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‘THE LIGHTS OF COBB AND CO’
HENRY LAWSON, 1900

Fire lighted; on the table a meal for sleepy men;

A lantern in the stable; a jingle now and then;

The mail-coach looming darkly by light of moon and star;

The growl of sleepy voices; a candle in the bar;

A stumble in the passage of folk with wits abroad;

A swear-word from a bedroom — the shout of ‘All aboard!’

‘Tchk tchk! Git-up!’ ‘Hold fast, there!’ and down the range we go;

Five hundred miles of scattered camps will watch for Cobb and Co.




CHAPTER 1

BRAIDWOOD, NEW SOUTH WALES, JUNE 1874 A MYSTERY PASSENGER

It was raining frogs the afternoon Ma Grimsby sidled up to Paw in the chilly Cobb & Co coachyard as he and Jem waited for the passengers to board the night mail coach to Goulburn.

Outside the courtyard Braidwood smelled of kitchen fires and dunnies. The Cobb & Co yard smelled of horse and adventure, of yarns in the night and miles of bush track eaten by the pounding feet of eager teams.

The team was already harnessed. The horses snuffled and stamped with impatience, ignoring the small brown frogs hopping about the mud and straw. Cobb & Co grooms changed teams in two minutes, but this afternoon’s coach from Araluen had been twenty minutes early, according to Paw’s pocket watch. Paw always left on schedule. The horses had to wait. They were the team Paw always used on this first leg of the night mail to Goulburn, three leaders at the front and two horses on the pole.

Ma Grimsby gave Paw her best smile, the one that showed her missing teeth. ‘There’s somethin’ strange about one o’ your passengers tonight,’ she whispered, her bonnet dripping in the drizzle.

Paw shrugged, a tall figure in his oil-cloth cloak and hat, his eyes on the horses.

Jem grinned. A strange passenger? Every Cobb & Co coach carried someone strange: gold miners who’d made their fortune but never changed their underwear, or that squatter who kept a tame rat in his hat. And the stories they told!

‘Terrible strange,’ hissed Ma. ‘Enough to shiver in your boots!’

Paw still didn’t answer.

‘What sort of strange?’ demanded Jem, to get rid of her.

‘I’m not telling secrets to a whippersnapper like you,’ snapped the landlady. She edged closer to Paw and tapped her nose. ‘I knows what I knows. You leave the lad with me tonight,’ she coaxed.

Ma Grimsby owned the lodgings where Jem and Paw stayed between shifts at the Braidwood end of the Braidwood to Goulburn run. She’d been trying to get Paw to notice her ever since her husband had tripped and broken his neck falling down the cellar stairs. But if Paw married again it wouldn’t be to a skinny hen like Ma Grimsby, who served watery mutton stew for breakfast, dinner and supper, and whose last husband might have fallen down the stairs, but might just as easily have been pushed.

Paw still said nothing. Paw never said much. When the brown snake had peered down from the coach roof last summer Paw had just grabbed it behind the head and flung it under the wheels before it had time to strike. All Paw said was, ‘Ain’t paid its fare.’

And that time a passenger had bounced out of the coach and into the swamp? Why Paw had just pulled the horse to a stop, hauled the man in again, and told him, ‘Won’t charge you extra to carry the mud.’

Paw was the best driver in Cobb & Co, which meant the best in all Australia. You needed to be a skilled Whip indeed to handle five horses, and an even better one to do the overnight mail run to Goulburn to meet the train to Sydney, a fourteen-hour drive on a rough track in the darkness with only a few minutes’ break at each of the four coaching posts to change horses.

Changing horses every ten or twenty miles and light carriages was how Cobb & Co could get the mail, and passengers, from place to place so fast. But it was drivers like Paw who could handle anything from flooded rivers to sun so hot you could fry an egg on the coach roof that meant the coaches got through safely — most of the time.

‘You mark my words, Mr Donovan, you don’t know what you’ll be carrying tonight,’ hissed Ma.

A storm of clapping from the grooms and stable hands interrupted her, as Señorita Carmelita Rodriques stepped into the courtyard, followed by her younger sister.

