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ONE

“It’s true, John, they’re delicious,” assured Annie Watson. She was standing, with her wheelbarrow full of peaches, at the high metal gates of the Army Mental Hospital, chatting to the guard. 

“Look, no one is watching, take a couple; put them in your trouser pockets – no one will see them.” 

The young soldier on sentry duty looked around quickly, took the proffered peaches and hastily shoved them out of sight. 

Annie had removed her hat and was trying to tidy her unruly hair, which was piled up on her head and held insecurely, by large bobby pins. She then jammed the large straw sun hat back down hard to hold it in place. 

“You know, John,” Annie confided, “it’s been a wonderful crop this year but this is the last of them now, thank Heavens. What with all the picking, the packing and then all the work involved in bottling and preserving – and we’ve got the big vegetable garden as well – I’ve developed muscles I never knew existed!” she laughed ruefully and the very young soldier smiled shyly. 

“You’re very kind, Mrs Watson, to stop and talk for a minute,” the soldier said. ‘It’s a bloody – beg your pardon – bleedin’ boring job this and no mistake. And another two hours to go – anyhow, could be worse I suppose.” 

He looked at the tall, young, boy at the side of the woman. “And Billy, you’ve got Agnes again. I always look forward to seeing you come here with her.” He was reaching out to pat the old hen, nestling in Billy’s arms, when he suddenly caught sight of Captain Barnett bearing down on him.

“Quick,” he hissed, “the old bastard’s coming.”

Mrs Anne Watson, daughter of the late Lady Mary Sheridan, immediately spoke loudly in her beautifully cultured voice, which carried distinctly in the still summer air. 

“Well, Private, I can assure you that I’m perfectly well aware that this is a restricted zone. And, you can clearly see that I am bringing a wheelbarrow of peaches for the poor sick soldiers here; they are not hand grenades as you seem to suggest! However, I suppose you are only doing your duty … 

“Why, Captain Barnett!” Annie turned to the approaching officer. “What an unexpected pleasure!” She stretched out her hand to the Captain and continued talking.

“Well, you don’t need to worry about the wrong people getting in here, Captain, with this soldier on the gate; very conscientious chap, very!” 

The captain, disconcerted, took the proffered hand, while Annie made a big fuss of trying to lift the barrow of fruit. “Do you know, Captain, I don’t think I can push it anymore; weighs a ton. Do you think you could help? …You could? …Oh, you are such a kind man.” She trotted off beside the Captain who, red in the face, was pushing the full barrow load of peaches up the long drive. 

Annie looked back over her shoulder, “Billy,” she called, “just sit over there near the magnolia trees, in the shade, and wait for me. Won’t be long; you can finish your German book.”

As soon as a good distance separated the retreating backs of Captain Barnett and Mrs Watson, both the soldier and Billy laughed happily together.

Billy then took his pet hen and sat in the shade of a huge, century-old magnolia tree, and opened his book – being careful not to disturb Agnes.

It being mid-February, with the Australian heat severe, Billy was grateful for the respite of the shade. 

He looked forward to wheeling the barrow back home when it was empty. With his condition, he knew he could never risk lifting the heavy, full load but, he thought – not for the first time and not without some envy – how wonderful it must be to do all the things other boys did, without even thinking. 

Oh well, it could be worse, he reflected, I could be like these poor chaps here; they were not right in the head – through the war, apparently. Some of the men were very bad and were locked up, while others were allowed to walk around the grounds.

He shifted in his seat to be more comfortable and started again on the page. 

Why is it, he wondered, that German is so easy to read and yet so difficult to speak? He didn’t find that with the other languages he had learned. Oh well, just means more practice with Mum – she speaks it like a real German. 

A pity really, that we have no Germans here to practise on; they can’t all be bad; they had such wonderful literature, in their language.

Billy looked up with a start. His eyes, which had been dazzled by the burning sun and then plunged into the near darkness, of the shade under the tree, appeared to see a figure approaching him without a head!

He half rose to his feet in his fright, Agnes protesting loudly, when he saw it was a black soldier standing awkwardly, twelve feet away from him.

“Oh, dear,” laughed Billy. “You did give me a fright.”

“I’m truly sorry, sir,” apologized the soldier. “I sure didn’t mean to frighten you; I didn’t know anyone was here. I’ll go away, sir.” He started to move away.

