and … was that the Peary anchored out there?

The US destroyer was struggling to stay away from the place. She didn’t even realise she was smiling as she wondered what had happened to force them back to Darwin this time. The smile faded then. She sincerely hoped that if they had run into the Japanese again that there’d been no casualties.

Swatting away the flies that had begun to gather as she stood still, she tried desperately to determine if one of the men currently on deck was Cody, but the ship was too far away.

‘Barely made it out of the harbour.’

She turned at the voice and smiled at a civilian man who she recognised, but had never spoken to. ‘Sorry?’

‘Peary,’ he said, lifting his hat to wipe the sweat from his almost bald head. ‘One of them officers came ashore early this morning, said they had a scuffle with a Jap sub. Dropped a few depth charges on ’em and had to come back to refuel again.’

‘I see.’ She’d been right. ‘Any casualties?’

‘Officer didn’t say.’

She looked out at the ship again. There was no damage, no repair work going on that she could see.

‘They’re getting closer.’

Elizabeth met his eyes and watched as he lit a cigarette.

‘Any day now, miss,’ he said. ‘Darwin’s a sitting duck now. Specially with all these blasted ships clogging the harbour. Mark my words, won’t be long before we get it in the neck.’

He wandered off to do whatever business he had and Elizabeth let out the breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding. What a cheery gentleman.

She only wished she could say he was exaggerating.
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‘Hey, what’s that noise?’ Kopecki asked, leaning on his mop. ‘Hear it? It’s like a hum. Sounds like the hummingbirds we get back home in Oregon in the summer. D’ya hear it?’ 

‘Maybe Steinberg’s snoring again,’ Cody said, continuing his work as the men around him chuckled and tossed insults at poor Steinberg, who tossed them right back.

But the hum continued, rising slowly. An increasing drone even the day-to-day bangs and clatters of the ship couldn’t drown out.

Cody stopped work and listened. Slowly, one by one, the men stood idle, frowning at one another as they tried to discern the odd sound.

And then Cody remembered a day in the surf not so long ago. The same hum.

He swore, his eyes going to the skies just as the commander yelled from the bridge, ‘Weigh anchor!’

He had enough time to hope that maybe it was another group of Kittyhawks coming in before he saw them—a flock of Zero fighter planes and Val dive-bombers in perfect formation coming in from the north. Already the first bombs were beginning to fall just as the town’s air-raid sirens finally whined to life.

Even though it was over a mile away, Cody ducked by instinct when the wharf exploded, splintering the wooden and metal structure and sending debris flying sky high. The sea around it exploded into fountains as bombs landed in the water, lifting the ships tied to the wharf and sending men into the sea.

Even as they were still being refuelled by the tanker, British Motorist, the Peary’s engines roared to life.

‘Man action stations! Man action stations!’

They had to get out of the harbour. Trying to manoeuvre a destroyer to evade the enemy in the shallow waters would spell disaster, even if they weren’t hit. Men rushed to their stations, the guns of the Peary firing at the enemy planes, but the agile Japanese dive-bombers evaded them easily. One, two, three explosions struck the ship, starting fires and blowing men into the water. 

The fourth bomb hit and Cody had only enough time to take a breath before the forward ammunition magazines exploded in a tremendous fireball, tossing him into the air. Time froze as he was suspended above the world, the oddest sensation overcoming him as he looked down on the crippled body of the USS Peary, still moving forward, seeking the safety of the open water.

Then he landed heavily, and was swallowed by the sea.
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Standing at the front door of the office, her heart in her throat, Elizabeth couldn’t grasp what she was seeing. Fire exploded in the sea, fountains of water sprayed up, hundreds of feet. The long, crooked wharf shattered and was tossed into the air like a game of pick-up sticks as more and more planes whirred and dived overhead. Debris rained down across the bay, parts of ships, huge chunks of seemingly indestructible metal, twisted and smoking, flying around the harbour. The sound was unfathomable.

‘Elizabeth, don’t just stand there! Run!’ Lieutenant Watkins yelled as he rushed out the door.

Snapping back, she looked at him. ‘Run where?’

‘The post office!’ His wide eyes were suddenly alight with the idea. ‘Hurtle dug that huge trench, it should be big enough for us too.’

Intent on following his lead, she’d taken only one step from beneath the cover of the veranda before she was jolted back as a low-flying plane—low enough she could almost see the smiling face of the pilot—strafed the street, striking Lieutenant Watkins down in a horrific shower of bullets.

‘Peter!’

She wanted to run to him, tried to, but Petty Officer Smith grabbed her arm and pulled her away. ‘You can’t help him. Come on, we have to find shelter.’ 

The air-raid sirens continued to groan under the din of the bombing—too little, too late.

‘The post office!’ she cried. ‘It’s covered most of the way between here and there. We’ll have cover from the machine guns.’

Following the petty officer as he took off, she rounded the corner of the building, but instead of heading to the post office, Smith ran off to the side, towards the cliff.

‘Where are you going?’

He didn’t answer, and when he disappeared over the cliff edge, she wondered if he’d finally gone mad.

Looking up, she saw another wave of bombers beginning to dive.

Shelter, I need shelter.

Lieutenant Watkins had been right about the post office having an air-raid trench big enough to hold the entire post office staff and a few extras. Putting the unfortunate lieutenant out of her mind, she ran as fast as she could, but before she could reach the post office building, she was suddenly lifted and thrown backwards against a wall.

Winded, her ears ringing, Elizabeth sat up. Her head hurt and she reached back to feel warm, sticky blood oozing from behind her ear. Her side ached and her shoulder was burning. When her vision cleared, she simply sat where she was, the sound of her own breathing echoing in her head. The percussion wave had been so strong, it had thrown her back several feet. She tried to stand, but her head was foggy, the squealing in her ears competing with the incessant bombing and strafing that was still going on around her.

A man was yelling at her, his arm bleeding as he stood before her, and then he turned and ran. She couldn’t follow, could barely stand let alone run.

Looking down at her feet, she frowned. ‘I’ve lost my shoe.’

Leaning against the wall, she sat, covering her ears and closing her eyes, praying as more bombs whistled and exploded nearby. It went on and on, a never-ending barrage. 

Eventually, there was a break in the bombing over the town. The drone of the planes faded a little as they seemed to hover out over the harbour. The ringing in her ears settled down and, using the wall, she pushed herself up to standing, gingerly stepping out from beneath the veranda, taking the break in the bombing as an opportunity to get herself to the post office shelter.

But when she stepped through the front door of the post office, she could only stare.

The sun was shining through where the roof had once been. Windows were shattered, only the walls remained as a skeleton of what had once been the town’s communication centre.

Fire crackled among the rubble, and she skirted the flames to make her way through to what had once been a side door. Tears began to fall and chest-heaving sobs broke from her as she looked down into the massive crater left dead-centre of what had been Mr Bald’s prized bomb shelter. A foot wearing a female shoe protruded from a heavy wooden beam, the rest of the body buried beneath the rubble.

Dizzy and nauseated and afraid to look any further, Elizabeth turned and stepped out of the post office. Numbness engulfed her and she knew it in her heart.

Her friends were dead.
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So many planes.

Some high bombers, some low, swooping in with their deadly machine guns. The Japanese had certainly perfected the element of surprise and were hitting the meagre defences of Darwin with everything they had. It was Pearl Harbor all over again.

Cody struggled to tread water in the oil that was seeping from the Peary and other nearby ships that had taken hits. Some of his crewmates were around him, fighting to keep their heads above water with their injuries, but there were precious few survivors. 

‘Come on, buddy,’ he said to the man closest to him. ‘We gotta make a swim for it.’

The man cried out when Cody grabbed him by the arm, and only then did Cody see that he was pulling the guy by an arm that was gone from the elbow down. Gritting his teeth, he tugged again, trying to drag the man through the water towards the shore. The oil made it hard, like trying to swim through molasses. And as the nearby ships began to sink, their fires reaching the waterline, he knew they had very little time to get some distance before the oil went up in flames, taking them with it.

Bombs still fell, bullets continued to ricochet off the body of the Peary as she tried a desperate final run for the harbour entrance, dragging her ailing body, sinking at the stern.

‘Yeh! Kick some ass, boys!’ Cody yelled, pumping his fist at the sailors still at the forward guns, continuing to fire skyward before they disappeared into the plume of black smoke.

Running out of energy, Cody struggled to keep his head above the oily water, coughing when the oil got into his nose and mouth.

‘Look,’ Cody told his swimming buddy. ‘There’s a lifeboat. They’re comin’ for us buddy. Hey!’

He waved his arm about, attracting the attention of a small lifeboat that was motoring towards them.

‘They’ve spotted us, pal. We’re gonna be fine. Just hang in there.’

The boat reached them and the three men aboard pulled his crewmate from the water before they lifted him in too.

‘He’s lost an arm,’ Cody told them as he landed, exhausted, in the bottom of the boat.

‘He’s lost more than that, mate,’ his Aussie rescuer responded. ‘He’s dead.’

Cody looked at the man he’d dragged from the burning wreck of the Peary. He didn’t know him. Didn’t know his name. Looking back towards his ship, he wondered how many of them had made it out alive.

The lifeboat picked up at least another ten men on its way back into shore, scooping them up alongside the wharf, dodging the semi-submerged funnel of the little locomotive that used to run along the wharf. Finally, they pulled up along the muddy shore of the harbour. Looking up at the town, Cody could see towers of black smoke rising.

Elizabeth.

Limping across the muddy flats pockmarked with bomb craters and debris from the damaged wharf, he headed for the road up to town. He’d barely made it hundred feet before he fell to his knees and vomited oily seawater.

‘You alright, mate?’

He looked up at the Aussie soldier. The man wore a helmet and the knee-length khaki shorts the Aussie army was so fond of, but no shirt.

‘Just need a minute,’ Cody wheezed.

‘What ship you from?’

‘Peary,’ Cody responded, dropping back to sit in the mud. ‘I have to get up to town. Have to find someone.’

‘Just came down from town to help with the rescue. She’s taken a beating. Bloody post office was shredded. Doubt there’ll be any survivors there.’

The post office? That was right next to Elizabeth’s navy building.

Without another word, Cody staggered to his feet and started to run.

He hadn’t even reached the road when it happened.

The explosion was the loudest he’d heard all morning and sent him flying, face first, across the mudflats. Rolling onto his back, winded, he rolled again, one way and then the other, dodging the debris falling from the sky, as thick and heavy as a Darwin rainstorm. Wide-eyed, he froze as a giant piece of metal, part of the side plating of a ship he guessed, embedded itself in the mud next to his head. The plate had two portholes. Miraculously the glass was still intact.

He sat up just in time to see the mast of a ship, twirling end over end like a baton, spinning as though in slow motion, until it fell back, disappearing into the mushroom cloud of fire and smoke that had once been the trading ship MV Neptuna.

‘Sweet Jesus.’

Cody jumped on a jeep carrying wounded up the hill and leaped off again when they reached the little brick building that was the navy office. It was undamaged, save a few bullet holes.

Where would Elizabeth have gone?

He could see the police station down the street was similarly unscathed but no police officers were in sight. Cody rushed into the navy building and came across the snarky petty officer he’d met a few times.

‘Where’s Elizabeth?’

The petty officer looked up. ‘I’m not sure. But she was headed for the post office last time I saw her.’

Cody’s heart sank. The post office had been shredded. Wasn’t that what the guy on the beach said?

He turned and ran back out of the building, rounding the corner to get his first look at the post office. It wasn’t just shredded; it was decimated. A few walls still stood but the galvanised iron sheeting on the roof was stripped and twisted as if it had been nothing more than paper. As he moved closer, he could see the size of the crater the bomb had left when the building had taken a direct hit. Then he saw the bodies.

No.

He rushed in, only to be stopped by one of the town’s policemen. 

‘Nothing you can do for them, mate,’ he said. ‘All dead. All of them.’

‘Who?’

‘Postmaster and his wife and daughter, telegraphists, telephonists. All those girls.’ He choked a little on a sob, but pulled himself together quickly. ‘Never should have been here. Never should have stayed.’

Climbing over the rubble and back out to the street, Cody sank down on a pile of bricks and put his head in his hands. Had she been in there? The petty officer seemed to think so, but he had to see for himself. Standing again, he was about to head back into the building and fight with the policeman when …

‘Cody?’

Turning, he squinted into the sun, his eyes burning from the oil that had seeped into them.

‘Cody?’

His vision cleared and he was overwhelmed by relief as she limped towards him. Her clothes were torn, she only wore one shoe and she was bleeding from her left shoulder and neck.

He rushed to her, just in time to catch her as she crumpled.

‘Elizabeth.’

He held her close. She was alive, but wounded. Badly. Examining her quickly, he could see a dozen or so shrapnel wounds.

‘You weren’t inside the post office?’

‘No, I was about to head in when the bomb landed,’ she said, her voice trembling. ‘But the postmaster and his wife … I saw … oh, God, Cody. Eloise and Peggy are in there. We have to see, we have to check and see if they’re still alive.’

She fought against him, but weakened by her injuries, it was like a kitten fighting a bear.

‘Shh, Red.’ He held her as tightly as he could without hurting her. ‘There’s nothing we can do. They’re gone, honey. They’re all gone.’ 

She broke down. Shock was setting in, he could see it in her eyes. He had to get her to a hospital and soon, but in the meantime, they had to find shelter in case the Japanese came back. There were no bunkers, no trenches, not even a sandbag to be found. This was a town stunningly underprepared, given the warnings they’d had.

Helping her walk, Cody led Elizabeth away from the post office and down to the Esplanade and the oval. There were craters here too, but the anti-aircraft gun battery had been spared. Training or no training, the gunners had done a fine job. Soldiers ran back and forth across the oval, stocking up with more ammunition in case of a second wave

Cody scanned the skies in every direction. They weren’t out of the woods yet.

A man wearing nothing but a helmet, a respirator and a towel passed by them.

‘Oh my!’ Elizabeth managed.

‘Excuse me, ma’am.’ He tipped his helmet, took an even firmer hand on the towel and kept running.

Cody shook his head. They’d all been caught unawares by the raid.

Wandering up to the edge of the cliffs, Cody adjusted his hold on Elizabeth. Everywhere they looked, ships burned. Several were beached, others almost completely submerged, just carcasses of metal, on fire and sinking. Even the hospital ship Manunda had taken hits.

‘Bastards.’ Cody was furious. ‘Attacking a hospital ship. That’s the lowest.’

As lifeboats and launches ferried wounded to the seemingly still operational Manunda, Cody turned Elizabeth away from the harbour.

‘Come on, Red. We should find shelter.’

They made slow progress towards Government House. It was still standing, and Cody remembered what Elizabeth had said about Abbott’s extensive wine cellar. A cellar would protect them … unless it too took a direct hit.

On arrival, they could see the building had taken some strafing and a bomb had hit nearby, collapsing one side of an outbuilding, servants quarters or a kitchen, perhaps. Bullet holes puckered the façade of the main house but stepping up Cody discovered the front door locked.

He banged hard. ‘Let us in!’

Nothing. The members of the household were probably in the cellar. He placed Elizabeth carefully in a corner of the strong brick veranda, safe from the hail of bullets, and ran around the outside of the house, looking for a way in. It was shut down tight. There was no way they were getting in.

When he returned to Elizabeth, she was barely conscious.

‘Come on, Red. Stay with me, goddammit.’

‘Hey. Language.’ Her voice was barely a murmur.

‘Okay, okay. If swearing is what it takes to keep you conscious, then that’s what I’ll do. You stay awake, you hear me? Come on, Red. I need you. I love you.’

‘Oh God.’

His breath hitched. ‘What?’

‘I’m definitely dying.’

‘No, you’re not.’

‘You said you love me. I must be dying,’ she said tiredly.

He grinned. ‘No. We’re gonna get married, buy that ranch near the beach, and raise a bunch of horrible surfer brats. You’ll hate it.’

‘I’ll love it.’

The all-clear siren finally came about forty minutes after the bombing had begun and, leaving Elizabeth on the veranda of Government House, Cody went out to the point to get another look at the harbour. It was even worse than he’d thought, and given what he’d seen at Pearl Harbor, that was saying an awful lot. 

It was hard to see exactly which ships were hit and burning due to the thick black smoke that billowed around what was left of the wharf. Lifeboats were still moving, lifting men from the harbour, helping the wounded from the damaged ships.

Turning away, Cody walked to the western outlook of the point. What was left of the Mauna Loa was on fire and sinking quickly. USAT Meigs had met a similar fate. He scanned the horizon. Further west than any other ship, the Peary had travelled some distance while under fire, but was barely above water now.

The air-raid sirens whirred to life again.

‘They’re coming back!’

And he ran as fast as he could back to the Government House, taking cover in the corner with Elizabeth as the next wave of bombs began to fall.

He pulled Elizabeth closer to him as she cried. ‘It’s okay, Red. We’re gonna be just fine.’

He continued to talk to her, soothing, wrapping his T-shirt around her neck to try to stem the flow of blood as they rode out the wave of bombing.
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There was no third wave.

Like at Pearl Harbor, the Japanese had done so much damage in two waves that they didn’t bother with the final assault.

Cody sat where he was, numb, holding Elizabeth in his arms. He was staggered by the similarities of the two attacks that had happened an ocean apart. How had they let it happen again? Barely two months had passed since Pearl. How had the Japanese been able to use the exact same attack methods on Darwin? Why had no one seen it coming?

People began to move again, trucks and jeeps sweeping the city, looking for casualties, putting out fires. When an army truck pulled up outside Government House, the administrator himself came out.

‘Thanks for your help,’ Cody shot furiously at him the minute he and his wife opened the front door.

With the help of the soldiers, Cody got Elizabeth onto the truck, but they wouldn’t let him go with her.