Señorita Rodriques blew the grooms a kiss. She wasn’t wearing the flounced red and gold dress she’d danced in at the hotel that afternoon, so short in the front that Jem had glimpsed her red garters when he’d peered through the doorway. Paw had lingered a moment to watch the dance too.

But even in her green travelling coat and buttoned boots the señorita was still the most beautiful woman Jem had ever seen. Her hair was long and glossy black as a yellow-tailed black cockatoo, held back from her neck with jewelled combs, and her brown eyes were shiny as creekwater. She had cherry red lips, just like the heroines in the dime-store novels Maw used to read.

Señorita Rodriques stopped well back from the horses stamping in the icy mud as the groom hurried to tie her trunk onto the coach. Her sister stopped next to her. The girl was about twelve, Jem’s age, her olive skin slightly more tanned than her sister’s, her dark hair pulled back in plaits, plainly dressed in dark green too. Both sisters carried carpetbags, and gold-fringed Spanish shawls for the cold journey.

Ma Grimsby sniffed. ‘A Spanish dancer? She’s nothing but a painted hussy, showing off her legs to anyone who pays a shilling. Not the kind of company you want for a nice young lad like yours.’

Now they both ignored her. The passengers would be inside the coach anyway, where they wouldn’t bother Paw with silly questions, while he and Jem sat outside on the box above the horses. Paw didn’t hold with men riding the coach roof, where any jolt might send them hurtling down under the wheels. He wouldn’t even allow a passenger to sit up beside him, only Jem. Jem rode beside Paw, night or day, rain or shine, for the full fourteen-hour stretch, and then the whole journey again the next day after a night’s sleep in Braidwood or Goulburn.

Fewer passengers was one of the reasons Paw liked driving the night run. The night run coach was small and fast — it had to be, to get the mailbags to the Sydney train on time. Paw’s coach only carried eight passengers at most, and the mailbags and the passengers’ luggage, at thirty pence a pound, double the daytime rate.

Most people preferred to use the slower day coach, spending a night at the hotel at Sherwin Flats on the way, rather than rattle for fourteen hours straight and pay twice as much for the privilege. Those travelling tonight would have a good reason to get to Goulburn as soon as they could. Most, or even all of them, would be bound for the morning train to Sydney, just like the mailbags. The mailbags were tied on the back with the passengers’ trunks, and the passengers inside.

It was hard riding for Jem, up on the box, but it was worth it. Crack Whips like Paw made fourteen pounds a week. Paw and Jem didn’t even have to pay for their meals on the road — the innkeepers liked Paw, or felt sorry for a widower caring for his son, and it didn’t cost much to rent a room here and in Goulburn. Sometimes a passenger even bought them a slap-up breakfast at the end of the run, too, hoping for wild tales of bolting horses or storms that cracked the sky with lightning. Another three years of saving and he and Paw would have their farm, breeding horses for Cobb & Co instead of driving them.

And every journey was a new adventure. Floods, fog, fallen trees, mobs of kangaroos . . . Paw had even been held up by a bushranger one night. He didn’t so much as slow the coach, just kept driving so fast by the light of the lanterns that the bushranger couldn’t follow him in the dark, his pistol shots singing overhead.

‘All aboard!’ yelled Boney Nick, as the grooms carefully fastened a third tin trunk onto the back. It was extra heavy, Jem judged, looking at the way the coach sagged on its leather thoroughbraces, but the grooms had expertly stowed it so the weight was evenly distributed.

The passengers moved towards the red coach, its oiled leather curtains fastened to each side so they could climb into the cabin, with its narrow plush seats.

A skinny little man in a tall top hat reached the coach first. His wife was short too, but fat as a dumpling, though half her bulk might be all the shawls she was wearing as well as the bustle at her back.

Jem grinned. She’d feel sore after sitting for sixty miles of ruts and bumps on a wire bustle. Boney Nick had told Jem how a mouse on the day coach had poked its nose out of a woman’s bustle once, then run along the seats with all the men trying to stamp on it and the women screaming. Every time Jem saw a passenger with a bustle he hoped it would happen again.

The next passenger approached the steps: a slim young Chinese man, though he was dressed like an Englishman — or an American like Paw — with an oilskin cloak over a dark suit and vest, and a top hat and boots. He walked swiftly, but with strange tiptoeing steps, carefully not meeting the eyes of anyone in the courtyard.