“No, don’t! Please, don’t go away,” cried Billy, “come and sit here with me; I’m only reading this German book while I wait for my mother. You can meet my pet. Her name’s Agnes.”

The soldier slowly came to the park bench and sat at the extreme end of it. He was tall, very thin, with thick curly hair, and seemed very young, even to Billy. 

His eyes were remarkable in their wide-eyed innocence, and his teeth shone brilliant-white in his black face. 

The soldier’s embarrassment and self-consciousness was overcome by his curiosity about the hen.

“It really is a hen,” he remarked amazed, his eyes big.

“Of course, it’s a hen,” Billy declared, “I think I’ve had her all my life; I know she’s very old. I’m fifteen. How old are you?”

“Nearly twenty, sir,” the soldier answered.

“Why do you call me ‘sir’?” Billy asked. “My name’s Billy, but I’d be grateful if you’d call me Bill, now that I’ve turned fifteen. Billy sounds like a kid doesn’t it? What’s your name?”

“It’s Louis Jackson, sir – I’m sorry – Bill.”

“Louis? That’s a name that seems to be pronounced in different ways, isn’t it?” 

“Well, I think some people pronounce it ‘Lewis,” but we generally pronounce it ‘Lou-ee’; that is, we black people, do.”

Billy looked closely at the soldier. 

“Yes, that’s right, you’re black aren’t you? Oh I do wish I were black.”

“Good gracious me! Whatever for, Bill?”

“Oh that’s easy to answer. Mum wouldn’t be able to tell if I’ve washed behind my ears, then. That’d save a lot of arguments at our house.” 

Billy started to laugh; the young soldier looked startled, then started laughing quietly with him.

“Anyhow,” Billy went on determinedly, “we’ve got to fix up the names, if we’re going to be friends. You call me Bill and I’ll call you Lou. Is that all right?”

Louis looked at this shockingly thin boy who was as tall as a man. He noted the large blue eyes and the shock of unruly brown hair, the engaging smile and recognized the genuine friendliness in the steady and trusting gaze of the boy. He answered slowly:

“I think it’s sure more than all right, Bill. Would you tell me something really true, Bill?”

“I always tell the truth, Lou. I’m not boasting, but I don’t like people who tell lies. So, what is it?”

“Is it really true that you didn’t think about me being a different colour when you first spoke to me?”

“Well, I probably did notice you were black, but I never thought about it at all really and that’s the truth. Why should I?”

“Are many Australian people like you Bill?” Lou asked wonderingly.

“Heavens, I hope not!” replied Billy, startled. “Most people think I’m crackers!”

He burst into such an infectious laugh, that Lou joined in, and for the first time, relaxed his stiff posture on the bench. He stretched out his long legs, and looked at Agnes.

“Could I ask a favour … as a friend, Bill? Would you let me hold Agnes for a few moments?”

“Of course, but be very gentle with her won’t you; she’s very old.” Billy carefully transferred the old hen to Lou’s arms. He then asked: “Oh, Lou, do you happen to speak German?”

“Lordy, no, Bill,” he answered. “Why?”

“I’m trying to find someone to help me with my spoken German, that’s all. I need more practice and Mum doesn’t have much free time – she speaks it fluently. But it’s not really important.” 

Billy looked at his pet snuggling closely in Louis’ arms. “Agnes seems to like you; I’m glad of that.”

The black American soldier looked down at the hen cradled lovingly in his arms and began to croon softly. Billy watched with delight and then the two maimed human beings looked at each other, and smiled in happy companionship.

 

***

 

“May I walk back down the drive with you, Mrs Watson?” Major Waters asked diffidently.

“Of course you can, Major,” Annie answered, “and you can push this damn wheelbarrow until I can give it to Billy.”

The grey-haired army medical doctor, a stocky middle-aged man with regular features and a shy smile, took over the barrow and the two friends chattered as they walked slowly down the garden path towards the gates. While Dr Waters talked, he noted with amusement, that Mrs Watson had, as usual, forgotten to remove her work boots when she dressed to come to the hospital.

He admired again the large intelligent blue eyes – so like young Billy’s – which seemed to see everything in another’s soul; once again noting, that the woman’s long unruly hair was escaping, both from its bun and from her straw hat, which had a rip in the crown.