‘We need every able-bodied man here to help with the rescue,’ the Australian officer told him. ‘What ship you from, mate?’

‘The Peary.’

‘Not anymore,’ the officer told him. ‘She’s sunk, mate. I reckon you need to get out to the harbour and see what you can do.’

Cody leaned over Elizabeth and kissed her forehead. ‘I’ll find you, Red. I’ll come find you.’ He took one last look at her before the truck moved off to find other casualties.

It took more courage than Cody thought he was capable of to walk down to the harbour again and face for the second time in two months the results of a Japanese attack on US ships. But he did it.

He had to.

As he watched bodies being lifted from the water, he thought of his brother. Fighting back the panic and grief, he forced himself to put Tom from his mind as he jumped into the nearest tender and headed out to ships to ferry survivors back to shore or to the Manunda. The hospital ship had taken some damage herself—the crew was still fighting fires—but the doctors and nurses onboard insisted they bring the wounded to them.

Gutsy, Cody thought, as he helped an injured sailor up the ladder and handed him off to a nurse.

Out at the Peary, Cody pulled sailors from the sea. Some men he recognised, others he may have if they hadn’t been covered in oil. He retrieved as many of the injured and the dead as he could from the murky, oil-covered waters. Their families deserved to know what had happened to their sons, their husbands, their brothers. 

Reaching over the side of the boat to hook a body, face-down in the water, Cody jumped back when a massive crocodile grabbed the body in its jaws and dragged it down beneath the surface. The huge tail swished just once, then disappeared.

‘Holy fuck!’

‘Yeah, watch your hands, mate,’ the tender lieutenant warned. ‘All sorts of nasty creepy-crawlies in this bay. As if these boys didn’t have enough trouble.’

‘We gotta go in after him,’ Cody said, staring down into the murky water.

The man snorted derisively. ‘After you, mate.’

By evening, Cody was exhausted. His body ached from so much physical work, and his mind was numb from everything he’d seen. It was impossible to tell how many men had been killed, how many had been rescued and ferried to hospital.

As he headed back through town, back to the hospital with another truckload of casualties, he wondered how many civilians had lost their lives too. He doubted anyone knew the civilian count before the bombing, let alone after. Even four hours after the first bombing had begun, it seemed there was no organisation to the rescue operation. Chaos reigned as the different military, police and government groups fought over what had to be done and who would do it.

Looting had already begun, but since most of the civilians were either dead, injured or already on their way to the train station with whatever few possessions had survived, Cody supposed it was the military doing the looting. Which meant it wasn’t looting as such, and more acquisition of required goods and services. Food, ammunition, sandbags, even refrigerators—if they ever got the power back on—were taken into military custody.

Cody arrived at the hospital and, after loading in more injured men, he went looking for Elizabeth. The hospital was overwhelmed and hopelessly inadequate, not to mention the damage it had sustained during the bombing. Accidentally or deliberately, Cody didn’t think they’d ever know how it had been hit, considering how close the hospital was to the army barracks.

Hours after the bombing had ended, they still hadn’t triaged all the casualties. The smell was overpowering and played havoc with his memory. Everywhere he looked, he saw Tom. The faces of the injured were all his brother. Nothing had ever, or would ever, compare to what he’d seen at Pearl and he’d had nightmares ever since, but this was no nightmare. It was real. Again.

‘Young man, are you injured?’

He turned to face the elderly nurse. Her uniform was covered in dark blood stains and God knew what else.

‘No, I’m not.’ His voice sounded odd to him, like it belonged to someone else.

‘I need your hands and your blood.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ Blood had been in short supply at Pearl too. ‘But first, I have to find someone.’

He asked around. He searched the hospital high and low, telling himself she was fine. But after an hour, he still hadn’t found her.

‘Elizabeth Cardwell?’ he asked yet another harried nurse as she sat him down and pricked his arm to take his blood.

‘Eliza … oh, Lizzy. She’s been gone for hours.’

His heart stopped. ‘Gone?’

‘Taken away.’

His breath whooshed out as he leaned his head back against the wall. ‘Taken away? Where?’

‘Evacced south,’ the nurse said. ‘Flying Doctor Service.’

He was stunned. ‘She flew out?’

‘Navy officers got her out quick smart,’ the nurse said, as she watched his blood drain into a bottle. ‘She must be someone.’ 

‘Her old man’s a politician,’ Cody said. ‘He’s with the War Cabinet.’

‘Huh. How about that?’ The nurse seemed surprised. ‘I guess you never really know people, do ya? Now, sit here until I get back.’

Cody stared numbly at the blood-spattered floor. Elizabeth was gone, badly injured and out of his life. And he didn’t have the first idea how to find her. 





Eighteen

Rehearsals were not going well.

It was a stinking hot February day and none of the girls felt like running through the routine yet again. They were all sweating like sailors in a VD clinic, as Delia would say, and Maggie was exhausted from long shifts at Luna Park, hours of rehearsal on the new song and dance numbers and late nights at the Foxhole. And after watching JD ship out, she just didn’t have the heart for it. She’d stood at Mrs Macquarie’s Chair and watched the USS Chicago cruise out past Bradleys Head until she could no longer see it. Would she ever see him again?

‘Just once more, ladies, then you can go,’ Simone the choreographer said, breaking into her distracted thoughts.

The girls lined up again, grumbling and groaning, but jumping into action when Sebastian played the opening strains of the song on the piano. Before they were ten steps into the routine, Delia was on the floor, crying out in agony as she held onto her left ankle.

‘What? What is it?’ Simone dived on stage and prised all the other girls away so she could get a look. 

‘I think it’s broken.’ Delia winced as Simone tried to roll the ankle.

‘You’ll have to go to the hospital,’ Simone said. ‘Mick!’

Mick carried Delia out to the street, where she and Tilly hailed a taxi and rushed to St Vincent’s Hospital emergency room.

A few hours later, Maggie and the other performers had made their way to the hospital and were all sitting on the edge of Delia’s bed, writing on the plaster cast on her leg and handing her the chocolates and flowers that had been left for them by admiring servicemen.

‘Oh yummy, these are the nice ones,’ Delia said excitedly, dipping into the box of chocolates. ‘These must be from Private Waterbury.’

‘He’s independently wealthy.’ Tilly winked and popped a caramel into her mouth. ‘Oh, God, I just gained ten pounds.’

‘Come on, girls,’ Simone announced. ‘Let’s leave Delia alone. It’s already seven o’clock and we still have a show to do.’

She ushered them out of the room and they all trundled down the corridor together, quite the sight as they were still in their dance costumes. Maggie stopped to fix her loose dance shoe, stepping aside as a gurney was rolled in. The woman was pale and unconscious, a bandage covering the right side of her head and another wrapped around her neck and shoulder, blood seeping through the white. Maggie had never seen so much blood in her life and was about to look away when something made her take a second look.

She gasped and grabbed the gurney. ‘Elizabeth!?’

‘Sorry, miss, excuse me. I have to get her into surgery,’ the orderly instructed as he wheeled her sister away.

‘Surgery? What happened to her?’

‘She caught some shrapnel in the bombing.’

‘Bombing?’ she echoed. ‘What bombing? Where did she come in from?’ 

‘Miss, I have to take her.’

They rushed her off so fast Maggie didn’t know what to do. Finally collecting her senses, she sped back through the hospital, trying to find where they’d taken her sister. Elizabeth had been injured in a bombing? At Christmas, she’d been flying somewhere to work for one of their father’s old navy friends, but Maggie couldn’t remember where. She’d been so caught up in her own plans, she hadn’t paid much attention. She’d never paid enough attention to Elizabeth. Thousands of questions ran through her head, but first, she needed to find out how her sister was. As she rushed around a corner, she spotted Gemma.

‘Oh, thank God, Gemma. Please, my sister, Elizabeth.’

‘Maggie? What are you doing here? What’s wrong?’

Realising she was rambling, Maggie shook her head to clear the fog. ‘My sister, Elizabeth Cardwell, they just wheeled her in here. They said she was injured in a bombing—’

‘You have a sister?’

‘Gemma, please. I need to know how she is. She looked bad. She was bleeding—’

‘Maggie, calm down. Take a seat.’ Gemma took her hands. ‘Let me go and find out what I can.’

‘They said she was going into surgery.’

Gemma pushed her into a seat in the corridor. ‘Wait here. I’ll be right back. You said her name is Elizabeth?’

‘Yes, Elizabeth Cardwell.’

Maggie sat impatiently, gathering the hem of her dance dress into little pleats as she waited for Gemma to come back. People passed by, giving her strange looks as she sat in her scanty sequined costume, but she was too concerned about Elizabeth to care. What had happened to her? She’d looked so pale and there’d been so much blood, so many bandages. Bile began to rise up in her throat when, down the far end of the hall, a door opened. She jumped out of her seat, but it wasn’t Gemma who came through the door—it was her father.

Her heart lurched as panic clawed up her throat. She ducked into the nearest room, hiding. She was hiding from her father while her sister lay injured. She was a coward, and she knew it, but the idea of being dragged back to Canberra terrified her. She couldn’t let him see her. She just couldn’t risk it.

After a few moments, she peeked out. Her father was just disappearing down the corridor with a doctor.

She just couldn’t bring herself to follow him. Couldn’t risk it, even for Elizabeth. Maggie turned and made her quick exit from the hospital.

On the bus ride home, she felt horrible. Oh God, she was horrible, leaving Elizabeth that way—wounded and unconscious. How could she have done it? What if she didn’t survive the night?

No. Their father was there. He’d make sure she was taken care of. She wasn’t alone. And she probably wouldn’t be able to see Elizabeth tonight anyway if she was just coming out of surgery.

She’d go back, she promised.

Tomorrow, she would go back and see Elizabeth.
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Maggie didn’t sleep well at all. Visions of Elizabeth, bleeding and injured, invaded her sleep, regret turning those visions into terrifying nightmares. Her sister, lying on that hospital gurney, a ghoulish bloody figure begging her with arms outstretched, reached for her, demanding, ‘Maggie, why did you leave me alone?’

She woke with a start, gasping for air and sweating. Diving out of bed, she pushed open the balcony door, letting in the night air. The lights of the Garden Island ship-building yard glowed brightly, pronounced against the browned-out homes along the harbour. To the east, the sky was beginning to lighten as dawn crept up on the Heads. There was no more sleep in her.

After a quick breakfast, she impatiently waited for the bus to come along and when it didn’t, she set off on foot towards the hospital. It took her longer than expected to walk and by the time she arrived, her feet ached and with the warmth of the sun on her back, perspiration had wound sticky fingers into the collar of her dress. She’d hoped to arrive much earlier in order to miss her father, and glanced around anxiously as she approached reception.

‘Miss Cardwell was transferred to Canberra Hospital for the remainder of her recovery,’ the nurse at the desk said.

‘Oh no, that can’t be right,’ she said, dismayed. ‘She only arrived yesterday afternoon. Can you please check again? Elizabeth Cardwell.’

The nurse looked through her paperwork. ‘She stabilised very quickly overnight after her surgery and this morning, Doctor signed off on her father moving her back to Canberra so that she could be closer to her family. She’ll be admitted to hospital there.’

‘But I saw her! She looked terrible.’

‘She was doing quite well when they loaded her into the ambulance,’ the nurse said, before lowering her voice to add, ‘Her father is a very influential man, and he had everyone working quickly for the transfer.’

Of course he had. Their father would have moved heaven and earth to get what he wanted, regardless of whether it was the best thing for Elizabeth.

Closer to her family. She was family, she thought as she walked back down the hall. Oh, who was she kidding? She’d abandoned her family months ago.

She wandered the halls of the wards, upset with herself that Elizabeth had come and gone without her having been able to see her. All because she was too selfish, too scared of her father. 

In a daze, she walked through a door and realised she’d taken a wrong turn. Long rows of beds lined the walls, each holding a man bandaged in one way or another. Heads, legs, arms, even whole bodies were bandaged or in heavy plaster castings. She’d never seen so many wounded men.

‘Miss?’

She jolted at the call. A young man, younger than her it seemed, lay in the white hospital bed, waving his index finger at her. It was all he could move since both arms were in traction.

‘Can you pass me a drink?’ he choked out.

Nervously, she walked over and poured water from a jug into a cup. She held it out to him, but this time, he waved both sets of fingers at her. ‘Gonna need some help, miss,’ he said with a smile.

Stepping closer, her hand shaking, she lifted the cup to his mouth and he sipped.

‘Are you a nurse?’ he asked, between sips. ‘Never seen one as pretty as you.’

‘Hey, Whitey, don’t keep her all to yourself,’ called another soldier. ‘I’m thirsty too.’

‘And me.’

‘Me too.’

The calls came thick and fast from the patients in the room.

‘I’m not a nurse,’ she said with a small chuckle at their ability to flirt even with such injuries. ‘Actually, I’m a singer. I sing at the Foxhole in Kings Cross.’

‘I’ve seen you,’ one man said, pushing himself up to sitting in his bed, despite the heavy bandages around his shoulder. She stared at the place where his arm used to be, swallowing hard against the nausea before she could speak again.

‘Have you?’ she croaked out. ‘Was I any good?’

‘You’re the best,’ he said, a smile touching his features. ‘C’arn love, give us a song.’ 

‘Oh, I don’t think I should …’ She began to decline, but the men all pleaded. Looking around at their young faces, any one of them could have been JD.

‘Oh, well, I suppose I could. Just one song.’

Mentally flipping through her repertoire, she took a deep breath and, sitting on the foot of the young soldiers’ bed, she sang the Dorothy Lamour song, ‘I Remember You’ from The Fleet’s In. She’d only seen the film the week before and had instantly learned the lyrics, knowing it would be a big hit.

Well, it was certainly a big hit here in Ward Nine. Even while she sang the last note, they were already applauding.

‘Sing us another!’

Feeling a strange sense of lightness in her chest, she obliged. One more song, then another, and another, finally ending her impromptu set with ‘I’ll Be Seeing You’.

The men hung on every word, every phrase. Some even moved out of their beds to sit closer to her. When she finished each song, they applauded and she stood and took her bows, grinning wildly. Her heart felt lighter than it had in a long time, a strange sensation. She couldn’t remember ever gaining this much satisfaction from singing at the Foxhole or the officers clubs.

‘Miss.’

Glancing back at the door, an austere-looking older woman in a starched, white nurse’s uniform was stone-faced, one eyebrow raised in a frightening expression Maggie didn’t quite understand.

‘May I have a word, please?’

Maggie pulled a faux scared face at the young soldier named Whitey before walking down the ward towards the matron. The men thanked her as she passed by, and she smiled and blew kisses.

‘Back to your beds, gentlemen,’ the matron’s instruction was followed by groans, but the men did as they were told. The woman was probably more frightening than their drill sergeants. 

Maggie followed the woman out of the ward and into an office. The matron sat behind a large desk and gestured for Maggie to sit. She perched on the edge of the chair and folded her hands in her lap. It reminded her of being called to the school principal’s office, a place she’d visited often.

‘Am I in trouble?’ she asked, not that she cared. It had been worth it to see the smiles on the faces of men who’d been looking so desolate when she’d walked in.

‘I’ve never seen painkillers do what you just did for those men in there.’

Maggie blinked. She’d been expecting a bollocking for disrupting the wards. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘Would you consider coming in occasionally to sing for the men?’

‘Um … I suppose I could. If you think it will help.’

‘It helps.’ The matron smiled for the first time, and it softened her. ‘You have a gift, young lady.’

‘Maggie.’

‘I’m Matron Bagshaw. Some of those men have been near to death and in agony. I just saw a man who lost his entire platoon stare at something other than the ceiling for the first time since he arrived,’ she said. ‘We do what we can for them medically, but you just gave them something to live for.’

That strange sensation welled up again. ‘I’m happy to help. I’ll come whenever I can.’

‘Thank you, Maggie.’

She stood and shook the matron’s hand before heading out of the hospital. She’d stayed longer than expected and had to rush home to get ready for rehearsals. But she knew no audience she sang to at the Foxhole could beat the audience of wounded, broken men at the hospital.
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Bill was waiting by her change room when Maggie arrived. She’d been ignoring his calls for days, but she knew she couldn’t avoid him any longer. Nor could she maintain this pretence of a relationship with him, especially now that she’d made love to JD.

Bill held the door for her and she entered the room with him following on her heels. Eileen and Tilly glanced up as he stood in the doorway. The girls were in various stages of undress, but he didn’t turn his back and the girls didn’t seem to care.

‘Ladies, may we have the room for a moment, please.’

‘We have rehearsals,’ Maggie tried to argue.

But despite the small shake of her head, Tilly, Eileen and the other girls left, Tilly giving Maggie a raised eyebrow as she went, and closed the door.

‘I’ve given you a few days to get over your snit—’

She cut him off with a derisive laugh. ‘My snit? You beat a man black and blue, a friend of mine no less, and you think I’m in a snit?’

Bill shrugged, unapologetic ‘It was a simple misunderstanding.’

‘His face just happened to walk into your boofheaded boxing mate’s fists?’

‘He wants what’s mine.’

She stared at him, furious heat rising into her cheeks. ‘What’s yours?’

‘Maggie, I warned you about screwing around with that septic tank. This is the thanks I get? I’ve made you a star.’

Her chin went up in defiance. ‘No, you gave me a job. I made me a star.’

‘You made yourself a diva,’ he said scornfully. ‘You’ve skipped rehearsals, you’re always late—’

‘I am not!’

‘And Perry tells me you didn’t even bother to come to the show last night.’ 

Whoops. After seeing Elizabeth in the hospital she’d completely forgotten to get back to the club for the show.

‘I didn’t come to the show last night because my sister was in hospital.’