The fat woman peered out at him, then gave a squawk like a hen who’d laid an egg. ‘A Chinaman! Horace, do something! I’m not sitting next to any Chinaman!’

‘He bought his ticket, same as anyone else.’ The new passenger stepped out of the shadows. He was thin as a match with the wood shaved off, with short-cropped grey hair under his top hat. He was clean-shaven too, with strangely white skin. His boots and suit and big carpetbag looked new. ‘Cobb & Co carries anyone who can pay for their ticket,’ the thin man added. ‘If a kangaroo comes up with the fare, Cobb & Co will carry him. Isn’t that right, sir?’ he asked Paw.

Paw said nothing.

‘You can’t expect decent folks to sit next to a Chinaman!’ gasped the fat woman. ‘Go on, Horace, tell them!’

Her husband peered out of the coach at Paw. ‘Mrs Pickle is easily upset . . .’

‘Then she can wait for tomorrow morning’s coach,’ said the thin man calmly.

‘But we have to get to Goulburn . . .’ began Mrs Pickle, as señorita Rodriques and her sister approached. Mr Pickle immediately held out his hand to help the señorita into the coach.

‘Good afternoon, Señorita,’ he said, ignoring the younger sister. The girl squeezed past Señorita Rodriques and plonked herself on the seat opposite the Pickles.

Señorita Rodriques smiled at Mr Pickle. ‘Gracias, Señor,’ she said. She sat and arranged her skirts. Even her voice was lovely, with its lilting foreign accent. ‘This is my sister, Juanita.’

‘A pleasure to meet the sister of the famous señorita,’ said Mr Pickle, still looking admiringly at Señorita Rodriques.

Mrs Pickle snorted, and clutched her shawls around her. The Chinese gentleman climbed in quickly. He sat in the furthest corner from Mrs Pickle as Juanita wriggled over to make room for him, his eyes down and his hands in his lap.

Mrs Pickle moved as far away as she could, her buttoned boots scraping the straw on the coach floor that was meant to keep the passengers’ feet warm. ‘Horace! There’s a funny smell in here,’ she began.

The thin man ignored her, turning to Paw. ‘Five shillings to sit up beside you for the journey,’ he offered.

Paw shook his head.

‘I sit next to Paw,’ Jem explained.

The thin man grinned down at Jem. His teeth were white and perfect. False teeth, thought Jem. No one as old as this man must be, could have teeth like that. He must have no teeth of his own at all.

‘I reckon one day you’ll grow big as your paw, lad, but just now there’s room for both of us up on the box. My name’s Smith. John Smith. I’ll give you a guinea to take me up on the perch with you,’ Mr Smith added to Paw.

Paw considered, then shook his head.

‘Ten guineas.’

Jem stared. The night fare to Goulburn was only three guineas.

‘Fifteen guineas. Don’t like being shut in,’ added Mr Smith easily.

Fifteen guineas added to their savings! Jem met Paw’s eyes. ‘I don’t mind,’ he said.

Paw looked at the stranger. ‘You don’t put a hand on the reins and the boy wears the second safety strap.’

Mr Smith nodded. ‘I don’t need a strap over my lap to keep my seat.’

Paw held out his calloused hand to seal the bargain. You only needed to see the strips of thick skin along Paw’s fingers to know he was a Whip.

Mr Smith pulled out a bundle of bank notes from the carpetbag and counted them out. His hands were thin and white too, just like his face, and the nails long and dark yellow. Paw shoved the notes into the pouch at his belt.

Jem clambered up onto the perch, with Mr Smith after him. Jem fastened his strap, then waited while Paw fastened his, and then checked Jem’s too. Paw lifted his hand to Boney Nick.

Boney Nick stepped back from the horses’ heads as Paw flicked the reins. ‘Git up now!’

The lead horses raised their heads. They almost flew as they darted forward, mud splashing under their hooves. Inside Mrs Pickle gave a startled scream. ‘Horace! Is it going to be like this all the way to Goulburn?’