“And, Mrs Fletcher?” asked Annie. “Has she settled back in here? You know she worked here for years with my dearest friend, the Lady Elisabeth – God rest her soul.”

“Yes, she has. We were damn glad to get such an excellent cook here, I can tell you. We’ll look after Mrs Fletcher I promise you; she’s settled in nicely. I knew Lady Elisabeth, you know; a beautiful and kind woman – such a terrible tragedy.”

Annie sighed. “Indeed, it was. She lived such a short time after what happened, the poor gentle soul. I sometimes think it never happened; that it was all just a nightmare, yet it was only a few months ago – mid-winter, I think.

“Anyhow, that’s old news. What’s happening here? Have you managed to turn this old mansion into a reasonable hospital?”

“Thank God your old home was such a big house, Mrs Watson. In fact, that’s what it was generally called, I believe – the ‘Big House’, wasn’t it?” 

Annie nodded and the Major continued: “It’s been reasonably easy. We have nearly twenty men here. Ten are in the locked section, and need careful supervision; apparently they could harm themselves, or others, very easily. 

“If they don’t respond to treatment here after a couple of months, the poor chaps will be transferred to Gladesville Mental Asylum; could be for life – God help them. 

“The other ten are borderline cases; some simply shell-shocked, traumatized – in a sort of suspended state: half-alive, half-dead. That’s crudely stated, but thank God, I’m only an ordinary medical doctor; I’m neither a psychologist nor a psychiatrist – I wouldn’t take that on for fifty times the salary I get now. 

“We’ve got the resident Dr Vole, the psychologist and the visiting psychiatrist, Dr Schmude.”

“I find it all very confusing,” confessed Annie, “not the shell-shock, nor the trauma – that’s easy enough to understand – Billy and I have read many books on that, but all the psychological, complicated terminology. It drives me crazy. I … just a moment … listen! Who is laughing with Billy?”

Major Waters put down the barrow and shielded his eyes from the sun. He peered into the shade of the magnolia trees. “Good God,” he cried in amazement. 

“Look at that, Mrs Watson! That’s the first time Louis Jackson has spoken since he was brought in with our chaps from the Rabaul area, in a shocking condition. I can’t believe it.” 

The doctor placed a hand on Annie’s arm. “Please, Mrs Watson, let’s go carefully here. We could blunder so easily now. Let me think what to do.” 

The doctor moved back up the path leaving the barrow, and Annie retreated with him. The doctor made a decision.

“Mrs Watson, I think it would be better if you go on to Billy, and just act naturally. Ask Billy to introduce you to his friend. Anything to keep this easy, friendly situation as it apparently is. 

“I’ll stay within ear-shot; simply yell, if you need me. Whatever has happened, young Billy has managed to reach this poor wretched black boy after all our efforts have completely failed.

“Louis Jackson has had a nightmare experience, simply horrifying. I thought there was little hope that he would ever recover, or, that he would ever speak again. Will you go on, please?”

“Of course, and thank God if what you say is true, Major. I’ll see you soon.” Annie set off down the path, collecting the barrow on her way.

She made a lot of noise with the barrow, puffing and panting, as she approached Billy and Louis. Arriving in the shade, she let out an exaggerated sigh and sank down on the bench, fanning herself. Billy and Louis both stood up.

“Well, thank heavens that’s over; I’ve delivered all the peaches.” Annie looked up. “Oh, Billy, who’s your new friend?” Annie stood up and advanced on Louis who backed away.

“Oh, you’ve got Agnes! Isn’t she beautiful? I think she’s about 160 years old in hen years. She obviously likes you; she doesn’t let just anybody nurse her.” Annie’s voice sharpened. 

“Billy, where are your manners, introduce me properly to your new friend; I want to invite him to our house for Sunday dinner.”

Billy receiving the message, loud and clear, sprang into action.

“Mother, this is my new friend. His name is Louis Jackson, but I call him Lou. He comes from America and he’s nearly twenty. Lou, this is my mother, Mrs Watson. We live just a short way from here, and we have an orchard. My mother’s pretty funny, Lou, but she’s very nice.”