He rolled his eyes skyward. ‘What sister? In all the time I’ve known you, Maggie, you have never mentioned a sister. Where were you really? Off shaggin’ that Yank sailor?’

‘He has nothing to do with this,’ she said, poking a finger into his chest. ‘But let me guess, you put Jenny on in my place. How long have you been grooming her to do just that, Bill?’ She didn’t give him the chance to answer. ‘You know what, Bill Kelly? I think it’s time you and I called it a day. We’ve both got what we wanted out of this relationship, don’t you think? I got to sing, and you got to parade me around on your arm, showing me off to all your mates. “Look what I got, boys!”’ It felt good to finally say it. She felt strong and righteous.

Bill looked stunned. ‘I cared about you, Maggie,’ he said. ‘I do care about you, darlin’.’

‘No, you don’t. You never did. I was just one more thing you wanted to own,’ she said. ‘But cheer up, because I’m sure dear sweet Jenny will be there to dry your tears, darlin’.’

‘She’s not you.’

Maggie’s laugh was disdainful. ‘You’re right there. And don’t worry, I never really cared about you either.’

His expression darkened. ‘Is that so? Fine. You’re right. I think we’re done.’

‘If it makes you feel better to say you dumped me, go right ahead. I really don’t care.’

‘Oh, it’s more than just you and me, Maggie Mae,’ he said with a malicious smile. ‘You’re done here.’

Her mouth dropped open. ‘What?’

‘You’re fired.’ 

‘You can’t fire me,’ she said, exhaling a slightly panicked breath.

Bill looked smug now. ‘I just did.’

‘Because I don’t want to sleep with you anymore? You can’t do that!’ She needed this job. She needed the attention and the accolades like she needed oxygen in her lungs, but more than that, she needed the money. ‘Bill …’ she started calmly as he headed for the door.

‘Go off with the Yank. If he survives the war, he’ll forget about the skinny little tart he rooted in Sydney and go back to America with all the other Yanks. Home to marry their childhood sweethearts,’ he sneered. ‘Get smart, Maggie. They’re here for a good time, not a long time. Over here, oversexed and over you before the sheets cool.’





Nineteen

Elizabeth was trying to be grateful to be in the familiar and safe comfort of her own bedroom in Canberra. The stitches in her shoulder had been removed, but the scars were a terrible reminder of what she’d been through.

She spent hours staring at them in the mirror, trying to remember what had happened after the explosion that had injured her. Cody had been there, she remembered that. Peggy and Eloise were dead. She hadn’t remembered that. Her father had been the bearer of that bad news when she’d finally regained consciousness in hospital.

Her heart had broken. Her two friends, two of the dearest friends she’d ever had in her life, gone. Just like that. She’d cried for days. For the loss of Peggy and Eloise, for the loss of so many people she’d known and become close to. The postmaster and his wife and daughter, Archie, Arthur, the Cullens. All lost in Mr Bald’s shelter after a single bomb had a made a direct hit.

News about the bombing had been sketchy and she couldn’t seem to find any reports of real substance. Communications, intermittent before the bombing, were near impossible now. 

And she wondered daily: where was Cody? She overheard discussions between her father and some members of the War Cabinet as they came and went from the house throughout her convalescence. Eight ships had been sunk—the USS Peary among them—but Cody hadn’t been on the ship when she’d sunk. He’d been on land. He’d found her, stayed with her during the bombing—at least until she’d lost consciousness. Had he been injured too? Or worse, had he …

She didn’t want to think about it. At first, she couldn’t. She’d woken up in a Sydney hospital in the middle of the night, groggy from pain medication, with her father at her bedside and no idea what had happened. But her first thoughts were of Cody.

‘Is he here?’ she’d asked weakly, fighting the pain and the morphine.

‘Is who here?’ her father had responded before she’d fallen to sleep again. When she’d woken, she was back in Canberra.

She’d learned later that her father had been in charge of her evacuation from Darwin. He’d been visiting the prime minister, who’d been admitted to St Vincent’s Hospital for exhaustion when they’d been told about the bombing. Considering the chaos in Darwin, she was surprised at just how quickly he’d found her and used his connections to have her flown to Sydney with the Flying Doctor Service.

Once she was cognisant enough to know where she was and what was going on, she’d reached for Cody’s dog tag that had hung around her neck since he’d given it to her. It was gone. She’d panicked and, despite her injuries, pulled herself out of bed and staggered across to where her belongings, items that had been removed from her when she’d been rushed into surgery, sat in a little box on the windowsill. She’d dug through it, fighting the dizziness and nausea until she found the tag, holding it to her heart while she tried to catch her breath. A nurse had come into the room then and she’d nearly fallen to the floor. They’d helped her back into bed and once they’d left her alone again, she was able to loop the chain over her head, holding the cool tag with his name against her heart.

She’d decided it was best not to mention Cody to her parents. They’d never have approved of her relationship with him after everything that had happened in Hawaii.

Her stay in Canberra Hospital had been unpleasant. She’d been lucky, to come out alive when so many hadn’t. That was harder to recover from than her physical injuries, and she was happy when they finally allowed her to continue her rehabilitation at home.

For three days, she’d been bedridden in the house, her mother hovering, bringing her whatever she needed so she didn’t have to move. But late one evening, she was feeling peckish and instead of ringing the bell and having her mother fuss, she moved carefully down the corridor by herself to see what she could find in the kitchen. She was still weak and prone to dizzy spells but for once, she had an appetite. Standing before the refrigerator, she could hear voices in the lounge room. It wasn’t uncommon but when she heard the words ‘Darwin’ and ‘casualties’, she closed the refrigerator and moved towards the sliding glass doors separating the kitchen and the lounge room. There was a gap between the doors and she peeked through. A man in uniform sat opposite her father and between them on the coffee table were documents.

‘It’s almost impossible to get an accurate account of the death toll in Darwin,’ the officer was saying. ‘They now believe it could be anywhere from ninety to a hundred and fifty military personnel dead.’

Elizabeth blinked. That couldn’t be right. She remembered Cody telling her the number of ships that had been bombed in the first wave alone before she’d passed out. 

‘It will be closer to the hundred and fifty,’ she said, sliding the door open.

The men turned to face her as she staggered into the room, holding the wall as she walked.

‘Elizabeth, what are you doing out of bed?’

‘And that’s without the civilian population,’ she continued, ignoring her father. ‘Ten alone in the post office.’

‘Yes, we know, Elizabeth,’ her father said, wincing as he always did at the bandages that covered her neck and shoulder beneath her robe.

‘She shouldn’t be here,’ said the man. A high-ranking naval officer, Elizabeth realised.

‘Then why meet in my family lounge room?’ she shot back. ‘Besides, I have high security clearance from my work in intelligence with Commander McTavish.’

Her father stepped up and took her good arm. ‘Let’s get you back to bed.’

‘There had to be hundreds of people killed. Servicemen—American and Australian—civilians, wharfies. The sinking ships alone had to have lost fifty to sixty sailors. The Neptuna exploded like a fireball, raining shrapnel down on the whole town. Sailors drowned or burned in oil in the sea.’

‘Elizabeth, please, go back to bed.’ Her father began to lead her away. ‘This is no place for you right now. You’re still unwell.’

She stared him square in the eye. ‘Bring the boys back home, Father. Don’t listen to Churchill and leave them in Europe or send them to Burma. We need them here, Father. The Japanese are coming south.’

‘Churchill knows what he’s doing.’

‘The Japanese won’t come any further south by land,’ the officer insisted. ‘The country is just too vast. And after Darwin, we’re prepared for them.’

‘Are you?’ 

Elizabeth shook her father’s helping hand away and headed back up the corridor.

The next day, the Japanese bombed the north-western towns of Broome and Wyndham.
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By the middle of March, Elizabeth was almost back to full physical health, and slowly losing her mind.

The dizzy spells had dissipated and she’d weaned herself off the heavy pain medication that had left her body numb and her brain addled. She wrote to Cody almost daily, sending the letters care of the sunken USS Peary in the hope that somehow they would reach him on whichever ship he’d been assigned to. If he’d been assigned to a new ship. Perhaps he’d been sent to Europe instead? Or had he been posted to a base in Townsville or Sydney or Brisbane? She refused to believe he’d been killed in Darwin, even though she had no memory of anything after she’d fallen into unconsciousness during the second wave of bombing. It was possible he’d been injured and sent to Sydney or Brisbane to recover.

When she closed her eyes, she could see his face, the fear on it as they’d huddled against the front of the administrator’s house to ride out the second wave. That was the last memory she had of him. The terrible fear on his face as he leaned over her, just before she’d passed out from the pain of the shrapnel embedded in her shoulder.

At night, she tried to put that moment out of her mind, replacing it with all the lovely memories of the time they’d spent together, the kisses they’d shared, the love they’d made. She missed him terribly.
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Having recuperated enough to go out after what felt like years of being house-bound, Elizabeth made short trips to the shops with her mother. But she often returned home agitated and tearful. The town was too loud, there was too much traffic, too much noise, just … too much. A car backfiring had her diving for cover against the wall of the National Bank, leaving her shaking and humiliated. A soldier had picked her up off the ground, given her a weak and haunted smile, and said, ‘Don’t worry, love. It happens to me all the time.’

Her mother organised for her to attend CWA tea parties to help with the knitting of woollen socks to send soldiers in the cold depths of winter in Europe.

‘Elizabeth, watch what you’re doing,’ her mother scolded. ‘You’re going to have to unpick all that and start again.’

She exhaled heavily as her mother pulled apart her last hour’s work. ‘Why are we doing this?’

‘It’s for the boys in Europe,’ one of the ladies responded. Mrs Bakewell-Smythe, wife of a minister. ‘We all do our bit for the war effort.’

‘And what about the boys up north? In New Guinea and the East Indies. What do you send to them?’ Elizabeth asked, eyeing the knitting with disgust. ‘They don’t need winter woollen socks. It’s a hundred degrees in the jungle. They need mosquito nets, cotton socks and Vaseline for chafing.’

Her mother stared at her, horrified. ‘How could you possibly know that, Elizabeth?’ she hissed.

‘This isn’t polite conversation,’ a woman uttered.

‘Spent too much time up there in the boonies,’ another added.

‘I can hear you,’ Elizabeth shot back, her fury rising. ‘Hell and damnation, Hitler could hear you two busybodies.’

‘Elizabeth!’ She turned back to face her mother’s shocked expression. ‘Where did you learn such foul language?’

‘From those Americans,’ Mrs Bakewell-Smythe sniffed. ‘Teaching our children all their ungodly sayings, and turning our girls into common floozies. And there were hundreds of them up there in Darwin, my husband told me. Hundreds of American soldiers and sailors. There were two girls to each sailor when they arrived in Brisbane, but in Darwin, it was more like ten sailors to each woman.’

Elizabeth snorted. ‘That’s seriously understating it.’

Her mother grasped her arm and marched her to the door. ‘Elizabeth, you will behave yourself. What’s gotten into you?’

‘Oh, Mother, please. The American boys are no different to the Australians. In fact, most of them have better manners.’

But her mother had become quiet all of a sudden, her eyes no longer on Elizabeth’s face, but on her chest. Elizabeth looked down and saw that Cody’s dog tag had slipped out from beneath her dress. She rushed to hide it away again, but her mother was faster and reached out to grab the dog tag.

Her mother’s expression was rigid as she read the tag. ‘That boy from Hawaii.’

‘Yes. He was in Darwin. We became … friends.’

‘Friends?’ She said the word as though it were a bad taste on her tongue. It was obvious to Elizabeth that her mother understood her meaning of ‘friends’. ‘And what about Fred?’

‘What about Fred?’ She hadn’t told her mother about Fred’s letter or his new bride. In fact, since her relationship with Cody had developed, she hadn’t thought about Fred at all.

‘What will he think when he hears you’ve been fraternising with Americans?’

Pushing the dog tag beneath her dress, Elizabeth headed back to her chair to retrieve her purse. ‘Well, Mother, considering Fred’s married to a French nurse and is expecting a baby, I’d say he probably ain’t gonna give a damn.’
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‘You are not going back to the navy!’ her mother exclaimed.

Elizabeth steeled herself. She’d rehearsed what she was going to say to her parents all night, before she’d dropped the bombshell over breakfast.

‘I have already spoken with Commander McTavish and he was happy to find me a secretarial position at the navy office in Sydney,’ Elizabeth said. ‘So you see, it’s all arranged. And you may as well know that while I’m there, I will be making it official and joining the WRANS.’

‘Against our wishes?’ her mother choked out.

‘You’d be better staying here, Elizabeth,’ her father said, his brow furrowed. He looked tired, she thought. His hair had gone completely grey, and deep trenches of wrinkles around his eyes showed the strain the years of war were putting on him. ‘I can find you a job with one of the offices in Canberra.’

‘I’ve made up my mind,’ she said, her voice strong.

‘I won’t allow it,’ her mother said. ‘We’ve lost Maggie, not a word since she ran away. We nearly lost you. I can’t go through that again.’

Elizabeth’s heart softened, and she laid a sympathetic hand over her mother’s. ‘I promise you, Sydney is quite safe.’

‘That’s what you said about Darwin.’

Her mother’s eyes darted to the hidden dog tag beneath her dress before she stormed from dining room.

‘I have to do this, Father.’ She lifted her chin a little, hoping she would look strong under his scrutiny. It was strange; she’d seen so much, done so much, that he didn’t intimidate her as he once had. ‘I enjoyed the work in Darwin and I was good at it. I had purpose. I can’t sit around here knitting socks knowing that I could be doing something more useful to the war. I know you think a woman shouldn’t be in the service, that they should marry and have children and not work, but—’ 

‘I don’t think that,’ he interrupted in a voice so quiet, she wasn’t sure she’d heard right. ‘Not anymore. And I was actually relieved when your mother told me about Fred. He’s a fool for letting you go, but even on his best day, he was never good enough for you.’

She stared at him, her mouth falling open slightly. She’d thought he’d always liked Fred, had been encouraging in her relationship with him. Lord, what would he think if he knew about Cody? She wondered if her mother had told him.

‘I’m very proud of you, Elizabeth,’ he said. After a moment of shock, tears filled her eyes as her father continued. ‘I’ve underestimated you. Underestimated your strength. And you’re right, you need to go where you feel you can do the most good. McTavish says you were a gem and he wishes you were still working for him.’

‘You spoke with him?’

‘He called me directly after you’d asked if he could find you a position. He wanted to be sure I was happy for you to be posted to Sydney before he offered it to you. I gave him an earful for not sending you back to me before the bombing when I requested—’

‘It wasn’t his fault—’

‘Don’t interrupt me.’ His face was stern, but then he sighed heavily and again she could see the changes the stress of the war had inflicted upon him. ‘I knew I couldn’t keep you here forever, but I was hoping you’d stay a while. Your mother’s right, it’s not the same without you girls here. It makes a man feel old when his daughters are grown and living their own lives, no longer asking for their father’s approval.’

Once again, Elizabeth struggled to hold back the tears, confounded by the rare admissions coming out of his mouth. How many more times could he surprise her today?

‘We nearly lost you,’ he said, pain evident in his voice. ‘We already lost Maggie. Not in the same way and, yes, some of that was my fault and I have to live with that. I don’t know if we will ever see her again. I hope that we do. But I don’t want to lose you too.’

Elizabeth walked around the table, leaned down and kissed her father’s forehead.

‘Go to Sydney, Elizabeth. Join the WRANS, if that makes you happy. But please, stay in touch. And come home once in a while.’





Twenty

It had been almost a month since she’d lost her job at the Foxhole, and Maggie had found that being a lady of leisure was something she no longer enjoyed.

Fired. You were fired from the Foxhole.

The anger reared again. Did she really miss it? The late nights, the smoky rooms … Bill?

Did she miss Bill? No, she didn’t think so. She’d never loved him, had never fooled herself into believing she had. He’d been a means to an end. She’d wanted to sing and he’d made that happen. He may have fired her from the Foxhole, but he didn’t have the same sway at the officers club. She’d managed to keep her position there, but they only used her once, maybe twice a week, and they didn’t pay all that well.

She’d started plotting her next move—and being more careful with her money. She’d picked up more shifts at Luna Park, but that was really only a stop-gap until she could find another job singing. Maggie Mae had a good reputation about town; it wouldn’t take long before she found another singing job.

In the meantime, she was spending more time up at St Vincent’s Hospital. The injuries she saw as she moved around the military wards were heartbreaking. Soldiers lay in beds, row after row of them with missing limbs, horrific burns or with bullet wounds that were infected by the time they reached adequate medical care. Some were bandaged almost head-to-toe and lay motionless in sheets as white as their faces. Many of the men weren’t just injured, they were sick as well, quarantined in wards she was not allowed to enter. Malaria, typhus, dengue fever and other dreadful jungle-borne diseases. Dysentery and a fungus the soldiers called ‘creeping crud’ were horrors even the Japanese couldn’t be blamed for. But it was the dark, vacant eyes of the wounded men that haunted her. What terrors they must have seen in those jungles.

She sang to them, doing her best to bring smiles to their faces, and while she usually left the hospital happier and lighter, knowing she’d brightened their day just a little, there were some days she left in tears as the reality of the war sank in.

Her time with the wounded men made her more determined than ever to try and find Cody. Not for herself, but for JD. She had no idea if or when she would ever see JD again, but she could at least do this one thing for him. If Cody was alive, he needed to know that his brother was too. They needed to find each other, and she was going to do everything in her power to see that happen.

She wrote again to the American Red Cross, this time hand-delivering the letter to their Sydney headquarters. The volunteers there were sympathetic but there were so many missing American soldiers across the world, they could only do so much.

She wrote to JD, one letter every week, in the vain hope that perhaps one would get through to him, wherever he was. She wanted to keep him up-to-date with her search for Cody but without any good news to tell him, it began to feel cruel.