Jem laughed, glad they’d soon have town behind them. If Mrs Pickle thought this was bad, she was in for a shock when they hit the ruts out of town. The coach bounced four times on its leather thoroughbraces then steadied, as the horses swung into Duncan Street, the smoke from its woodfires sifting through the drizzle. Ma Grimsby raised a hopeful wave to Paw. Paw ignored her.

Jem waved back to her, to be polite. He wondered vaguely which passenger she thought was so strange. The Chinese man? Or Señorita Rodriques? But they weren’t really odd, just foreign, not like the man with a pet magpie who’d made a nest in his beard, or the bloke with a single cheese-coloured tooth who insisted on showing everyone how he could still eat raw onions.

The team slowed as Paw guided them around the corner into Wallace Street, then down the hill and over Monkittee Creek and out past the Pig and Whistle and the Station Hotel. Paw cracked his whip above his head and the horses broke into a steady, groundcovering trot.

Jem breathed in the scent of gum trees and winter earth. The misty horizon stretched forever, trees and farms and endless possibilities.

The night mail coach to Goulburn was on its way!




CHAPTER 2

TAKING THE REINS

The road became rutted puddles as soon as they left town. Paw expertly guided the horses away from the worst of the bumps and holes. The drizzle cleared as if they’d plunged through a curtain, leaving a pale blue winter sky above them and brown frosted paddocks either side. Mr Smith gazed at Braidwood’s outskirts curiously.

‘What’s that building?’ he asked Paw, pointing to a well-built two-storey house on the hill.

Paw didn’t reply.

‘I don’t know,’ said Jem.

‘How about that stone building back there? Looked like a dairy.’

‘I think it is,’ said Jem. He shrugged. ‘I don’t know Braidwood much. Paw and I only stay there long enough to sleep and get a bite to eat. It’s always stew,’ he added gloomily.

‘Your mum not a good cook, eh?’

‘Maw died five years ago. Consumption after influenza,’ said Jem shortly. Paw said nothing, expressively.

‘I’m sorry, lad,’ said Mr Smith softly.

‘Thank you,’ said Jem politely.

Mr Smith glanced at Paw, the reins held loosely in one hand, his right foot resting on the brake. The brake stopped the coach’s wheels, but it didn’t stop the horses. The five horses harnessed to the coach needed the Whip’s hands on the reins to tell them to slow down, as well as a willingness to obey.

Mr Smith raised an eyebrow. ‘Your dad doesn’t say much, does he?’

Jem shrugged again. Paw talked when they were alone: he just didn’t like strangers, especially ones who asked questions. Jem thought of Ma Grimsby’s warning again. She’d mentioned something secret, he realised, not just that one of the passengers was strange.

But Mrs Pickle didn’t look like she could keep a secret from a cat, nor her husband neither, and the Chinaman probably didn’t speak English, so Ma couldn’t have found out a secret about him. Señorita Rodriques? Ma Grimsby probably just meant that the señorita’s red lips were really face paint, and her tiny waist was moulded by a corset. Maw had subscribed to a fashion magazine and Jem had read all about things like face paint and corsets. Señorita Rodriques would be lovely even without cherry lips and a corseted waist.

Mr Smith gazed around at the paddocks either side of them. ‘Fair bit of clearing around here. They growing wheat now, boy?’

‘Yes,’ said Jem, who’d seen the paddocks when they were bare dirt, then short and green, waving with grain, and finally with cattle munching the browned stems. ‘Did you live here, sir?’

Mr Smith looked at him sharply. ‘No. Why do you think that?’

‘Just because you’re curious. Lots of people moved away from the district after the big floods washed away the Araluen diggings,’ Jem added. ‘Ma Grimsby says there were more than forty thousand people in Araluen and Major’s Creek and Irish Corner in the 50s. This district was the richest goldfield in Australia.’

‘But not any more,’ said Mr Smith softly.

‘No, sir. Still a bit of panning goes on, I think, but it’s mostly mines and dredging now.’

‘Hard work and not much to show for it.’

‘I reckon,’ said Jem vaguely. They’d reached the giant boulder beyond Braidwood now. He looked at Paw hopefully.

Paw grinned and handed Jem the reins. ‘Remember to keep an eye on Dasher,’ he warned. ‘Bit of a warrigal. Don’t let him have his head.’