Louis bowed his head, and kept his eyes down on Agnes. The silence lengthened. Finally, not lifting his eyes, he muttered, “Mrs Watson, I’m sorry, I sat on the same bench as your son. I didn’t realise at first that there was anyone here, in the shade. If I can give Agnes back to Billy, I’ll go on back to the hospital.”

“But what about Sunday dinner? Won’t you come to our house? We’re not very posh I know and we don’t have much money, but you would be welcome there – it’s just an ordinary house. 

“If you come to dinner there, I can think that, if my Billy were to be in your country, your mother would take him into her house too. Will you do that for me?”

Louis suddenly thrust the hen into Billy’s arms, sat on the bench, and burst into wracking sobs. He wept as if his heart was indeed breaking. Annie wisely motioned Billy away towards the barrow and sat on the bench. She took the thin body of the soldier in her arms and let him cry, gently rocking him back and forth.

When the weeping had eased, Annie stood up and said, breezily, “Well, I’ll take that for a ‘yes’. We’ll come and get you on Sunday, for midday dinner, Lou – I’ll arrange it with the Major. We’ll see you then ... Billy,” she said sharply, “get the barrow now, put Agnes and the book inside and let’s get home.”

Moving away quickly to avoid Louis embarrassment, Annie and Billy were about to leave the grounds when an ambulance came into the drive. As soon as the driver saw Annie, he started tooting the horn. 

The ambulance stopped, and a familiar figure sitting beside the driver jumped out. Billy was the first to recognize him.

“Mum, look who it is! It’s Inspector Peters! He’s running over here.”

Annie experienced a sinking feeling of impending disaster: not again, please, please God, not again! She hastened to greet their friend, the Police Inspector.

“Inspector Peters, what is it, for Heaven’s sake?”

“Mrs Watson, I’m so glad I’ve found you here; I was going to get you. Come over here.” He led Annie aside and spoke quietly. 

“In the ambulance, we have Stephen Armitage … yes, Florence’s husband. You know she received the telegram that Stephen had been wounded in action, but he hadn’t; he’d gone crazy. He’s been having treatment at another hospital with no success, so this could be his last chance.” 

Peters noticed Annie’s white face, and put out his hand to support her. “You know what I’m going to ask you. Would you tell Florence he’s here? Of course it’s my duty – I am notified of all these cases coming here to my area, as they could be potentially dangerous – but, I thought, because of the events of last winter, it might be better if a close friend broke the terrible news. What do you think?”

“Of course I’ll go to Florence. Dear God in Heaven, hasn’t she suffered enough? Yes … I’ll go now. Wait a minute. What’s today?”

“Friday.”

“Hell’s bells! It’s Flossie’s day at St Mary’s Orphanage – she helps Mother Benedicta with the accounts. I’ll go quickly, Inspector, I may be in time to stop her before she sets out. 

“I’ll let you know how I get on ... Billy, hurry lad, come with me and take the barrow.”

As they came out into Tully Road, Annie looked towards the Armitage house and saw, to her dismay, that the bus had arrived and had already collected Florence. 

Annie ran immediately to stand in the middle of the road, so the bus was forced to stop. Annie rushed to the door and spoke to the driver, Jim Fellows.

“Thank God it’s you on duty, Jim. Please forgive me, but it’s urgent. No, I don’t want to go anywhere; I want one of your passengers.” Annie peered down the aisle. “Mrs Armitage, would you come immediately with me please. Something urgent has come up.”

The beautifully dressed, elegant passenger, in an aisle seat, stood up instantly. She thanked the driver and left the bus. The two women waited until the bus had resumed its journey, then Florence returned to her usual self.

“Now, Annie, what the hell’s the matter? Have the Japanese finally landed?” Florence then noticed the white, shocked face of her friend. Her banter ceased.

“Annie, dear, what is it? Just tell me, dear?”

“Flossie. It’s Stephen!”

Florence let out a stifled shriek. She took hold of Annie tightly by both hands. “He’s dead, isn’t he? He’s dead!”

Annie shook her head. “Florence, my dear Flossie, it’s possibly worse than that. Stephen’s been brought here, just now, by ambulance; he’s at the Mental Hospital – he’s seriously mentally ill.”

Florence didn’t wait to hear any more, but ran headlong down the road to the gates of the hospital. Annie hurried after her friend, shouting instructions to Billy to take the damn barrow and go home.