Every morning, she rushed out to buy the newspaper, hoping for some mention of the USS Chicago, while at the same time, hoping not to read that the ship had been caught up in some action with the Japanese. Suddenly, she was very interested in the newsreels at the cinema. Where before she’d been the one joking and laughing through the newsreels before films, she was now watching closely, looking for his face among the many as the screen showed vision of sea battles taken by travelling war correspondents.

When she sang at the officers club, she spent most of her time between acts talking with the visiting American officers, trying to learn how she might go about finding an American who may or may not be a soldier, sailor or airman. That was the problem. She had no idea if Cody had signed up, and if he had, to which service.

The officers usually just laughed at her, others thought her pathetic for chasing an American across the world.

‘Honey, he’s probably got a girl in every port,’ one particularly patronising officer told her. ‘Do yourself a favour and find a nice quiet Aw-straylee-an boy, settle down and have some baby kangaroos.’

‘No, you don’t understand, that’s not why I’m looking for him.’

‘Miss Maggie Mae.’ It was the American officer who’d sat quietly puffing on his pipe. Maggie hoped he had something more constructive to say than these overpaid boofheads.

‘Colonel?’

‘Do you believe that the military—American or Australian—has time to look for just one lost man?’

‘No, of course not, but—’

‘Good.’

‘But I’m not asking for anyone to look for him,’ she said, doing her best to keep her temper. ‘I’m simply asking how I might begin to search for him myself. These are two American brothers who have been separated by war. One thinks his brother is dead and the other didn’t know his brother even existed since he lost his memory at Pearl Harbor. The Baker brothers have no other family than themselves. Don’t you think they deserve to be reunited?’

The colonel’s eye twitched. ‘That day, and the days after, were the worst in our country’s history. Identifying the thousands of lost souls was almost impossible. Are you saying one American sailor, thought to be dead, is in fact alive and here in Australia?’

‘I am,’ Maggie said. ‘He’s a friend. I met him before Pearl happened and recognised him when he arrived here. He, sadly, doesn’t recognise himself. A head injury he sustained at Pearl Harbor has removed his memories.’

‘Poppycock!’ the Australian brigadier tossed in. ‘Sounds like he’s pulling for a psychological discharge. Whoever heard of such a thing?’

Maggie felt her fury rising. ‘Perhaps if you all spent any time at war instead of sitting here in the safety of Sydney, drinking your whiskey and enjoying the finer things in life while the boys go off and do your bidding, you might have some sense of what’s going on.’ She took a deep breath. She hadn’t meant to lose her temper, but they weren’t listening to her.

‘Don’t lecture me, young lady,’ the brigadier said, puffing up. ‘I fought in the Great War. The war to end all wars.’

She looked him square in the eye. ‘Except it didn’t end all wars, did it?’

‘Miss Maggie, would you care to dance?’

‘No.’ She didn’t even bother to grace the officer who’d asked her with a glance.

‘Please.’ She did turn to him then. A lieutenant in Australian Army uniform, he was handsome, but she was in no mood to play the cheerful dance partner. When she turned back, the men at the table had already moved on to other topics. 

The Australian lieutenant gave her a sympathetic look and held out his hand.

She sighed. ‘Fine.’

Placing her hand in his, she let him lead her to the dance floor, trying to let go of the annoyance that pinched at her. How was she supposed to find Cody? She supposed she’d just have to wait and see if the American Red Cross came up with something. She’d go back to the Red Cross headquarters and ask again if they’d received any news.

‘You have a lovely voice, young lady.’

She returned her attentions back to the man before her. ‘Thank you, lieutenant.’

‘Call me Harry. I could use a talent like yours.’

She didn’t bother to hide the roll of her eyes. ‘I’m sure you could, Harry.’

He stayed quiet for a moment as they moved around the floor while a singer crooned, doing his best to sound like Frank Sinatra. He wasn’t doing a great job.

‘You seem to care about this American sailor.’

She couldn’t tell if he was mocking her. ‘I know you and those other officers think I’m just another foolish Australian girl falling for a handsome Yank, but it’s not like that. I care about him a great deal but, first and foremost, he and his brother are my friends. I’m just trying to help him put his life back together. I’ll bet there are a lot of boys, American, Australian, British, Dutch, even German and Japanese, who will need help to put their lives back together after the war.’ She huffed out a frustrated breath. ‘The brass are so willing to send them out to fight and die, but when they’re injured and tormented by what they’ve seen, somehow they’re no longer worth the time or acknowledgement.’

‘I didn’t expect you to be so—’ 

‘What?’ she interrupted. ‘Oh, I get it. I’m just a sweet young girl with a great body and no brains in her head.’

‘Forgive me, I didn’t mean to imply—’

‘Nobody ever does.’ She studied him. He at least had the grace to look apologetic. ‘Have you ever spent any time at a military hospital, lieutenant?’

‘Occasionally.’

‘I’ve seen the damage caused by this war. Not just physically, but mentally and emotionally as well,’ she said. ‘Do I dare to hope that the small amount of happiness I give them one hour a few times a week will aid in their recovery?’

‘You sing for them?’

‘Yes. It’s not much, but it’s the least I can do. The matron thinks it helps, so I’ll keep going until it doesn’t.’

He was grinning now. ‘Miss Maggie, I think I may have an offer for you, if you’re willing to be brave and have an adventure.’

‘Really?’ Her question was sarcastic. Men who offered her things always wanted something in return. ‘Just what sort of adventure are you talking about?’

He laid out his plan, and she began to feel her heart rate increase as the possible opportunities rose up in her mind. This might just be her chance to get everything she’d ever wanted.





Twenty-One

‘Miss Cardwell, would you care to dance?’

Elizabeth practically leaped out of her chair and let the young lieutenant lead her to the dance floor. She’d been bored to death by Colonel Reynolds for the last half an hour telling her all about the expensive sculptures he’d had to leave behind when the British had, in his words, ‘been so rudely pushed out of Singapore by the Japanese’. The man was lucky he wasn’t sitting in a prisoner of war camp right now, like so many soldiers were.

It was so strange being here in Sydney, so different to Darwin, and not just in the obvious ways. It was almost as though, to many, the war was regarded as an inconvenience. She really didn’t understand it. Did they know just how close Australia was to being invaded by the Japanese? It had taken some time for her to stop jumping at every loud noise, every car backfire, every rumble of a tram as it rattled down the street. And when they tested the air-raid sirens, she had to make a concerted effort to control her breathing as the panic and memories overtook her.

Gazing up at her dance partner, she forced a smile. He was a handsome fellow. A second lieutenant in the Australian Army, Terence was the brother of one of the girls she was working with at the naval office. Lucy had insisted Elizabeth come along to the officers club that evening so she could meet up with her beau, Edwin, who just happened to be on leave with her brother from Port Moresby. Edwin and Terence were old mates from Dubbo who’d signed up together not long after the war had begun.

‘So, you work with my little sister, hey? At the naval office?’

‘Yes.’ This time her smile was genuine. She was thrilled to be back doing the job she was so fond of, and even more proud that she’d made it through her WRANS training. When she went to work at the naval office each day, she wore the blue navy skirt and blazer with pride.

‘How long are you in Sydney for, lieutenant?’ she asked as the brass band blew out Glenn Miller and the singer, a young man in uniform, crooned, asking for five minutes more.

‘Call me Terry,’ the lieutenant insisted. ‘Eddie and me are only here til Tuesday arvo. Then we’re back on a ship headed for New Guinea again. Good thing those Yanks showed up when they did last month with their Banshee bombers or we’d have lost Moresby already. It was tough going there for a while. Eddie and I both got a bit of a fever and the brass said it was better to send a bunch of us back home to get healthy again before they send us back out to die.’

Elizabeth cringed at his bluntness. ‘Are you afraid to go back?’

He shrugged a shoulder, but didn’t make eye contact with her. ‘Gotta go back. Our mates are counting on us.’

So many young men would do what had to be done for King and country, but Elizabeth had learned quickly from the soldiers she’d met in Darwin that, like Terry, they’d mostly go back willingly to the front lines because they’d rather die than leave their mates alone in the fight.

The band moved into a slower swing number as Terry led her back to the table, where Lucy and Eddie were whispering sweet nothings in each other’s ears. Envy threatened to swallow her at the love she saw in their faces, so she sat with her back to them as the emcee took to the microphone.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome to the stage our favourite songbird, Miss Maggie Mae.’

‘Oh, wonderful.’ Colonel Reynolds suddenly sat up straighter, all of his attention centred on the stage. ‘This little lady has talent.’

Colonel Reynolds all but panted with anticipation, staring at the stage as whomever the ‘little lady’ was began to sing, ‘Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?’ With her back to the stage, Elizabeth listened to the song, the lyrics lamenting men in khaki suits who’d once looked swell, sluggin’ through hell. She snuck a peek back at Lucy and Eddie and couldn’t help but think of Cody. Was he sluggin’ through hell right now?

Shaking off her melancholy, she turned to take a look at the talented singer all the officers in the room seemed to be swooning over. She blinked. Blinked again. It was a play of the light; it had to be. The woman was dressed in a flowing red gown that hugged her body and dipped daringly low in the décolletage. She sat, crossed-legged, atop the piano, shiny red shoes tapping out the beat as she belted out the song. Her hair was peroxide blonde now, her lips ruby red, wrapping themselves around the lyrics in a way designed to drive men wild. And it was working.

Elizabeth couldn’t believe she was looking at her baby sister.

The girl she hadn’t seen in almost four months had grown into a woman with a voice like an angel who had been possessed by the devil.

Silent and astounded, Elizabeth sat through Maggie’s set of three songs before she finally found her senses. She stood from the table, grabbing her bag as she fled.

‘Elizabeth! Where are you going?’

She didn’t even stop to answer Lucy. 

Fighting her way through the crowd, Elizabeth pushed through a door at the side of the stage and made her way down a corridor before she was stopped by an older man.

‘What you want, love?’

‘Please, I must see Miss Maggie Cardwell.’

‘Who?’

‘Uh, Maggie …’ Oh, what was the name she’d used? ‘Maggie Mae. The singer.’

‘No one’s allowed backstage,’ he told her. ‘You’ll have to wait outside, like all the other fans.’

‘Oh, but—’

She stopped when she saw Maggie step out of what looked to be a changing room a little further down the corridor.

‘Maggie!’

Her sister’s head spun about with a flick of her peroxide curls and a smile as though she were addressing an adoring fan. Then she saw Elizabeth—and the smile fell.

She held up a hand before disappearing into the room again.

Elizabeth’s heart sank. Did her sister hate her so much she wouldn’t even speak to her? She was the one who’d disappeared the day after Christmas, and they’d heard nothing from her since. Not a letter to her, not a letter to her parents. And she’d been here in Sydney the whole time, singing in an officers club?

Resigned and furious Elizabeth went back to her table to collect her forgotten coat before having no choice but to follow the departing crowd out the front of the building as the club began to close.

‘Would you like Terence to walk you home, Elizabeth?’ Lucy asked.

‘What?’ She’d been lost in her own thoughts, and when Maggie wandered out the front door of the club, besieged by adoring male officers, she said a hasty goodbye to Lucy. ‘Thank you, I’ll be fine. See you at work.’

Pushing through the throng of males, she grabbed Maggie by the forearm and dragged her, protesting, down the steps, finally letting her go when they were alone in the alleyway beside the club.

‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ Maggie shook her off, eyeing her bare arm. ‘I’m going to have a mark there.’

‘What am I doing? What are you doing? Months. You’ve been gone months and not one word from you, not even to let Mother and Father know you’re alive. They’ve been worried sick, Maggie.’

‘I’ll bet,’ Maggie murmured. ‘So, that’s it? You’ve come all this way to scold me?’

‘No, I …’ Elizabeth exhaled a heavy breath. She was exhausted. For three years, the war had been going on and on. Tom was lost in the belly of the Oklahoma, Peggy and Eloise killed in the attack on Darwin and Cody—even now, facing God knew what. She didn’t want to fight anymore, not with her sister. Her sweet sister who’d been missing from her life, leaving a terrible gaping hole in her heart.

Fighting back tears, she threw her arms around Maggie and held on. After a moment of what must have been shock, Maggie returned the hug. When they pulled back, they both had tears in their eyes.

Elizabeth laughed as she wiped her wet cheeks with her handkerchief. ‘I didn’t know you were here. In Sydney, I mean.’

‘A happy coincidence, us running into each other,’ Maggie said, dabbing at the corner of her eyes. ‘Finally joined the navy, I see.’

Elizabeth looked down at her uniform. ‘I did. I’m working at naval headquarters. And you’ve been here all this time? Singing in an officers club?’ 

Maggie smiled and shrugged a fox stole-covered shoulder. ‘You’re doing your part for the war? Well, so am I.’

‘You get paid to sing?’

‘I’ve made a life for myself here, Elizabeth. I have a flat, several jobs, loads of adoring friends and fans. I’m finally happy, doing what I’ve always wanted to do. And I’m good at it too.’

Elizabeth sighed and smiled. ‘I know.’

‘You can’t …’ Maggie stopped. She’d puffed herself up, as though she was about to launch into an argument, but Elizabeth’s acknowledgement seemed to stop her in her tracks. She narrowed her eyes. ‘What do you mean, you know?’

‘It means you’re so damn talented, Maggie. Even more so than I remember.’

Maggie’s face shone for a moment before the bravado was back. ‘Oh, please. I’ve been annoying you with my singing for years.’

‘Yes, but …’ Elizabeth hesitated. ‘I’ve never heard you sing like that before. Your voice has matured. You’ve matured. I was in awe, watching you out there tonight.’

The haughty façade fell away and once again, Maggie looked like the young girl Elizabeth had grown up with.

‘Wanna go get a hamburger?’ Maggie suggested with a new-found cheer, already heading out to the street. ‘I’m starving and I know this great place. It’s not far.’

Elizabeth followed Maggie out towards Darlinghurst Road, where they dodged the late night patrons, mostly American and Australian soldiers on shore leave.

The Hamburger, a diner that sold American food late into the night, had not yet started to fill up and they got a seat in a booth.

‘The officers club is just a part-time gig,’ Maggie told her after they ordered. ‘I used to sing at a nightclub just around the corner called the Foxhole, but I decided to give it up to concentrate on other avenues.’ 

‘Other avenues?’ Elizabeth echoed. Maggie had always had grand plans.

‘I have a few offers on the table.’ Maggie checked her lipstick in her compact. ‘Nothing I can announce just yet. But it’s another step towards Hollywood.’

‘And you earn enough to live on? Before you reach Hollywood, I mean?’

‘I make do.’ Maggie’s chin went up. ‘I share a room with two girls in a boarding house, and I pick up shifts at Luna Park when I can.’

‘Luna Park? Doing what?’

Maggie’s nose pointed skywards again. ‘I’ll have you know I am the best fairy floss twirler in the whole park.’

Elizabeth couldn’t help the laugh, and Maggie joined in, adding, ‘The GIs in particular think I’m sweeter than candy.’

‘I’m sure they do.’ Elizabeth couldn’t deny that. ‘You certainly had Cody wrapped around your finger in Hawaii.’ She bit her lip to stop herself. Oh, why had she said that? Why bring up Cody now?

Maggie was suddenly very animated. ‘Do you think he survived? Did any letters ever come for me after I left home? I really need to know where he is.’

It was like a punch to the gut. Maggie still had feelings for Cody? Elizabeth had hoped that time would have diminished her little sister’s obsession. Panic warred with guilt, and she knew she ought to tell Maggie that she’d seen Cody. It was as good a time as any, she supposed, but she wondered how Maggie would take the news. All of the news. She’d be happy he was alive, no doubt, but if Maggie still held a candle for him, how would she react when she found out that she and Cody had been … together?

There was only one way to find out. 

She took a deep breath. ‘Maggie, there were no letters …’ Her sister’s face fell into a solemn pout. ‘But there’s lots to tell you. About my time in Darwin.’

The bombing, the horrible deaths of her friends, her own life-threatening injuries. Her heart began to race. Sweat broke out on her skin and her mouth was suddenly very dry. She took a sip of her milkshake to quench her throat. No. It was still too hard to talk about Darwin. She couldn’t start there. But she needed to tell Maggie about Cody, at least. But how? Once again, she didn’t know if he was alive or dead. How could she put Maggie through all that again? The not knowing.

Maggie was staring at her, a small frown between her brows. Elizabeth took another deep, unsteady breath. ‘Maggie, I need to tell you, I have seen—’

‘Hey! Sex kitten Maggie!’

The marine who’d walked into the diner and up to their booth was huge. There was no other way to describe him.

‘Behave, sarge.’ Maggie batted her eyelids. ‘I’m with my sister and she’s a lady.’

‘Ooo-ee, a lady.’ The American bowed. ‘Milady, I do apologise for my profanity.’

New Orleans, Elizabeth guessed by his accent.

‘Maggie, when you gonna go out with me?’

‘You’re married, Ollie,’ Maggie said, rolling her eyes at Elizabeth. ‘I don’t date married men.’

‘How about me, then, Maggie Mae?’ another marine piped up as he passed by. ‘I ain’t married.’

‘No, but you’re from Arkansas,’ Ollie responded. ‘And we know what you guys get up to with your farm animals.’

The banter faded away as the group of men moved on, and Elizabeth was astounded at Maggie’s new friends. She’d always been popular and could talk to anyone, but this was something new. 

‘You do know a lot of people.’

‘Most of them are harmless,’ Maggie said, sipping black coffee.

‘What’s with the name? Maggie Mae?’

‘I can hardly use Maggie Cardwell, can I? Despite the fact it makes a very lacklustre stage name, I don’t need any of father’s navy buddies coming along and putting two and two together.’