‘You’re not letting a boy drive five-in-hand!’ exclaimed Mr Smith. ‘Why, the most I’ve ever driven was two.’

‘Boy’s as strong as anyone twice his age,’ said Paw shortly. ‘He knows every bend and tree on this road, same as me.’

‘So you can talk,’ said Mr Smith. He looked warily at the reins in Jem’s right hand, the whip in his left. ‘You teaching your lad to be a Cobb & Co Whip?’

Paw didn’t reply. Jem focused on the horses. Every team was different, and every horse too. You heard some stories of warrigals — wild horses — passed off as broken ones, especially up Queensland way, where every horse tried to go in a different direction. But Paw had been doing this route since Maw died. None of the coaching houses would dare fob off a team of hard mouthers or bone crunchers or horses that were gone in the wind on Paw. The grooms knew the teams Paw wanted and made sure they were ready for him.

This was a good team. Sometimes horses were worn out after only a year in harness, but these animals had been well fed and groomed, their coats shiny, their haunches strong. They needed their strength, too. This first haul to Manar was a long one and, by the way the coach was swaying, Jem could tell its load was even heavier than he’d thought.

‘That your big trunk at the back, sir?’

Mr Smith gave him a sharp look. ‘How did you know that?’

‘Because the other trunk has Pickle written on it and the señorita has flowers painted on hers.’ Besides, it looks new, Jem thought, just like Mr Smith’s clothes.

‘It’s mine,’ Mr Smith admitted.

‘What’s in it? It’s extra heavy,’ he explained as Mr Smith cast another quick glance at him.

‘Books.’

‘Books?’ echoed Jem incredulously.

Mr Smith grinned, showing those long even white teeth. ‘Don’t you like books, lad?’

The road narrowed here between the trees, their roots splintering across the track, the branches arching above them. Jem concentrated on the team for a few minutes, as the coach bumped and swayed. Down inside Mrs Pickle gave another small scream.

At last Jem said, ‘Maw used to read me books when I was small, and then I read to her in her last months. I liked ’em. But why have you got a whole trunk full of them, sir?’

‘I’m a bookseller,’ said Mr Smith easily. ‘An old gentleman died and I heard he had a good library for sale.’

That would explain Mr Smith’s white hands, Jem thought, and his lack of tan too. Maybe booksellers made so much money they could afford new clothes every year, as well as false teeth and fifteen guineas for a ride up top.

The coach headed downhill towards the Shoalhaven River now. The muddy track was slippery from the earlier drizzle. Paw pushed his foot lightly on the brake to stop the coach accelerating faster than the horses could pull it.

Jem glanced to the west. The sun was still a handspan above the horizon. The night mail coach always did this leg of the journey in daylight. It wasn’t safe to ford a river in darkness, no matter how well you knew the way. The ford was usually easy, but the Shoalhaven River could rise quickly if there’d been rain upstream.

The track rose slightly, then dipped again, and there was the river, a shining brown snake winding between its rocks and sandy banks, the ford marked out on either shore by two fat posts. Jem could see the piers of the new bridge being built a little way upriver.

The bridge would cut at least half an hour off the journey when it was finished, and they’d get across dry into the bargain. The coach would be able to travel to Goulburn even in the worst floods, too. Jem pulled gently on the reins, but the horses knew the drill. They halted neatly, next to the ford, panting only lightly, their breath white in the cold air.

‘Grand bit of driving, lad,’ said Mr Smith, as he slid off the perch. He sounded genuinely admiring. But the team knew the route, and Jem had been driving it since Paw first gave him the reins on this stretch four years ago. The only hard part had been compensating for the heavy load of books on the back as they took the bends and rounded the corners. So he just nodded, as Paw yelled, ‘Everybody out!’




CHAPTER 3

THE CROSSING

A soft breeze had risen since they’d left Braidwood, an easterly, smelling of mist and salt, sniffing about the trees and touching Jem’s face with clammy cold as he stripped down to his long woollen underwear with the other men.

Jem had expected Mrs Pickle to complain about men taking off their clothes in her company, but she just averted her eyes. Senorita Rodriques and Juanita seemed intent on a book they were reading.