 

***

 

Annie greeted the Police Inspector and sat him down at her kitchen table. “I’m so grateful to you, Inspector Peters, for calling in; I’m simply bursting with curiosity. Now, while I’m getting a pot of tea, tell me quickly: was Florence permitted to get into that awful place to see her husband?”

Inspector Peters, a fifty year old, shortish man with grey hair and a misleading gentle expression, smiled ruefully. “It was difficult, but with Major Waters to help me, we did manage to get her in for a few minutes. 

“I held up the ambulance and went to find Waters – he’s a good chap. That other bastard – forgive me please, Mrs Watson – Captain Barnett, said it was against all the rules, and only Dr Vole could give permission as Captain Stephen Armitage was a serious case and was possibly to go into the locked ward.”

Annie cried out in dismay. “Oh, no! He won’t, will he?”

“I’m sorry, but it looks like it. At least if that horrible little creep – he frankly gives me the horrors – has his way.”

“Whom do you mean? Captain Barnett? But he’s not in charge!”

“No, that Dr Vole – the psychologist; have you met him, yet?”

“Is he the little chap with thick-lens glasses, who peers at you and dribbles from the corner of his mouth?” Peters nodded. 

“Oh, dear God forgive me, but I thought he was … repulsive! And, he has the say as to where poor Stephen is put does he? God help us, and God help poor Florence! I’ll try to get over to see her, if she doesn’t come here. 

“When I was unceremoniously thrown out of the place, I told Florence to come back here.” 

Annie put her head in her hands. “Oh, Inspector, try as I desperately do, to cope with the changes that the war has brought to our little village, I feel like starting a private war myself when I’m ordered out of what was my home – and the home of my ancestors.” 

Annie blew her nose angrily. “You recall, Inspector, even though my parents, Sir Joseph and Lady Mary Sheridan, went bankrupt; the Big House becoming the home of Lady Elisabeth de Lacey, it is still the house in which I grew up – and all my precious memories are there.” 

Annie sniffed away tears, and poured out the tea. 

Peters, his forehead puckered in worry-lines, quietly voiced his understanding, but Annie swept on:

“But that’s just my stupid pride. What’s more important than damn houses is what can be done for Florrie?

“Tell me what you thought of Stephen? How did he strike you? You rode in the ambulance with him. Did he talk with you? Is he really crazy? … You know, stark raving mad, or not?”

“Mrs Watson, I’m a policeman. I don’t have any knowledge of medicine – except what I’ve picked up from reading autopsy reports over the years … I’m no expert …”

“No, but you’re a man! You’ve had a lifetime of experience with men, in all conditions, in your job. Just tell me your opinion – never mind not being any expert.” 

A sudden thought struck her. “We could ask Billy about this – it’s his subject at the moment.” 

“What?”

“Yes, I know that sounds ridiculous, but I cannot stop him reading – he reads everything and for the past year has been reading all about the theories of Freud, Jung and the other bods – and in German too. 

“As his teacher – you know with his cardiac condition – after that frightful Rheumatic Fever – we can’t risk him going to school – at least it was easier, for me, dealing with Psychology than it was for me when he was reading everything he could lay his hands on, in Physics. Believe me, my dear Inspector,” Annie laughed ruefully, “that was never my cup of tea! 

“However, that’s beside the point; we were talking about Stephen, not Billy. Just give me, not the unnecessarily complicated words that I read in Billy’s books, but your own opinion of Stephen – in your own words.”

Peters rubbed his jaw. “Well, if you really want me to say what I truly think – and remember Mrs Watson, this is not for publication – I think he’s been shattered by what he has gone through, really traumatized, but basically is as sane as you and I are. 

“If I had my way I’d give him back to Florence, for an awful lot of tender love and care, and security – that’s what he needs: security.”

“Can’t we arrange that in any way, Inspector? I know some pretty important people. I’ll get on to Mother Benedicta about a stuff-shirt relation of ours, who’s in the Government – horrible fellow, with a squint – but could be useful. Could we risk it? I’m thinking of Florence, you see.”

“Slow down, I beg of you, Mrs Watson, just consider for a moment: what if Stephen really is crazy, and therefore dangerous – not just to others, but to himself? We’ve simply got to rely on the experts, peculiar as they might appear to be.”