‘I doubt any of father’s navy friends would frequent a nightclub called the Foxhole.’

Maggie raised her eyebrows. ‘Remember Alfred Bell?’

‘Lieutenant Bell? Father’s secretary when we were stationed in Melbourne?’

Maggie nodded. ‘Colonel now. And I’ve seen him plenty of times in the Foxhole. He tried it on with me one night at the club. Didn’t know who I was, of course. Even if he did, I don’t think he’d have cared. When we were young, he used to try and get us to sit on his lap.’

Elizabeth made a face. ‘Ugh, yes, I remember. He asked you out?’

Maggie snorted. ‘Nothing so gentlemanly. He grabbed my backside during a show. Just reached on up while I was on stage and squeezed.’

Elizabeth was horror-struck.

‘Mick took care of him. No one’s allowed to touch the girls in the club.’ Her smile faded. ‘Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I don’t work there anymore.’

Elizabeth had to wonder just what sort of club the Foxhole was. She was going to ask but decided she probably didn’t want to know. It seemed Maggie had made quite the life for herself. She’d always been a fish out of water in Canberra, but here, she looked happy. She looked like she belonged.

‘I’m sorry, Maggie.’

‘Sorry?’ Maggie frowned. ‘For what?’ 

‘For not supporting you more. For not … listening to you more. Is that why you left?’

‘You were Father’s golden child,’ Maggie said with yet another shrug. ‘Mother never wanted you to join the navy, but Father was bursting with pride. I was never going to live up to you.’

Sagging, Elizabeth rubbed her forehead, pushing her milkshake aside. ‘You didn’t have to live up to me.’

Maggie snorted. ‘I’m sure the man wanted sons. He didn’t get them. We were, no doubt, both a disappointment to him just by being born. He had no idea what to do with daughters. He’s a military man to the bone. But when you talked about joining the WRANS …’ She leaned forward. ‘I overhead him once on the telephone, telling that fellow you went to work for, Captain Mac-something, how proud he was that you wanted to be in the navy.’

Elizabeth was shocked. ‘Did you really hear that?’

Maggie sat back again. ‘So you see, you will always be the child who followed in his footsteps. And I’ll always be the daughter who disappointed him by running away to the circus.’ Just to accentuate her last comment, a troupe of drunken sailors and marines entered the café. ‘But we’re free now. You’re doing what you want to do, and I’m doing what I want to do.’ She sighed, a happy sound. ‘It’s exciting, isn’t it? So, have you met anyone here in Sydney? Been on any dates?’

She must have seen something in Elizabeth’s expression, because she rolled her eyes. ‘I know, I know, you’re all but engaged to Fred.’

‘Maggie, there’s something I need to tell you.’

‘What?’

She put her hand to her chest where Cody’s dog tag lay. Her heart was pounding. This was the moment. She had to tell Maggie that she’d seen Cody. That she and Cody had … that they were … they had been … 

She didn’t know how to finish the sentence. How was she going to tell her sister that she’d all but stolen the man she loved?

‘Fred’s married.’

‘What?’

What indeed. Elizabeth had surprised herself. She certainly hadn’t been intending on imparting that particularly humiliating moment to anyone.

‘Fred got married?’ Maggie asked, her expression a mix of anger and shock. ‘Who did he marry?’

‘Some French nurse he met in Greece.’

‘What a bastard.’

Elizabeth chuckled. Blunt as usual — that was her little sister, but Elizabeth appreciated the solidarity.

Maggie looked around the room, her scowl giving way to a grin. ‘Don’t worry. There’s plenty of handsome fellows here in Sydney who will be quite willing to help you forget that slimy, cheating, no good—’ She stood up in the booth. ‘Hey, boys!’

Elizabeth wondered what on earth she was up to as the rowdy crowd of marines and sailors turned from their hot dogs and sodas.

‘This is my sister, Elizabeth, and she is need of some company.’

‘Maggie! What are you doing?’ Elizabeth hissed.

Cheers rang through the little café and someone chose a lively tune on the jukebox. As Artie Shaw and Helen Frost played and sang about their deep purple dreams, a marine stepped up and put a hand out to Elizabeth.

‘Dance with me, Miss Elizabeth?’

Giving Maggie one last look of reprimand, she slipped out of the booth and into the large man’s arms. Another three men beat a path to Maggie, who accepted the hand of a tall marine, much to the chagrin of the two sailors.

Elizabeth watched Maggie with a heavy heart. She was a coward. She knew it. But she’d only just found her sister again, and she didn’t want to ruin their reunion by bringing up her relationship with Cody.

As she spun around the room in the arms of the American marine, she told herself it could wait for another day.
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It was a week before Maggie and Elizabeth were able to meet up again. Elizabeth worked ridiculously long days at the boring old naval office, while Maggie—when she wasn’t singing at night and rehearsing during the day—was working at Luna Park or catching up on sleep. It was hard to find a time when both of them were free.

Eventually, one rainy Tuesday, they were able to meet up in the centre of Sydney. Since Elizabeth had needed to drop into the General Post Office, Maggie had met her there. The building sat in Pitt Street, an ominous sight with its usually grand frontage covered in timber slats and signage encouraging pedestrians in should there be an air raid.

‘It’s so ugly.’ Maggie screwed her nose up, as she met Elizabeth under the sloped stoop of the entryway.

‘At least Sydney is finally taking the threat of Japanese raids seriously,’ Elizabeth said.

They headed to a corner café for lunch. When they were finished with their meals, the sisters wandered up to Market Street and into the ladies clothing department of David Jones. Its cramped walkways were a challenge to navigate since the Ministry of Munitions had commandeered several floors of the building, and many of the store’s departments had to be jammed into whatever available space there was on other floors.

Maggie eyed her sister’s drab blue uniform. ‘Do you ever get to take that thing off?’

Elizabeth frowned, confused. ‘I beg your pardon?’ 

‘That uniform. It’s so ugly. Do you ever get to wear pretty clothes?’

‘I have plenty of pretty clothes,’ Elizabeth said. ‘But I’m proud to wear this uniform. I fought long and hard to be allowed to join the navy.’

Maggie shook her head. ‘I still can’t believe Father gave in and let you join.’

‘He knew it was my greatest wish,’ Elizabeth said, flipping through the poor selection of ladieswear on offer. ‘I admit, I haven’t had a new dress in a while, but there’s a clothing shortage, Maggie.’

Maggie winked. ‘That depends on who you know.’ She may not be with Bill Kelly anymore, with his connections to some of the best Sydney designers, but she still knew plenty of clever seamstresses who could whip up fabulous imitations, if they could get the material.

‘What about underwear?’

‘What about it?’

‘When was the last time you bought some sexy underwear or lingerie?’

‘Most of my money goes towards frivolous things like food and rent.’

‘I’m going to buy you some nice satin knickers,’ Maggie declared, trawling through a rack of lacy undergarments.

‘I don’t need any nice satin knickers.’

‘You’re no longer engaged, or whatever it was you and Fred were.’ Maggie shook her head. The whole near engagement Elizabeth had with Fred had always baffled her. ‘He’s gone off and married someone else.’

‘Thank you for the reminder,’ Elizabeth murmured.

‘So it’s time you met someone else.’ Maggie held up a red brassiere against her sister’s chest before Elizabeth batted it away. ‘I would have thought you might have at least had a small dalliance in Darwin, once you’d received that rat Fred’s letter. A little revenge fling, perhaps?’

Maggie watched the colour rise in Elizabeth’s neck and face, as her sister averted her gaze as she flicked through a rack of petticoats. ‘What’s that look?’

‘What look?’

‘That look.’ Maggie pointed at Elizabeth’s face, eyes narrowed. ‘You never could keep a straight face whenever we got into trouble. You’re wearing that same guilty look you wore when we got caught climbing trees in our best dresses at the navy Christmas party,’ she said. ‘Lizzy Cardwell, you shady lady. Did you climb the trees with a soldier in Darwin?’

Elizabeth opened her mouth as though she was about to admit to something, but then moved across to a bin that held a selection of odd undergarments. ‘No, no climbing trees.’

‘You know I mean sex, right?’ Maggie asked.

‘Maggie!’

‘Of course. How silly of me to think you might do something so fun.’ Maggie rolled her eyes. ‘I know plenty of servicemen, officers too. Daddy would be happy if you married an officer.’

‘I’m not marrying anyone.’

‘Even better!’ Maggie grinned, dropping the red bra into her own shopping basket. ‘You’ll have a romance, an affair of the heart. Now we just have to find you someone. Why don’t you come to the officers club tonight? I can introduce you to an array of handsome men.’

‘I’m changing the subject,’ Elizabeth said. ‘I have a small flat in Darling Point, subsidised by the navy. It has to be larger than the room you share with two other women. Why don’t you move in with me?’ 

‘Why?’ Maggie asked suspiciously. ‘So you can keep an eye on me?’

‘Maggie, that’s not what—’

‘I think I’ve proven I no longer need a chaperone.’

‘You’re my baby sister. It’s my job to take care of you.’

‘It’s not your job to take care of me.’ Maggie tugged at her hair in frustration. ‘It never was. Why can’t you just be my sister?’

‘I am your sister.’

Maggie softened. ‘But we’re grown-ups now. I’m not even a virgin anymore.’

‘Maggie! Keep your voice down,’ Elizabeth hissed, her panicked eyes scanning the department store. ‘You didn’t tell me you were in a relationship.’

‘I’m not anymore,’ she said with a shrug. ‘I broke it off. I don’t like being tied to one man, it doesn’t suit me. Besides, you know my career comes first. But you see, I’ve been with a man. More than one, if truth be told. I’m an adult. I’m quite capable of looking after myself.’

Elizabeth gave in. ‘Fine. I was getting tired of having to watch out for my snotty-nosed baby sister all the time.’

‘Snotty-nosed … well, I never. Was that a joke?’ Maggie grinned. ‘Did you just make a joke?’

Elizabeth chuckled.

‘Darwin has changed you after all. You’re much less … rigid and proper. Oh! Look at the time,’ Maggie gasped. ‘I have to get going. It’s visiting hours soon.’

‘Visiting hours?’

‘At the hospital.’

‘Who do you know in hospital?’ Elizabeth asked as they rushed to the counter to pay. 

‘I go and sing for the boys a few times a week. It cheers them up.’

Maggie handed over the pounds to pay for her purchases. When she looked up, Elizabeth was staring at her, mouth wide open.

‘What?’

‘Sorry, I’m just surprised.’

‘Surprised that I’m doing something selfless, you mean?’

‘Well, yes, frankly. I guess you have matured. My little sister is all grown up. I’m proud of you, Maggie.’

Now it was Maggie’s turn to be surprised.

‘And as a grown-up, you should probably tell our parents where you are.’

Maggie sighed. The original, responsible Elizabeth was back. ‘I managed to dodge Father in the hospital when you were there, I’m hardly going to go running home willingly—’

Elizabeth’s head snapped up. ‘At the hospital? When I was there? How do you …? You saw me in the hospital? I didn’t see you.’

Shame and regret swept over Maggie. ‘When you came back from Darwin, after the bombing. I was there at the hospital, seeing a friend. But … I left.’

‘You left?’

‘Yes, well, Father came and I didn’t want him to drag me back home,’ she said in a rush. ‘So I hid and then I snuck out of the hospital so he wouldn’t see me.’

For the longest time, Elizabeth stared at her. Then the blank look slowly turned to one of hurt, then contempt. ‘I was wrong,’ she said shakily. ‘You spoiled little girl. I was really beginning to think you’d changed, but no. I should have known better. Are you really so self-absorbed, so selfish that you left me alone in a hospital, wounded, to save your own skin?’ 

‘You weren’t alone. Father was there,’ Maggie argued, shame swelling. ‘Besides, I went back to see you the very next morning, but you’d already been taken back to Canberra.’

‘Well, good for you.’ Elizabeth took a few steps towards the door before she turned back. ‘I nearly died, Maggie! Did you know that? I lost friends in that bombing. Good friends. The best friends I’ve ever known. I was injured and hurting, and all you could think of was yourself.’

Maggie’s face heated as people stopped to stare. ‘Elizabeth, please—’

‘No!’ Elizabeth cut her off. She stepped up to Maggie again, her voice low and icy. ‘I’m done letting you make me feel like I was a bad sister to you. You blamed me for everything that you didn’t get. Poor, hard-done-by Maggie. I can’t believe I was so worried about you. He was right. I should never have been concerned for your feelings over my happiness.’

‘Who? Who was right?’

‘Cody.’

‘Cody? What about Cody?’ Maggie stared, confused for a moment before it sank in. She grabbed Elizabeth’s arm before she could turn away again. ‘Wait! You’ve heard from him?’

‘Yes. He joined up.’

‘How do you know? Did he write to me?’

‘No, Maggie, he didn’t write to you.’

‘Then how do you know? Where is he?’ Maggie’s mind reeled. Cody was alive. ‘But …?’ She gasped. JD. She had to find out where Cody was for JD.

But Elizabeth was already out the door.

‘Elizabeth, please, where’s Cody? I need to know.’

‘Why? He didn’t write to you before. Why do you think he’s interested in seeing you now?’ 

‘No, it’s not what you think—’

‘I don’t know where he is now.’ With a shrill whistle that shocked Maggie, Elizabeth hailed a taxi. ‘I lost track of him after the bombing, after he saved my life.’

‘After he—’ Cody had saved Elizabeth? ‘Please, Elizabeth, you don’t understand. I need to know where he is. It’s not for me, it’s—’

Elizabeth opened the taxi door and, shaking Maggie off, got in. ‘Even if I did know where Cody was, why do you think I would ever tell you?’

‘Wait! Elizabeth—’

But she was gone.

Tears welled in Maggie’s eyes. Elizabeth was right. She had been an awful sister. She had blamed Elizabeth whenever things hadn’t gone her way, and she’d been too self-serving, too terrified that her father would take her away from this new life she loved so very much, that she’d abandoned her own sister while she lay injured. But this was bigger than her, bigger than Elizabeth. This was about JD.

Cody was alive. And he was somewhere in Australia, or at least on a ship to the north.

She did her show at the officers club, but it wasn’t her best performance by any stretch of the imagination. She was distracted throughout her whole set, missing musical cues and nearly tripping over the trumpeter as she left the stage. After the show, instead of going out with any one of the several officers who’d asked, she went home in a sulk.

Still reeling from the argument with Elizabeth, Maggie tried to put it aside and wrote to JD. It was a quick letter because she wanted to ensure it was posted and on its way as soon as possible. 

Dear JD,

Cody is alive! I don’t have any more details, but my sister does. Will get more when I can.

I miss you. Be careful.

Love, Maggie.





Twenty-Two

For days, Maggie did her best to find Elizabeth. She tried to get onto the base, but without an appointment, they wouldn’t let her past the gate. She hoped she’d run into her again at the officers club, but Elizabeth never showed. She didn’t even know where Elizabeth was living. A flat in Darling Point, that’s all she knew. There were hundreds of flats in Darling Point.

Great! Now she was looking for two people.

Although Elizabeth had said that she’d lost touch with Cody after Darwin, she may have spoken to him enough to know at least whether he was in the navy, the marines or the air force and, if so, where he was headed to fight. But the papers had hardly reported any details on the bombing in Darwin and the military were keeping quiet about how many people had been killed and how many military assets had been destroyed—if any.

What a strange coincidence that Elizabeth would run into Cody and that she would run into Tom. She hadn’t even had a chance to tell Elizabeth about JD. She’d be so happy to know that her friend was alive, just as she’d been shocked and thrilled to hear that Cody was alive and well.

Cody. 

What would it be like to see him again?

Would he be shocked, upset, angry even that she had become intimately involved with his brother?

She hoped at least one of her letters—she’d written three more over the last week—would reach JD.

Now that she had more information to give them, she returned to the Red Cross to tell them that Cody had been in Darwin during the bombing. They had a list of the dead from the US ships, and she was relieved to confirm that Cody hadn’t been one of them.

Leaving the American Red Cross Office, she checked the clock on the wall. It was nearly time to meet Lieutenant Harry to discuss her new ‘adventure’.
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‘What on earth are we doing down here?’

Maggie stared at the huge castellated building that was the Fort Macquarie Tram Depot. With its ramparts and brick façade, it looked more like a fortress than a shed built to house the green and yellow trams that rattled and rolled up to the interchange at Bennelong Point.

She sent Lieutenant Harry a quizzical look. ‘Are we catching a tram?’

‘Joint Services thinks we need to work on the relationship between the Americans and … well, pretty much every other Allied troop.’ He walked towards a small grassy area that led up to the water of the harbour and she followed him, more than a little confused. ‘Americans get paid more, have better armaments, supplies, assets—I could go on. Basically, they are much better equipped than the Aussies, the Brits or the Dutch and it’s becoming a sore point. Not to mention the number of Aussie women leaving their husbands for the Yanks. The number of requests to marry coming through from Yank military personnel boggles the mind.’ He looked at her then with chagrin. ‘Apologies. No offence. I know you’ve been friendly with an American.’

‘No offence taken. I’m simply helping a friend.’ It was a lie, but under the circumstances, she thought it best to keep her new-found adoration for JD to herself.

When he’d walked far enough, he turned to face the building once more. ‘Anyway, we’ll be putting on a show for the Allied troops who are currently in Sydney.’

Maggie looked around. ‘Here?’

‘There’ll be a stage set up on the back of a lorry just over there.’

‘A lorry? It doesn’t sound too glamorous.’

‘Money is tight. It was all we could manage with a few weeks’ notice. It’ll be decked out with Allied flags, lots of red, white and blue. The lorry is large enough to hold a big band and there’ll be several acts.’ He pulled out a notepad and flipped a few pages. ‘Michael Pate will emcee—’

‘The radio star? How exciting!’

The lieutenant read on. ‘Then George Wallace will warm them up with his vaudeville comedy. But the idea is to bring the Allies together, foster team spirit, so to speak. There’ll be food stalls and space for dancing and,’ he turned to her and grinned, ‘we want you to headline the show.’

‘Headline? You want me to headline? In front of thousands of military?’ Suddenly, she could see all the possibilities of the lacklustre tram yards. Turning, she gazed up at the imposing span of the Sydney Harbour Bridge. It was a hell of a backdrop. Even if the stage was a lorry.

Thousands of enlisted men and officers would attend. Surely there would be newspapers and photographers too. It would be the biggest social event Sydney had seen since the beginning of the war. And they wanted her to headline. 

‘You’ll choose your songs. Lively and raucous, with a few sexy numbers and some heartfelt Vera Lynn, that sort of thing. Rehearsals with the band and your backing singers start tomorrow.’

Maggie had never been given so much artistic freedom. She was already listing songs in her head. ‘Thank you, Harry. I won’t let you down.’

‘I know you won’t, Maggie,’ the lieutenant said. ‘Congratulations. We’re happy to welcome you to the First Australian Entertainment Unit.’
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On the day of the show at the Fort Macquarie Tram Depot, Maggie caught the ferry to Circular Quay in the late afternoon. As she walked along the wharf, she was confronted with a blinding white. American sailors.

JD. What if he was back? She searched their faces for any she recognised, her heart in her throat, but JD was not among them. She smiled as she manoeuvred her way through the pack until someone grabbed her arm, pulling her to a halt.

‘Hey, navy boy! There’s no need to grab at a lady.’ She struggled against him and looked up into pale blue eyes. ‘… Cody?’

‘Maggie? I can’t believe it’s you.’

She stared, stunned. ‘It’s me. I’m so happy to see you—’

He embraced her tightly, surprising her. ‘God, Maggie, it’s so good to see you,’ he gushed. ‘How have you been?’

‘I’ve been good,’ she told him, a little shell-shocked by his excitement. ‘How have—’

‘Have you seen Elizabeth?’ He cut her off. ‘Do you know where she is?’

He was giving her whiplash. Months without contact, and the first thing he asks her is about her sister? Irritation flared.

‘She said she’d seen you.’ 

Still holding her arm, he pulled her away from the other sailors. ‘She did? She said she’d seen me?’

‘Yes.’

‘Is that all she said?’

‘Well, we were arguing at the time. She said she’d met up with you in Darwin.’

‘I was posted to a ship there.’

‘Oh? Which ship?’

‘The USS Peary.’

‘Really?’ She could hear the sourness in her tone, but somehow she just couldn’t stop herself. ‘It must have been hard work. So hard that you didn’t have time to write me even one little letter to let me know you were alive.’

‘Maggie—’

‘Although you seemed to have had plenty of time to spend with Elizabeth, even with all the hard work you must have done in the navy. And now here you are, sailing into Sydney.’ She looked out to the harbour, scanning the naval ships scattered across the inlet. ‘Is the Peary out there? Which one is she?’

‘She’s at the bottom of the harbour in Darwin,’ he said solemnly. ‘She was sunk during the bombing. Along with about seventy of my fellow crewmen and eight other ships.’

Maggie swallowed. Once again, her mouth had taken over.

‘Cody, I’m sorry. Truly, I am.’

She’d thought she’d come to terms with her feelings for Cody. Was she really jealous? Or just annoyed that he was more interested in finding Elizabeth than seeing her? She studied him closely and felt … nothing. The happy flutters she’d get around him Hawaii didn’t eventuate.

‘What were you arguing about?’

She frowned, lost. ‘What?’

‘You said you and Elizabeth argued the last time you saw her.’ 

‘Oh, yes. That. I did something rather … horrible.’

‘And that was?’

Maggie bit her lip. ‘When she was brought into St Vincent’s Hospital here in Sydney, after the bombing in Darwin, I saw her. I just happened to be at the hospital at the same time. She was unconscious and badly injured and on her way into surgery.’

He rubbed at his head. ‘I had no idea how badly injured she was when I left her at the hospital in Darwin.’ She couldn’t miss the sadness in his eyes. ‘How was she when she came out of surgery?’

‘I don’t know,’ Maggie admitted. ‘That’s the horrible thing. I didn’t wait to find out.’

His confused frown brought the guilt of her actions back in sharp definition. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘I had to leave.’

Realisation struck, evident in the hardening of his features. ‘You left her alone in the hospital?’ he demanded. ‘Why would you do that?’

‘Because my father showed up. You’ve seen what he’s like. I’d run away from home. He would have dragged me back to Canberra. I can’t go back there, Cody. I won’t.’

Cody shook his head and she stopped her babbling. ‘None of this matters.’ His tone was stern. ‘Where is Elizabeth now? I need to see her.’

‘Why?’

‘Because they took her away from me in Darwin. I didn’t know where she was taken to. I had no idea if she was dead or alive, and had no way to find out.’ He took her by the arms and shook her. ‘Please Maggie. I have to know where she is. I have to see her.’

The utter desperation seeping from him had a lightbulb going off in her brain. ‘Oh my God. You and Elizabeth?’

Cody’s mouth snapped shut and he let go of her. But he didn’t deny it. 

‘You didn’t just run into each other in Darwin, you were … what? Together? No wonder she took her sweet time telling me she’d seen you,’ she said with a bitter laugh. ‘My own sister. My own sister makes a play for my man and then keeps it from me.’

‘I was hardly your man, Maggie,’ Cody said. ‘We knew each other for a few weeks.’

‘And how long did you know Elizabeth?’ Maggie shot back, unable to control her fury. ‘Were you lovers?’

Again, Cody stayed quiet.

She barked a laugh. ‘And she had the gall to be mad at me.’

‘Maggie, I’m sorry,’ Cody said. ‘But we got to know each other up there. Darwin is—I can’t explain it—it’s like no other place. It’s not an easy place. We became friends. She listened to me, helped me with my grief over losing Tom. Yes, we slept together. And then the bombing happened and I lost her. I lost her, Maggie. I thought I’d lost her like I lost Tom.’ He gripped her arms again, not as roughly this time. ‘Please, Maggie. I’m sorry if this hurts you, but I need to see her.’

Hurt? Her pride was bruised and she was shocked, for sure, but was she hurt?

Elizabeth. Wow. Who knew she would turn into such a brazen hussy and sleep with a Yank? Mother and Father would be furious. It almost made her giggle.

No, she wasn’t hurt. Her heart had let go of Cody a long time ago, and had latched on to …

JD.

She’d almost forgotten. ‘Cody, about Tom—’

‘What about him? He died at Pearl.’

‘Um …’ How did you tell a man that the brother he thought was dead is actually alive? That he didn’t know his own name, let alone that he had a brother. She spotted a park bench on the wharf. ‘Come and sit down.’ 

‘I don’t want to sit down. I want you to tell me where Elizabeth is.’

So she’d do it standing then, and hope he wasn’t prone to fainting. ‘Tom is alive.’

Cody shook his head. ‘No, Tom is dead. Trust me. I saw his dog tags, I stood by his grave.’

‘They must have buried someone else, because Tom is alive.’

‘This isn’t funny, Maggie. It’s cruel.’

‘I’m not trying to be cruel. He really is alive. I’ve—’

‘Tom’s gone,’ he cut her off. ‘I can’t think about Tom now. I need to find Lizzy. Please, won’t you tell me where she is?’

‘Lizzy?’ She was shocked at his use of her nickname.

His pale blue eyes were liquid with pain and longing, and it hit her. ‘You’re in love with her.’

He nodded. ‘Yes. Yes, Maggie. I’m in love with her. And she loves me.’

The nearby clock tower chimed four and she remembered she had to be at the tram depot to get ready for the show.

‘I have to go.’

‘No, wait—’ He tried to stop her.

She picked up one of the flyers that the Joint Services had been handing out all over Sydney. ‘I can’t wait. But meet me there, tonight.’

‘The party for the Allied troops?’

‘Yes, that’s the one. I’m singing there,’ she said, walking away. ‘Come tonight and I will help you find Elizabeth.’

‘Why can’t you just tell me now?’

She gave him a wicked grin. ‘Where’s the fun in that? Promise me you’ll be there.’

‘I promise,’ he called. ‘Always so damned dramatic.’

A plan was forming in Maggie’s devious mind, the first part of which was to somehow get a message to Elizabeth and make sure she was at the show tonight too. She’d have to be devious about it because she honestly wasn’t sure her sister would ever speak to her again.

Maggie pursed her lips. Her older, more responsible sister certainly couldn’t hold the high ground anymore, given Cody’s revelation. Maggie still couldn’t get her head around the idea of Cody and Elizabeth together. She was two years older than Cody, for starters, and Elizabeth had all but detested him in Hawaii. Talk about a change of heart!

It would give Maggie great pleasure to hold that over her sister for the rest of their lives.

She spotted Lieutenant Harry as she rounded the building. He was talking with lighting crews by the lorry. Maggie studied the set-up with admiration. They’d done a wonderful job making the barren space festive, and must have received an exemption from the usually enforced brownout that evening as fairy lights twinkled across the stage and spotlights blazed on the open space that would later see thousands of military personnel dancing.

‘Maggie, just in time,’ Harry called, waving her over. ‘Ready to give the troops a great show?’

‘Absolutely,’ she said. ‘But can I ask you a favour? I need to get this message to someone who works at Garden Island in intelligence. Are you able to put a call through?’

‘Of course, but why the panic? Everyone from Garden Island who isn’t working will probably be here tonight.’

She tore a page out of her diary and quickly scribbled a message on it. ‘I can’t take the chance on probably. There is someone who most definitely needs to be here.’ She handed him the note.

‘Who?’

‘My sister.’
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Alighting from the bus, Elizabeth walked with her friends along the wharf towards the Fort Macquarie Tram Depot. Red, white and blue bunting was draped around food stalls and a giant truck was set up as a sort of stage. It looked to be one hell of a party being thrown by Joint Services. Flyers had peppered the streets of Sydney and the little boats that welcomed the USS Chicago and USS Perkins that sailed into the harbour that day had ensured the sailors knew of the big social event that evening. She imagined they were hoping to keep servicemen out of the pubs and brothels. As relations between the US and Australia forces worsened, it was an attempt to kill off the growing rivalry.

The telephone message she’d received from Maggie had been heartfelt, albeit a little cryptic. Elizabeth’s anger had subsided in the weeks since they’d fought outside the department store. It still staggered her that her own sister would be so selfish as to leave her when she was injured and scared in hospital, but then again, she’d always known that Maggie was a self-centred girl. Why would she think anything had changed?

The party was just kicking off as they arrived. Hot dogs were being served along with meat pies and sodas. There was no beer, but that didn’t seem to matter to the huge congregation of sailors, soldiers, marines and other servicemen from all the Allied countries. Men in uniform were interspersed with girls in pretty dresses on a surprisingly mild May evening.

A comedian was warming up the crowd, getting laughs with his physical comedy as well as his lewd jokes that the boys ate up with a spoon. When he was done, a big band stepped on stage.

‘And now, let me introduce you to a little lady some of you may know. A Sydney songstress to warm the cockles of your heart—and other places.’ Pause for laughter. ‘Welcome Miss Maggie Mae.’

And there she was. 

Elizabeth rolled her eyes.

Of course.

That’s why Maggie had insisted she be here tonight. She wanted to show off, to show Elizabeth what she’d accomplished.

Maggie danced on stage in a dress sporting all the flags of the Allied troops. Sequins sparkled on the stars of the Australian and American flags that crossed her breasts, the skirt only just to her knees, as she blew kisses out towards her adoring fans.

She jumped straight into ‘Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy’ with her two backing singers, and the Americans went wild. But then she morphed across into Vera Lynn and ‘A Nightingale Sang in Berkley Square’ before blending across again to ‘On the Road to Gundagai’. It was the perfect mix of songs.

As Elizabeth watched her sister parade about the stage, she had to admit, Maggie really was spectacular. Her beauty and talent had always been undeniable, but her confidence had only grown with her new-found freedom in Sydney.

She’d always been more confident than Elizabeth, more certain of herself and her abilities, but during her time in Darwin, Elizabeth had begun to find her own confidence. Out from the shadow of Maggie, who sparkled and attracted people with just a smile, she’d finally discovered who she was. Not just Maggie Cardwell’s older, plainer sister. She’d found a career she loved, a man she loved. She’d found a strength she hadn’t known she’d possessed. When she looked at Maggie now, she no longer felt overshadowed. She felt … proud.

‘You’re a long way from home,’ Maggie said from the stage when the song ended. The crowd of adoring men drew closer with her banter. ‘Who here is from New York?’

Cheers and whoops came from the crowd.

‘Texas?’

Yeehaws and whistles. 

‘California?’ She went on as the applause and cheers rang out. ‘Florida, Alabama, Louisiana. Perth, Dubbo, Orbost, Renmark and Kalgoorlie?’

She had them in the palm of her hand, and with that one, delicate hand raised, she was able to quieten them to near silence.

‘No matter where you’re from, you’re not so different to the man standing beside you. You’re all fighting for the same thing. To end this war.’

Maggie playing diplomat? Elizabeth was agog.

‘And I’ll just bet that each and every one of you has a sweetheart back home in those cities and states who’s missing you like crazy.’

There were a few catcalls, but many more subdued nods.

‘And you’re missing your sweethearts, too. Am I right?’

More subdued nods.

‘Your girls, your wives, your sweethearts are such a long way away, but they’re always thinking of you, keeping the home fires burning until this war is won and over and you get back to them safe and sound.’

The crowd were hanging on her every word now. Even the group of drunken sailors who’d been the rowdiest had sobered a little to listen to her speak. She held them mesmerised.

‘They write you letters of home, they write you letters of love,’ Maggie went on quietly. ‘Well, this one’s for them, and for you. All those letters come in with hope and prayers that you’ll see each other soon. But until then …’ She launched into the first line of ‘PS, I Love You’.

Elizabeth glanced around. The crowd was awestruck as Maggie walked along the front of the stage, her pretty voice lulling and enticing.

The song ended, but then another began almost immediately. A faster tempo, and Elizabeth recognised the Billie Holiday tune ‘Let’s Do It’. 

Maggie sang on and when she reached the chorus, a marine climbed onto the truck and began to dance with her as she crooned. Her voice was pure sex, so it was no wonder the men wanted to touch her. She obliged for a moment, but then another man climbed on stage, and then another.

Maggie began to look nervous as she became surrounded by men, touching her and rubbing up close. A security man moved up onto the truck to get the men back down off the stage with as little confrontation as possible.

It didn’t work.

A drunken American marine fell from the stage into the crowd, landing on a group of Aussie soldiers.

‘What the hell, Yank!’

Shoves were exchanged between the group of Aussies and the marine and his buddies … and then someone threw the first punch and it was on.

What had begun as a party, a celebration and coming together to boost morale, became a battlefield between Australian and American servicemen. Months of disgruntlement between the allies came out in thrown punches, thrown chairs and whatever else got in their way. Other patrons scrambled for the exits to escape the mêlée.

‘Maggie!’ Elizabeth yelled over the noise, but there was no way she could hear her.

Across the chaos of battling bodies, she watched in shock as an American sailor fought off the men who’d surrounded Maggie, eventually taking her by the hand and pulling her off the stage.

And that sailor was Cody.





Twenty-Three

Cody?

Elizabeth’s mind was a blur of joy and panic as she began to run, blindly pushing her way through the tumble of fighting soldiers and sailors. He was here. Cody was here, in Sydney. Her heart raced, just as her feet did, taking her as fast as they could in the direction she’d seen him drag Maggie from the stage.

The battle raged on and soon sirens pierced through the night as police cars and MP jeeps sped in, screeching to a halt and moving in to disperse the crowd.

Elizabeth moved as quickly as she could, squeezing between onlookers who were either cheering the battle on or looking fearful at its viciousness.

Rounding the corner of the big brick building, Elizabeth spotted them up ahead. Maggie had finally managed to extricate herself from Cody’s grasp. They were talking, but Elizabeth wasn’t close enough to hear the words, the sirens and shouting behind her blocking everything else.

Maggie lay her hand intimately against Cody’s cheek and Elizabeth halted dead in her tracks. Cold wrapped itself around her heart. 

She should have guessed.

But she’d never let herself face the possibility that if Cody saw Maggie again, he’d remember how beautiful she was, remember the fun they’d had together in Hawaii. She swallowed against the lump in her throat when Cody suddenly grinned broadly and took Maggie in his arms.

Steeling herself against her pain, she took a step towards them just as another sailor came out of nowhere and launched at them.

‘Get your hands off her, you son of a bitch!’

The force of the sailor’s attack had both men tumbling to the ground.

Shocked, Elizabeth could do nothing but watch as Cody fought with the stranger. Another of Maggie’s admirers, no doubt.

She winced when Cody was blindsided momentarily, but soon came back swinging. Rolling over and over, they fought in the dirt, their white uniforms filthy and blood-spattered.

‘No!’ Maggie tried to get between the men, but Elizabeth raced forward and took hold of her sister’s arms to keep her out of harm’s way.

‘Maggie, stay back. You’ll get hurt.’

‘No, Elizabeth, you don’t understand!’ She struggled against Elizabeth’s restraining grasp as the two men traded blows. Guttural grunts and groans were uttered as punches were landed.

‘Stop! Let him go!’ Maggie broke free of Elizabeth’s hold, rushing towards the men. Finally, Cody got the better of his attacker and straddled the man on the ground. As he sat up, ready to deliver another blow, he froze, his fist mid-air as he stared down at his opponent. ‘Jesus Christ!’