“Perhaps there is another way,” mused Annie nursing her cup in both hands. “What if Florence insisted that her own doctor, Dr Kemp, were to examine Stephen? 

“Remember, Florence is fabulously wealthy – which could frighten that creepy Dr Vole. Dr Kemp could advise her of the best Mental Specialist in the country – in this field of medicine. If we sort of ‘hinted’ at her wealth and powerful friends, medical friends … you know …”

“Well, it’s worth a try. As long as we get the best medical advice first, as to Stephen’s actual state, I’ll do my own lobbying. I owe Florence that much, at least. 

“I received great praise for clearing up those murders here last winter, but if it had not been for Mrs Armitage, I doubt very much if I would have achieved what I did.”

“Let’s see what we can do, then. I’ll speak to Florence about the whole situation, then to Dr Kemp. Don’t worry, Inspector, I do realise the different jurisdiction problems you face at the hospital.” 

Annie moved onto another problem.

“There’s another chap over there – a Louis Jackson – a young black American soldier. Billy met him today over there and they happened to get on fine. Major Waters was simply thunderstruck when he heard Billy and Louis laughing. 

“Apparently, Louis has not spoken to anyone – not uttered one word – since he was found wandering in the jungle on an island near Rabaul – he had been accidentally abandoned by his own company; they thought he was dead. 

“Major Waters said the Japanese found him and tortured him terribly, until, they in turn, were bombed and Louis simply walked off into the jungle.” Annie blew her nose loudly.

“Inspector, he’s only a boy – he’s not yet twenty! Can you believe that? And so traumatized that he is like the living dead!”

Peters reached out and took hold of Annie’s hand.

“I’ve met him, Mrs Watson – the tall thin boy with the black curly hair. I know exactly what you mean. It’s an extraordinary story. Apparently the communications were all to pieces. The Americans had landed a small scouting party on the wrong island, found it occupied, by the Japanese, beat a terrified retreat and managed to get away – but left the young boy behind by mistake.

“So, even though we have many American soldiers and sailors here in Sydney, on ‘R and R’ now, I think he’s the only one actually in an Australian Mental Hospital. 

“And, being black doesn’t help him, here in Australia – almost as bad as if he were back in the States. I hear the Australians, who live outside the locked ward, call him ‘Sambo,’ or ‘Gollywog,’ and similar names – some not able to be repeated.”

Annie put her head down and closed her eyes tightly. “Why are people so incredibly cruel to each other? It’s beyond belief! He’s just a little boy.” 

She sat up. “Anyhow, I’ve done something; he’s coming here for Sunday midday dinner. Sam will have to go and collect him and fill in all the forms – and all that baloney – but I’m hoping that this might be a first step for the poor child, for that’s all he is; he’s an innocent, just like my Billy Inspector Peters.”

Annie dried her eyes and blew her nose again. “We’ve got to do something for these poor men, Inspector. Something more than just drugs and injections and, what’s that other dreadful new thing they do there …? E.C.P. or something?”

“No, E.C.T. Mrs Watson, Electro Convulsive Therapy, I think it’s called.”

“Yes, that’s it! I’ve read about it, Inspector. It’s a reasonably new form of treatment isn’t it?”

“It is. I was surprised to find that it is used fairly extensively here at the hospital for the bad cases – I mean, many doctors have written against the practice; warning of the terrible risks involved.” 

Annie nodded her agreement.

“From what I’ve read,” she went on, “they strap the helpless patients onto steel tables don’t they? They then give them a severe electric shock which knocks them unconscious.

“When I’ve been over there at the hospital, I’ve heard the soldiers screaming as they’ve been forcibly dragged to the special room, by those grisly muscle-bound orderlies. 

“When I first heard the screams I nearly died with fright. Now, all I can think of are the poor men, who have nothing to look forward to – day after day – but the next screaming horror of the steel table.”

“Mrs Watson, to me it’s also horrible, but perhaps it does work, I don’t know. If you think about it, most treatments for mentally-ill people, vary from one institution to another. 

“No one seems to know exactly what is the right treatment – or, even if, there is a right treatment. 

“In a way, various forms of ‘Shock Treatment’ have always been used in one way or another – the hot and then the freezing baths, is one example I’ve seen and that scared me. 