With ease, Maggie pushed a stunned Cody away and kneeled down to fuss over the other sailor’s bleeding face. 

But Elizabeth didn’t see Maggie anymore, didn’t pay any attention to the other sailor. She reached out a shaking hand to touch his shoulder. ‘Cody?’

Still on his knees, Cody’s head swivelled back and forth comically from Elizabeth to the sailor on the ground and back again. ‘Elizabeth?’

Tears filled her eyes when he stood and took her hands. ‘Red? What …’ He looked her over. ‘You’re okay? Thank God, you’re okay.’ In a blink, she was in his arms, having the breath squeezed out of her. ‘My Red.’

Relief flooded her. She was still his Red. ‘Yes, I’m okay. I’m fine.’

Their reunion was short-lived, as Cody pulled back and turned to Maggie and the other sailor, still sitting on the ground.

‘Maggie, what’s going on?’ Elizabeth asked, since Cody seemed lost for words. ‘Who is this?’

Maggie moved aside and Elizabeth got her first look at the man who had attacked Cody. She gasped. ‘Tom?’

Stepping closer in the darkness to get a better look at him, Elizabeth couldn’t believe she was looking down at her friend. He had a bloodied lip and a bruise was blooming red on his left cheekbone, but it was definitely him. ‘Oh, dear God. Tom.’

She glanced back at Cody, who was staring down at his brother, his expression frozen in shock. Elizabeth asked the question he couldn’t. ‘But … how? We thought you were dead.’

‘Well, apparently I’m not,’ JD said as Maggie helped him to his feet. ‘Although, given five more minutes, he could have finished me off.’ He wiggled his jaw, eyeing Cody with annoyance. ‘Nice right hook, by the way.’

‘Hey, you jumped me remember?’ Cody shot back. ‘Why did you, anyway?’ 

‘Because you were molesting my girl.’

‘Your girl?’ Elizabeth eyed Maggie. ‘You and Tom?’

‘No. Me and JD.’ Maggie sighed. ‘It’s a long and confusing story. But for now,’ she smiled, looking between the two men, ‘JD, meet Cody. Your brother.’

They sized each other up, one with recognition and astonishment, the other showing nothing but residual irritation.

‘I …’ Cody looked to Maggie. ‘I didn’t believe you. I couldn’t. How is this possible?’

More sirens filled the air and Elizabeth remembered the brawl. ‘Maybe we should get out of here, unless you two want to end up in the brig. Let’s get you cleaned up a little and then we can talk.’

‘Did we always beat the shit out of each other?’ JD asked, using his sleeve to staunch the flow from his bloody lip until Elizabeth handed Maggie a handkerchief and she dabbed at the cut.

Cody gave a half nod. ‘Occasionally. Why is she calling you JD?’

‘Because that’s who I am,’ JD growled, hissing at the pain and pushing Maggie’s hand away. ‘Tom Baker died at Pearl Harbor and JD West was born.’

Two Aussies in air force blue rushed by, bleeding but laughing like they’d just had the best time of their lives.

‘Let’s get moving,’ Elizabeth urged again.

But Cody didn’t move as Maggie led JD away. ‘My brother. Is he really here?’

Elizabeth smiled and took his hand. ‘He’s really here.’

‘And you’re here.’ Cody put a hand to her cheek.

She nodded, not trusting her voice against the lump of emotion in her throat. He pulled her in for a tight embrace, but the sirens soon reminded them they needed to move. 

The foursome managed to bypass the massive crowd of brawling servicemen being arrested by military police and hauled away en masse in trucks. Losing themselves quickly in the crowds that had come down to watch, they headed into the Botanic Gardens. It was quieter there and peaceful under the canopy of the old fig trees, the only sound the cicadas’ constant clicking as the sun faded away.

They took the stairs down and emerged at Woolloomooloo, following Maggie to a café she often frequented. While Maggie helped JD clean up his wounds in the bathroom, Elizabeth found a booth and Cody paced the floor like an expectant father.

‘Sit down, Cody. You’ve had a shock. Just wait until they get here and explain.’

He dropped down next to her with a thud. Taking his hand, she tended to the broken skin on his knuckles with a glass of water and a napkin.

‘My brother’s alive,’ he said for about the tenth time, as though he were trying to convince himself.

She smiled. ‘He is. Thank God.’

‘And you’re alive.’

‘Yes.’

Their own reunion had been put on hold with the revelation of Tom being alive, but her heart swelled as he pressed his lips to the hand that held his.

‘I didn’t know.’ He struggled for words to voice his relief. ‘They took you from me. They took you from Darwin. I didn’t know how badly you were injured. I thought I’d lost you. I didn’t know if you were dead or alive. That was the worst part, the not knowing. It was like losing Tom all over again.’

She put his hand to her cheek, her eyes filling with tears as she stared into his. ‘When I woke up, I didn’t know if I would ever see you again. That day. That awful day.’ 

‘How badly were you injured?’ he asked, his eyes scanning her body as though he could see through her dress. ‘You were bleeding from your shoulder, your head.’ He ran his thumb across her forehead, where a small scar remained.

‘I survived. So many didn’t.’

‘You were unconscious when they took you to the hospital. I was so scared. I never would have let you go there alone, but they needed men out at the harbour to help with the rescue. My guys were out there, my buddies. The ship sank so damn fast. I tried to help as many as I could, but there was nothing I could do.’

‘Shh,’ she soothed, putting her forehead to his. ‘Cody, I know. It was a terrible day all round.’

‘I wasn’t sure how much you remembered. I barely remember what happened that day. It’s all so jumbled up.’

She shook her head. ‘I just wish they’d told you where I was going. I was brought here to Sydney, where they operated to remove shrapnel from my shoulder. My father came and insisted I be moved to Canberra Hospital to be closer to my family. But once I was fully healed, I wanted to get back to work. Commander McTavish, my old boss, found me a job at the navy office here. That day,’ she said again, and looked out the window at the passing parade of Saturday night revellers. ‘It’s like it never happened down here. Hardly anyone talks about it. People just go on with their lives. They have no idea how close we are to invasion.’

‘I was stuck up there for a month,’ Cody said. ‘We had to move inland to a nothing little shithole called Howard Springs. It was safer than Darwin, but it was a camp for the leftovers, those who’d survived Darwin but had no ship, no CO, no orders. I had no idea what to do until orders came with transport and they finally moved us to Melbourne. After that, we were dispersed to different ships. I moved again to join up with the USS Perkins.’ He paused, staring at the scar on her head. ‘I’m sorry about your friends. Your mates, the other workers in the post office. I knew they couldn’t have survived that blast.’

‘Eloise and Peggy were the closest friends I’ve ever known.’ She swallowed against the tears. ‘They didn’t care who I was, or where I came from. Didn’t care that my father was a big politician. To them, I was just Lizzy.’

‘Friends forged in battle are the closest you’ll ever find,’ Cody said, wiping a tear from her cheek. ‘Tom told me that once. I didn’t get it until the Peary went down.’

‘How many did you lose?’

‘On the Peary? I’m still not a hundred per cent sure. Damn, it was such a mess. When they sent us inland, only the home army remained in Darwin to protect the town. Everyone else had been evacced out. There were still so many missing, but it was hard to know just how many.’ He looked at the bathroom door where Maggie had disappeared with Tom. ‘And now Tom’s back. My brother is alive. How is that possible?’

‘I think we’re about to find out,’ Elizabeth said as the pair came out.

Suddenly shy, Elizabeth tried to pull her hand back from Cody’s, but he held on and sent her a determined look as the others took the seats across from them. JD’s lip had swelled, but was no longer bleeding, and he held a towel full of ice to his cheekbone. Maggie’s eyes dropped to where Elizabeth’s hand covered Cody’s, a small frown marring her brow. Elizabeth was about to pull her hand away until she remembered Maggie’s reaction to JD. The determinedness with which she fought for him against Cody. How long had she known he was alive?

Cody and JD eyed each other for a moment.

‘How …’ Cody began, struggling for words. ‘I looked for you. I looked in every hospital on the island. I checked every day for over a week. No one had Tom Baker registered.’ 

‘I was unconscious after the bombing,’ JD said. ‘I lost my tags. I guess they had no idea who I was. So, I became JD. John Doe.’ He paused, before adding, ‘You looked for me?’

‘I told you he would,’ Maggie said.

‘It was a nightmare,’ Cody said. Elizabeth tightened her grip on his hand as his eyes glazed over with pain. ‘I spent hours pulling guys from the harbour, looking for you, helping survivors reach hospital. Asking anyone and everyone if they’d seen you. Why didn’t you contact me when you finally woke up?’

JD gave a helpless shrug. ‘Because I didn’t know who I was. When I finally came to, I didn’t remember anything. I lost my memory after the bombing. Either the hit to my head or shell shock caused it, they said. I was found clinging to the wreck of the USS West Virginia and without my dog tags, I guess they made assumptions. I didn’t know any better, so I stayed JD. JD West. It was only when I met Maggie here that she told me I’d actually been on the Oklahoma.’

‘You don’t remember anything?’ Elizabeth studied her friend Tom. It was him alright, only … it wasn’t him. Other than the fact that he didn’t remember her, there were subtle differences. His hair had grown longer, and the way he looked at Maggie was certainly new.

JD pressed the ice pack to his chin. ‘I remember nothing before the bombing.’

‘Not even me?’ Cody asked.

JD shook his head. ‘Maggie told me about you and we started looking for you, but—’

‘I wrote to you that Cody was alive,’ Maggie said to JD. ‘Elizabeth said she’d seen him.’ Maggie sent Elizabeth a pointed look. ‘Although it’s obvious she didn’t tell me the whole story.’ She turned back to JD. ‘I wrote you lots of letters once I found out Cody was alive and had been seen in Darwin. Didn’t you get them?’

JD shook his head. ‘We got no post while we were up near New Guinea. It’s probably sitting in a sack on a ship right now.’

‘If you don’t remember Cody, and you don’t remember anything else, how did you remember Maggie?’ Elizabeth asked. The intimate looks and touches between them intrigued her.

‘I didn’t.’ JD grinned at Maggie. ‘I was happily surfing with my buddies at Bondi, enjoying my first stop in Sydney, when this crazy blonde girl starts calling me Tom and accusing me of being dead.’

‘It wasn’t like that!’ Maggie giggled.

Elizabeth stared wide-eyed at the flirtatious banter between them and crossed glances with Cody, who appeared equally stunned. It was abundantly evident the two were well acquainted. Elizabeth wondered exactly how well. And why hadn’t Maggie told her she’d seen Tom?

‘Anyway.’ JD came back to the conversation. ‘A few days later, I’m in this club in Kings Cross and there she is again, up on stage, singing like I’ve never heard before.’

‘Actually, you have,’ Cody murmured but was ignored.

‘Then suddenly, bam!’ He slapped himself in the side of the head. ‘I get this vision of her singing on Waikiki Beach in a white dress with red and pink flowers.’

‘I remember that dress,’ Elizabeth said.

‘Yeah, well it seems so did I,’ he said. ‘It hit me like a sledgehammer. So I wondered if maybe she wasn’t so crazy after all. Maybe she really did know me. It’s not like I had any idea of my past. I just assumed because I’d never been to Australia that there was no way she could know who I was. But this vision, I just knew it was a memory.’ 

‘And that’s been your only memory?’ Cody asked. ‘No flashes of me? Your only brother, your only family?’

JD shrugged apologetically. ‘I’ve had a few flashes of Texas, but nothing substantial. The doctors in Hawaii said it might come back. Some of it, or all of it, or none of it.’

‘But for now, you should at least go back to being Tom Baker,’ Cody said. ‘I mean, using your real name … it’s a start right?’

JD shook his head. ‘I don’t know who that is.’

‘But it’ll come back to you. You’re Tom.’

‘I’m not. Not anymore.’

They fell into silence for a moment. Waves of frustration were rolling off Cody, and Elizabeth wished she had something she could say that could assuage his confusion.

‘I never gave up on you, ya know,’ Cody said. ‘But once they’d identified you by your dog tags … I buried you. Or some poor guy I thought was you who now lies in your grave. That was the end for me. I enlisted after that day. I was so angry. When I ran into Red in Darwin, she helped me let go of some of that anger.’

Elizabeth smiled, shyness overcoming her again.

‘So, all this time you’ve been based in Darwin? With Elizabeth?’ Maggie’s question reeked of accusation. When Elizabeth dared meet her eyes, she saw the suspicion there.

‘I was on the USS Peary,’ Cody said, missing the sisters’ exchange. ‘We moved in and out of Darwin early in the year. Elizabeth and I became friends, catching up whenever I was in town.’

‘Just friends?’ Maggie queried.

Cody put his arm around Elizabeth, ignoring Maggie’s loaded question. ‘When Darwin was bombed, it was like Pearl all over again. The Peary was sunk, along with about eight other ships. The town was a disaster zone and Lizzy was injured. She was evacuated and, after a short time in the inland hell of the Territory, I was reassigned to the Perkins. I didn’t think I’d ever see her again.’

‘You’re on the Perkins?’ JD asked. ‘That’s our escorting destroyer.’

‘Yours?’

‘I’m on the Chicago.’

Cody cocked his head to the side. ‘You mean, we’ve been sailing side by side for the last weeks and didn’t know it?’

JD sank back in his seat. ‘This war is strange.’

‘No foolin’,’ Cody agreed, exhaling heavily. ‘I need a drink.’
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The bar at the Old Fitzroy was closed. Brown paper covered the windows, but inside the lights were still on. Maggie knew the owner and when she knocked on the door, they were allowed to enter. She greeted a few of her fans with smiles and waves.

‘We miss you down the Foxhole, Maggie Mae.’

‘Ain’t the same without you there.’

‘What is this?’ Elizabeth asked looking around.

It was long after the six o’clock swill but there were at least twenty people still being served at the bar.

‘Lock in,’ Maggie said. ‘They happen all over the city. They figure if the clubs can stay open and serve liquor past six, why can’t they?’

They stepped up to the bar, but the middle-aged woman behind it eyed Cody and JD with distrust.

‘Don’t serve Yanks.’

‘Come on, Darla,’ Maggie pleaded. ‘They’re good friends of mine.’

Darla’s eyes narrowed. ‘Them boys better behave themselves in here.’ 

The brothers ordered drinks for them all as Maggie and Elizabeth moved to a table, sitting across from each other.

Maggie studied Elizabeth closely. ‘So, you and Cody, hey? You said you’d seen him, said he’d saved your life. What else did he do with you while he was in town in Darwin?’

Elizabeth dropped her gaze. ‘I tried once or twice to tell you about him, about us. I was worried how you’d take it. I was scared you’d be angry with me. But then when I’d learned you abandoned me in the hospital, well, suddenly I didn’t care what you thought of me anymore.’

Shame flooded Maggie. ‘Not my finest hour.’

‘Besides, you didn’t tell me about Tom, I mean, JD. What’s going on between you?’

‘What’s going on between you and Cody?’ Maggie shot back. ‘Is it just a wartime fling?’

Elizabeth hesitated. ‘I love him. I’m sorry, Maggie, but I do. I know you met him first, but I love him.’

Maggie’s eyebrows raised in surprise. ‘Well. I guess you told me,’ she said. ‘I already knew, by the way.’

Elizabeth frowned. ‘You knew?’

Maggie grinned. ‘I ran into Cody this afternoon. Why did you think I was trying to get you to come to the show tonight?’

‘You … you invited me to the show to reunite me with Cody?’ she said. ‘That’s surprisingly selfless of you, Maggie.’

‘What can I say? I’m a new person. Are you under the impression I still care about Cody?’

‘You were in love with him when we left Hawaii. You said so.’

‘I did say that.’ Maggie nodded, then chuckled. ‘I was just a kid. A lot’s happened since Hawaii.’ Maggie glanced up to the counter, where the Baker boys were collecting their drinks.

‘It certainly has. And what about JD?’ Elizabeth asked. ‘Have you …’ She hesitated. 

‘Have I had sex with him?’ Maggie grinned saucily.

‘You said you aren’t a virgin.’

‘I know you’ve had sex with Cody.’

Elizabeth lowered her eyes to the table, heat creeping up her cheeks.

Maggie grinned. ‘Don’t worry, he didn’t tell me straight out. I guessed. My buttoned-up proper sister, ladies and gentlemen. Was he good? I’ll bet he was good.’

‘Shh!’ Elizabeth’s cheeks were flaming redder than her hair now. ‘We shouldn’t be talking about this,’ she said, lowering her voice. ‘You didn’t answer me about JD.’

Maggie sighed. ‘I adore JD. He’s telling the truth when he says he is a different person than Tom, but right now, he needs to learn who he really is, who he wants to be.’

‘That will be easier now that he and Cody have found each other.’

‘He’s going to have a lot to deal with, if he survives this war.’

‘Oh, don’t say things like that.’

‘It’s true, Lizzy,’ she said sadly. ‘At the hospital, I see the dreadful toll the war is taking on our men and the Americans too. You were injured yourself in Darwin.’ Maggie hesitated as she glanced across to JD at the bar. ‘I adore him. He’s sweet and funny and nothing like Tom, nothing like he was in Hawaii. But I still want to be a star of stage and screen. That hasn’t changed. I just want to sing. It’s like breathing for me. I know you think that’s foolish but I’m not ready to give up that dream yet, not even for the love of a good man.’

Elizabeth waved that off. ‘Oh, what do I know, Maggie? You only have one life to live and I for one know how quickly it can be taken from you. My best friends were killed in Darwin—Peggy and Eloise—they will never have a wedding day or children. They’ll never have their dreams come true.’ 

Maggie squeezed her sister’s hand as she tried to compose herself. Elizabeth was usually so strong. The loss of her friends had clearly broken her heart.

‘You should chase your dreams. Do everything you can to get them. And I will support you a hundred per cent.’

Maggie smiled. ‘That means so much to me, Elizabeth. Especially because I have something else to tell you.’

Elizabeth dug into her handbag for a hankie and dabbed at her wet eyes. ‘You’re not pregnant, are you?’ she teased.

‘You’re pregnant?’

The sisters looked up to see Cody and JD, both staring wide-eyed and wide-mouthed at Maggie.

‘No!’ Maggie exclaimed. The men sat down and passed out the drinks, and she took JD’s hand in comfort. ‘God, no! Nothing like that.’

‘Then what is it you have to tell me?’ Elizabeth asked.

She took a deep breath ‘You are now looking at a member of the First Australian Entertainment Unit.’

Elizabeth frowned at her. ‘I don’t know what that is.’

‘Like the USO?’ Cody questioned. ‘Singing for the troops?’

Maggie nodded excitedly. ‘That’s what tonight’s performance was about. I’ll be singing and putting on shows for the soldiers.’

‘Well. That sounds very admirable.’ Elizabeth’s smile turned to a confused frown. ‘Don’t you do that already? At the officers club? At the hospital?’

‘Yes, that’s why I want to do this. I loved singing for the men in hospital. It made me feel like I was doing something worthwhile.’

‘It is worthwhile.’ Elizabeth smiled. ‘Besides, you are a wonderful singer. So where will you be entertaining our boys now? Townsville? Brisbane?’

‘Cairo.’

Maggie looked at their faces, each frozen in shock. 

‘Maggie …’ JD started, but seemed lost for words.

‘You’re … you’re going overseas? To the war?’ Elizabeth asked.

‘Elizabeth, you once said I should do something for someone else, that it would feel good. Singing for the boys … I can’t explain how that makes me feel. This way I get to do what I love, but I also get to bring a little piece of home to the soldiers overseas as well.’

‘But … Cairo?’

‘You went to Darwin.’

‘Yeah, and look what happened,’ Cody interjected.

Maggie sent him a quick look of annoyance before turning back to Elizabeth. ‘You were brave to do that. You fought and fought until you were finally able to join the navy. You didn’t give up on your dreams just because it would upset our parents. You took the chance to live your own life. You inspired me to do the same.’

‘I inspired you?’ Elizabeth shook her head.

‘Maybe I’m more like my big sister than we thought.’

‘Yes, but I didn’t run away from home.’ Elizabeth said, causing Maggie to roll her eyes. ‘Do Mother and Father know you’re going to the war?’

She baulked. ‘Of course not! I haven’t spoken to them yet. Please, Lizzy, don’t tell them. Father has too much power. He’ll make them stop me from going.’ Elizabeth looked unsure, so Maggie added, ‘If you really must tell them, at least wait until I’m already overseas.’

JD finally found his voice. ‘When do you leave for Cairo?’

‘Tomorrow.’

‘Tomorrow?!’ Three voices blurted out simultaneously.

‘So soon?’ Elizabeth asked.

‘Yes.’ Maggie looked at her watch. ‘Which means I have to get home and finish packing.’ 

When the foursome stepped out of the bar, it was barely half past nine. They walked together to the main road. Maggie had a lot to talk about with JD, and she figured Elizabeth and Cody would want some alone time now that they’d finally found each other, so they said their farewells. But as they were about to part, a military truck screamed up to the curb, carrying about ten sailors.

‘You boys from the Perkins or Chicago?’ the American driver asked.

‘Yeah,’ Cody and JD responded simultaneously.

‘Shore leave’s up.’

‘What?’ JD asked. ‘We just started.’

‘Hey, Cody!’ One of the sailors in the back called out. ‘Get in, man. We’ve been called back to the ship.’

‘What’s happening?’

‘Don’t know. We’re being rounded up like cattle out here.’

They all looked to the darkened skies.

‘Cody?’ Elizabeth said, panic in her voice.

He looked up too, held her tight and kissed the scar on her forehead. ‘It’s okay. I don’t hear any air-raid sirens.’

‘We didn’t that day either,’ she said. ‘Til it was too late.’

‘You think the Japanese are coming?’ Maggie asked, following their gazes to the skies.

‘I’m sure it’s nothing,’ Cody assured her. ‘It’s probably just fallout from that huge fight, punishment. We gotta go.’ He kissed Elizabeth soundly before climbing aboard the truck.

‘Oh, but—’ Maggie held onto JD. ‘Will I see you tomorrow before I leave?’

‘Sure,’ JD said, pulling her to him. ‘Like Cody said, we’re probably just in the shit because of the brawl. We’ll all get a lecture about proper behaviour and be back out on the streets again tomorrow.’ 

‘Okay.’ Maggie reluctantly let him go and he climbed onto the truck joining Cody and the other sailors.

But as the truck began to pull away, Cody stood up and yelled, ‘Hey Red! You gonna marry me, or what?’

Elizabeth just stared, open-mouthed.

‘Elizabeth!’ Maggie bounced excitedly beside her.

‘What?’

‘Do you love him?’

Elizabeth hesitated. ‘Yes. I do. I love him.’

‘Then hurry up and say yes!’ Maggie said.

Elizabeth cupped her mouth and yelled, ‘Yes, Cody! Yes, I’ll marry you!’

‘Hot damn!’ came his call. He danced on the spot and was cursed at by the other sailors as he nearly knocked them off the back of the truck. ‘If I get shore leave again, will you marry me tomorrow?’

She laughed. ‘Yes, Cody! I’ll marry you tomorrow.’

‘Tomorrow it is, Red!’

The girls waved until the truck disappeared down the road. In the confusion of rumours and scampering military personnel, people stood about, asking what was going on, but Elizabeth and Maggie heard none of it.

‘You’re engaged!’ Maggie hugged her, dancing and giggling. ‘Proper engaged too, not just the promise of an engagement.’

Maggie pulled her dazed sister into her excited dancing until they were both puffing from their exertions. Walking arm in arm, Maggie led Elizabeth back towards her boarding house.

‘You’re getting married tomorrow!’ Maggie exclaimed again. ‘Don’t you want to tell Mother and Father?’

‘Um, probably not,’ Elizabeth said quickly. ‘I mean, there’s not much point in telling them if we’re going to be married tomorrow.’ 

‘Ha! And I thought I was the rebel,’ Maggie teased. ‘The quicker the better, hey? ’Cause then they can’t say no. Well, when you tell them you’re married, you can tell them about me. By then, I’ll be safely on the ship to Cairo. Imagine. My sister the war bride. And to think you’ll be shipping out to America before me.’

‘I’m not shipping out anywhere,’ Elizabeth said. ‘At least, not yet. Cody and I can discuss where we’ll live when the war is over. Until then, I still have work to do here.’ She stopped walking and put a hand to her chest. ‘How on earth did we get here? I mean, one minute you’re with Cody, then Tom’s dead. Then I run into Cody again in Darwin and we fall in love, then Tom comes back—’

‘JD,’ Maggie corrected.

‘Mm. I can’t get used to that. You used to think he was such a bore.’

‘He’s not the same person he was,’ Maggie said. ‘Neither am I. Maybe we met in the middle somehow. Lizzy, I think I might be in love with him. And when the war is over, when I make it to Hollywood, you and Cody have to come and see me. You’ll stay in my mansion, with me and JD. We’ll attend all the red carpet events.’

Elizabeth grinned. ‘Can I meet Clark Gable?’

Maggie put her nose in the air. ‘We’ll see.’
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In her Women’s Royal Australian Naval Service dress uniform, carrying a small posy of flowers Maggie had picked at great risk to her life from Mrs Carruthers’ garden, Elizabeth Cardwell married Midshipman Cody Baker at the registry office. JD stood up as best man and Maggie was maid of honour.

When the vows had been exchanged, the wedding party enjoyed an early dinner at the Italian restaurant in Challis Street where JD and Maggie had had their first date. After the celebration, they walked Maggie and her single suitcase to meet the ship that would take her across the world, towards the uncertainty of the war.

‘I can’t believe you only have one suitcase and this small duffle bag.’ Elizabeth was still amazed. She’d spent the night before helping Maggie pack whatever she could fit into the small case she’d left Canberra with almost five months earlier.

Maggie sighed. ‘I was told I can only bring what I can carry. It was a hardship to leave behind so many of my lovely costumes, but I still managed to squeeze in some of my favourites.’

Elizabeth’s eyes filled with tears.

‘Oh, don’t start,’ Maggie begged. ‘Did I cry when you ran off to Darwin?’

‘No, you were too busy running away yourself.’

Maggie rolled her eyes. ‘You’ll never let me forget that, will you? It was the best thing that could have happened to me, Lizzy. I found myself in Sydney. I’m doing what I love. And soon, I’ll be singing for the boys overseas and hopefully making their lives just a little bit better.’

Elizabeth pulled Maggie in for a hug. ‘I’m so proud of you, Maggie.’ They’d so often been at odds since the war began, and then they’d lost each other completely for a while.

‘I love you, Lizzy. I can’t leave without you knowing that.’

‘I know,’ Elizabeth said, wiping her tear-streaked face.

Maggie winked. ‘See you, Mrs Baker.’

Elizabeth chuckled and moved back into the arms of her new husband. ‘Oh, I’m Mrs Baker. I’m not used to that yet.’

‘Well, you’d better get used to it,’ Cody said, then leaned over to kiss Maggie’s cheek. ‘Take care, little sister. Be safe.’

‘You too.’

The horn of the ship announced it was almost time to leave. 

Maggie turned to JD, taking his hands in hers. ‘I guess I’ll be seeing you, as the song says.’

He nodded, pulled her in his arms and kissed her deeply, drawing cheers from onlookers. When they separated, he ran his fingers down her cheek. ‘I love you, Maggie.’

‘Another Aussie girl stolen by a Yank,’ a wharfie grumbled as he passed by.

With a smile and a sigh, Maggie kissed JD again. ‘I love you, too. Stay safe. Stay alive. When all this is over, I’ll meet you in Hollywood.’

He laughed. ‘Deal.’

She rushed up the gangplank, stepping aboard as the workers saw to their duties of getting the ship ready to cast off.

Elizabeth waved her sister goodbye, praying she’d be safe, praying they’d all see each other again soon. When the gangplank went up, and the ship began to move away, Maggie began to sing. One by one, others around them joined in, and the chorus rang out loud promising that they would indeed meet again, some sunny day.





Epilogue

Darwin—19 February 1992

Elizabeth stood back from the crowd at the new monument to the USS Peary. The four-inch gun had been salvaged from the wreck of the ship that Cody had once served on, and it now pointed out to where the Peary still sat on the bottom of the harbour off Doctors Gully.

Survivors from the Peary milled about the memorial, talking, sharing stories, memories of the day that had taken ninety-one of their crewmates.

When the crowds parted, Elizabeth caught a glimpse of Cody. He looked directly at her and smiled. Even after forty-five years of marriage, he could still take her breath away with that smile—slightly crooked, extremely devilish, even with a few more wrinkles on his tanned face, and all for her.

Weaving through the sea of humanity, he reached her.

‘Hello, Red.’

‘I lost you at the ceremony this morning,’ she said. ‘Where did you get to?’

‘I was there,’ he said. ‘But Melvin, Dallas and I decided to head back down here for when the planes came across. I thought my heart was going to pound right out of my chest. It was like living it all over again.’

She nodded sombrely. ‘I agree.’

He took her in his arms and kissed her forehead. ‘My beautiful Lizzy. I thought I’d lost you that day.’

‘Couldn’t get rid of me that easily.’

An old man hobbled towards them, leaning heavily on his walking cane.

‘I’m so glad you were able to make it across from Los Angeles for this.’ Elizabeth moved to hug him.

‘Had to see just where my brother could have ended up.’ JD followed the line of the gun out to the calm and sparkling sea. ‘Hell of a day.’

‘Hell of a day,’ Cody agreed, checking his watch. ‘It’s almost time. We should probably get across to the Hotel Darwin.’

The Hotel Darwin was already busy and rocking at eleven in the morning. The pub was full to overflowing with veterans and swelled by the big reunion for Darwin residents who had been forced to evacuate in the weeks leading up to the bombing. Beers were being consumed and stories of the war were being exchanged.

A man in formal army greens took to a small stage and tapped the microphone.

‘Alright, ladies and gentlemen, can I get some hush, please?’ He paused while the crowds quietened down. ‘During World War Two, Joint Services created the First Australian Entertainment Troop. Comedians, actors and singers travelled all across Australia and the world to entertain our fighting soldiers. Over the last half a century, entertainers from Australia have continued that tradition. Most of those original entertainers from World War Two have left us now, but today we have a special treat for you. One little lady remains with us. She made a name for herself singing for the troops in Europe and Africa in World War Two, and then went on to become even more famous across the world in blockbuster films over the last forty years. Ladies and gentlemen, all the way from Hollywood, California, I give you Miss Maggie Mae.’

Applause erupted, especially from the older veterans in the crowd who remembered Maggie either from the Entertainment Unit or from her time in Sydney.

Her blonde hair was now silver, but still curled in pretty waves around her face. Her body was still slim and the dress she wore hugged disciplined curves a woman in her fifties would be proud to own, let alone one almost in her seventies. Elizabeth marvelled that Maggie’s blue eyes still sparkled with mischief. Eyes that used to capture men in her web with ease; now the only man she had eyes for was JD, her husband of forty years.

They’d only been able to meet a scattering of times over the last fifty years. Elizabeth and Cody had missed Maggie and JD’s wedding because they’d married on a whim the night before he’d shipped out to the Korean war as one of America’s best fighter pilots, but Maggie had flown Elizabeth and Cody to America for the premiere of her first Hollywood leading role in the early nineteen fifties. Throughout the years, Maggie and Elizabeth had written scores of letters to one another. Maggie detailed her rise to fame in Hollywood and Elizabeth wrote of her three beautiful children and life with Cody on the farm just outside of Byron Bay where they’d settled after the war had ended.

‘Thank you. You are too kind to an old broad,’ Maggie said, the American twang strong after over forty years of living in the States. ‘This is a song you might remember. It’s dedicated to all those boys and girls who didn’t come home from the war fifty years ago.’

The band led Maggie into ‘We’ll Meet Again’, the song made famous by Vera Lynn during World War Two, and by the chorus, the room full of veterans and their families had joined in and were singing along with all the heart they could muster.

Memories flooded Elizabeth, from that first wave of white clad sailors that had overwhelmed her and Maggie in Hawaii that long ago December, to the air raid above Darwin, and, of course, her quick wedding to Cody in Sydney before he and JD had shipped off to war. Her eyes filled with tears and Cody gripped her arm as she swayed with the powerful rush of memories.

‘Okay, Red?’

She looked up at him, concern etched on his handsome face, and saw the boy she’d met in the man who stood before her now.

She nodded. It always amused her that he still called her Red, despite the red having been replaced by bright white many years before.

The song ended and Maggie stepped down off the stage, her expression also one of worry. ‘Lizzy?’

‘It’s just the heat,’ she insisted as they forced her to sit.

‘Here, drink this.’ JD held out a glass of water. But instead of taking it, she smiled and took the stubby he held in his other hand.

Tipping it up to her lips, she drank deep and long, making Maggie laugh, loud and proud. ‘She’s fine.’

‘Ah!’ Elizabeth sighed and held up the half-finished bottle. ‘I think beer is finally starting to grow on me.’





The Facts

On 7 December 1941 at 7:55 am Pearl Harbor in Hawaii was attacked by a swarm of 360 Japanese warplanes. Four ships were sunk, four destroyed and many others were badly damaged. The attack claimed the lives of 2,403 service members, 1,177 of those on the USS Arizona. The USS Oklahoma capsized in the harbour and lost 429 men.

Ten weeks later at approximately 8.58 am on 19 February 1942, Darwin was attacked by 240 Japanese bombers and fighters in two separate raids. What is little known to many is that the Japanese Carrier Task Force that hit Darwin was the exact same taskforce that had attacked Pearl Harbor.

What is also less widely known is that more bombs were dropped on Darwin than at Pearl Harbor, and more ships sunk (eight in Darwin, four in Pearl), though more ships and planes were damaged in Pearl Harbor and significantly fewer lives were lost in Darwin. The number of dead in Darwin has long been debated, but at the time of writing the number of dead stands at approximately 250 civilians and Australian and US service personnel. The USS Peary (DD-226), a United States Clemson-class destroyer, had the most casualties with 91 dead, and is one of the only remaining shipwrecks in Darwin Harbour. One of its salvaged guns sits on the Esplanade as a monument, pointing to where she lies on the muddy bottom of the harbour.

Of the civilians who were killed that day, ten were staff of the Darwin post office.





Author’s Note

Writing historical fiction takes a lot of research as you can imagine. Researching this particular time in history was fascinating and while I knew a lot about Pearl Harbor, I knew much less about the events of Darwin in early 1942. Travelling to Darwin gave me the great opportunity to see many of the sights I’d read about, and I was also lucky enough to have booked my trip in time to be in Darwin for Anzac Day. I took a World War Two day trip with the fabulous tour company SeaDarwin, visiting torpedo sheds and the Military Museum at East Point. A cruise of the harbour enabled me to see the old pill boxes, remains of the subnet booms and to hover above the sunken USS Peary and see her on the sonar.

As with many historical fiction novels, I have woven true events with fictional ones. I have also included the names of several real people in among my fictional characters. These people were in attendance during the events of the Darwin bombing but any actions or dialogue given to them is purely speculative or fictional. It is a work of fiction, so please forgive any bends in historical accuracy.

There are some fantastic books to be read about the bombing of Darwin and the ‘American invasion’ of Australia after Pearl Harbor. I have included some of them in the following bibliography.
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