“So, perhaps E.C.T. is simply a modern use of electricity, to accomplish what was attempted previously by less sophisticated means. What do you think?”

“I think it’s barbaric! That’s what I think! And I think that weasely Dr Vole would derive a great deal of pleasure from the practice. I wouldn’t trust him an inch.”

“Actually, I think it’s the other doctor – Dr Schmude, I think the name is – who deals with the very bad cases and handles the E.C.T. Vole apparently is totally Freudian, so with him, it’s all talk about what you did when you were three and a half years old! Sounds balmy to me! 

“But it’s wrong of me to say that; perhaps it does work; how would I know? But, to be practical, when you say, ‘do something’ what exactly did you have in mind, Mrs Watson?”

“I really don’t know yet. But, I’m going to talk to some of the women here in the village: Nan Brady, Laura Hennessy, Harriet McKenzie, Amelia Tatley, perhaps dearest Hannah Kelly – if she can spare a moment from the dairy – and see if we can wheedle our way into that place; perhaps under some pretext of ‘entertainment’ or, ‘occupational therapy’ or, some-such.

“My idea is this: nearly every patient there is really just a boy, and the best thing that he could have at this time, is a substitute mother, for a while.

“Mothers have to spend most of their lives listening, so we oldies make good listeners. What do you think?”

“I think you’re remarkable and the idea is too. Give me a call if you can think of any way we can help. 

“We’ve still got the old team together, Sergeant Pierce and our precious Constable Potts. He is the epitome of everybody’s grandfather – I’ll speak to him about the idea; he might have some suggestions.” Peters stood up.

“I’ve got to get back to Tavistock, Mrs Watson. We have a mountain of work to do now we have the two hospitals here: the Mental Hospital and the Military General Hospital, now established at Wembly Park. 

“The actual population of this little village has increased to a staggering extent, and likewise, the problems. Oh well, the publican, Joe Jones, is doing well, I believe. I may not be back in this section of the village for some time, but you never know.”

Inspector Peters left the Watson house and returned to the police station at Tavistock. Annie, as soon as the front door had closed on the Inspector, went to the telephone. She stood there pondering just how she was going to rescue Stephen from that place. 

She really didn’t know how she was going to do it, but was equally determined that she was going to do it; Florence Armitage had saved Billy’s life during that last tragic business here in the village – nothing, would ever repay the debt she owed to Florence.

 

***

 

Major Waters, Dr Vole and Dr Schmude stood close together in the small ante-room to the locked ward, discussing the new admission, Captain Stephen Armitage.

“Well, I’ve read all his previous notes,” Waters, the army doctor, stated, “and I’ve examined him thoroughly just now. Apart from the obvious nervous tension and exhaustion, which appears to me to have been experienced over a long period of time, I think you could say that he’s a reasonably healthy and strong man. Blood test reports were fine. His blood pressure is a little elevated, but that’s to be expected, and the pulse is good, if a little fast. 

“I see his age is forty one. I thought he might be older with so much grey hair.” He turned to the psychologist, Dr Vole, for his assessment. Dr Vole was a short, black-haired man who peered suspiciously at the notes he was reading through thick, black-framed glasses. 

“I see that he’s had fifteen sessions of trauma counselling, twenty five sessions of role-play activities and in all of these has been totally uncooperative in all attempts, so far, to get at the problem,” he read from his notes.

“He refuses to speak in group therapy, and swears frightfully at the facilitator. Um … it’s difficult to know quite where to start.” 

“Refuses to speak, or co-operate, in treatment, does he?” queried Dr Schmude, “that’s interesting. Perhaps he needs some hard-line therapy, to make him co-operate.” 

“Yes, possibly, Dr Schmude,” responded Dr Vole, “but I really don’t think at this moment it would be wise. I’d like to begin a series of one-to-one sessions, with him. I’d like to see what his responses would be to Word Association tests. That would guide me in the proper direction to take with him. 

“So, Doctor, I’d like to try, if I can, get to the root of the matter first and then, if that fails, you would be unquestionably right.”

Looking up at the psychiatrist, he asked: “Tell me, Doctor, what have you made from his past history?”

Dr Schmude eased himself by shifting his feet slightly and flexing his shoulders; running his manicured hand over his blond hair. He spoke with an accent which betrayed his Austrian background, but his English was perfect. 

He was a very handsome, but totally, unemotional, man who saw a sense of humour as a weakness bestowed upon the unintelligent.

“Dr Vole, I see from the patient’s notes that he has a very high I.Q. which immediately puts him at a great disadvantage in the army.

“He also appears to be a sensitive man with perhaps an emotional weakness. It would obscure his judgment in decisions he made; he most probably has let this weakness overrule him – perhaps even in dealing with the enemies – the men he has actually killed. 

“There seems to me to be a distinct possibility that he would feel sorry for them.” The doctor clicked his tongue in contempt. 

Major Waters looked at the psychiatrist, with thinly veiled distaste.

“Hardly a bad trait to possess, is it?” he asked.

“For a solider in command on active duty, it is disastrous Major!” Schmude snapped. “It is the reason why he is here in a Mental Hospital.” He turned to his colleague.

“Dr Vole, you and I understand one another well, I believe. I am not a believer in the endless talking in your approach to trauma – I believe Freud is over-rated and already studies are suggesting that it is too restrictive in its approach, and I agree.”

“And you know well, Doctor, I would never agree with that!” Dr Vole declared emphatically. “All the new studies are coming from American Universities and I have no confidence in their scholarship.”

“I think it is a mistake to down-play the scholars working in this field, Dr Vole, just because they happen to come from that unfortunate country.”

Major Waters, determined, as always, not to intervene in the difference of opinion between the two Specialists, was so outraged by that statement – before he could stop himself – he blurted out: 

“Unfortunate, Dr Schmude? America is the most prosperous country on earth and, thank God, it has come to our aid here in Australia – no one else has. We would be now enslaved by the Japanese, had the Americans not done so.”

Dr Schmude waved away the prosperity and the military aid, of the Americans – to him they were simply barbarians, no different really from the Japanese – and continued his discussion with his colleague, as if Dr Waters had not spoken.

“We have discussed this many times and agreed to disagree, Dr Vole. I think there are other motivations for human behaviour than just sexual drive; however, you do not. To my mind, your outlook is too simple, too narrow – there is nothing simple in the human brain. 

“However, let’s not go into that again. What I began to say was, that in this case, I’m going over to your side. I think you should try everything you have in your arsenal first and then, if that fails to produce any noticeable breakthrough, he can come to me, and we’ll see what some sessions of E.C.T. might do to him. Agreed?”

“Definitely, Dr Schmude. I’m really looking forward to this one. Now the serious question: do you consider him to be dangerous, either to himself, or to others?”

“No, I would say definitely, not dangerous,” Schmude stated categorically, “he’s not a candidate for the locked ward.”

“Good, I’m glad you agree with me on that. It will be much easier for me if he’s in the open ward with the others. Can he be moved?”

Dr Schmude considered the request seriously. Always a stickler for exact adherence to the rules, he turned to Major Waters, even though he privately regarded the army doctor as a harmless idiot.

“Dr Waters, this whole Red Cross Society Sanatorium – this Mental Hospital – while owned by the society, is under your control, as the army’s senior representative, so the ultimate decision regarding the move of this patient is yours to make, as you carry the responsibility.

“It does not concern Captain Barnett – he is merely involved with administration and, of course, is not a medical man.

“Major, are you agreeable to Doctor Vole’s request that Captain Armitage be put into the open ward?”

Major Waters, who privately thought there was nothing whatever wrong with the patient that a good rest, and a break away from the horrors of war, wouldn’t fix, realised that it would be a grave mistake to agree too readily with either of these two men.

“Well, it’s a risk, I know that,” he said slowly, “but our whole work here is a bit of a risk, in a way. We might differ in our opinion of what’s best for the patients, but we are united in wanting to help them get well and stable again …Yes! I’ll risk it. 

“Let’s shift him down. I’ll speak to the orderlies and to Sister Rumpit – she’s on duty today.”

The two Specialists went to their respective patients and Major Waters hurried to Sister Rumpit with a glad heart. 

He intended to ring Annie Watson, as soon as he had managed to arrange the move. And, he decided, I’ll also ring Inspector Peters – he’s a friend of the patient and obviously of the Watsons as well. 

Waters thought how lucky they were to have Inspector Peters and his team still here. With all the problems they faced now, having so many wounded soldiers here in the one area, the police were very busy men.
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