Jem glanced at the men curiously. You never knew what you’d see when the male passengers stripped at river crossings. Sometimes in summer men wore no underwear at all. Other times the undergarments had been sewn on and left for years, grey or yellowed cloth with dark brown stains, and the stink was so strong the horses stamped and the smell almost melted the paint on the coach.

But everyone looked and even smelled respectable tonight in almost identical white one-piece woollen combinations, buttoned up the front and reaching to their wrists and ankles. Mr Smith looked even thinner in his, and Mr Pickle had a tiny paunch his coat had disguised.

The men each shoved their outer clothes and boots into their carpetbags, while Paw wrapped his and Jem’s in the oil-cloth bag that held the essentials they might want on the journey, then hauled down the wooden washtub and the mailbags from the top of the coach and placed them on the bank, while Jem gathered the straw out of the coach and placed it around the mailbags in the tub. Delivering wet mail was worse than not delivering it at all.

Mr Smith and Mr Pickle stood next to Paw, gazing at the river. It was a little higher than it had been on their trip over — there must have been more rain upstream — but not enough to wash away the guiding boulders, nor the wide road of stones that had been built up under the water to allow the coach to cross easily.

Probably. You never knew what would happen in a river crossing, and it would take hours to check the rocks were all in place. Jem glanced back at the bridgework. More people died crossing rivers than perished on steep mountain slopes, where carriage, passengers and horses might slide in the mud to their deaths. Paw had refused any of the steep routes once Jem began to travel with him, and the Shoalhaven River wasn’t really treacherous, like some were. What you saw was what you got. Even if the base of the ford had moved, a bit of shoving should see the coach across.

‘You all done this before?’ asked Paw.

Mr Smith and Mr Pickle nodded.

‘Right. Mr Smith, you and Mr Pickle push at the back of the coach. I’ll take the horses’ heads. Jem, you take the reins but be ready to take over from me if any of the horses get skittish.’

Mr Pickle looked around. ‘Where’s the Chinaman?’

Jem realised he hadn’t seen the man undress.

Mr Pickle peered into the carriage. ‘Hey you, chop-chop. Out you hop. You pull your weight with the rest of us.’

The young man climbed quickly out of the coach, then looked at Mr Pickle uncomprehendingly.

‘Leave him,’ said Paw shortly. ‘If he ain’t done this before he best wait on the river bank. Ladies, it’s time to get out. Better take your carpetbags with you — the seats should stay dry, but we can’t be sure.’

Paw held his hand out to Señorita Rodriques. She flashed him a smile and stepped down holding her carpetbag, showing purple buttoned boots — Jem had never seen purple shoes before. Juanita jumped down, book in hand, not bothering with the step and not smiling either. Jem wondered if she ever smiled. Mr Pickle held both hands up to help Mrs Pickle down.

‘You feeling all right, lovie?’ he asked anxiously.

‘Right and dandy,’ said Mrs Pickle bravely, as though the coach were heading across the jungle instead of just to Goulburn. She blinked, unable to avoid the sight of three men and Jem in their underwear.

‘Hey up,’ called Paw, at the head of the horses. Jem quickly climbed up onto the box and took the reins again, but didn’t fasten the safety strap. The strap might stop you falling off but it could also hold you down if the coach tipped over, drowning you before you could get it released. He flicked the reins lightly.

The horses knew the procedure as well as Paw and Jem. They stepped slowly and unwillingly to the river’s edge then, hoof by hoof, walked into the cold water. Once there the problem was to stop them pulling too fast in their desire to get out again, making the coach unstable.

‘Whoa, boys,’ said Paw, patting Dancer. ‘Steady as you go.’

Jem pulled back lightly on the reins, controlling the two nearest horses, the polers. The three leaders might look as if they were in charge of the team, but it was the two nearer horses who controlled the speed as they pulled against the pole, as well as doing most of the steering. Paw was keeping the animals steady, but Jem’s was the more vital job, one he’d been proud to be in charge of for the last six months.

The coach rode smoothly down into the water — more smoothly than on the road, with the horses stepping so slowly. Deeper, deeper . . . the water was halfway up the top of the smaller front wheels now. Jem hoped they’d go no deeper. If the water reached the top of the wheels the horses would all be swimming, not walking. Paw would need to swim with them, and the water would come up above the floor of the coach.

‘How deep is it going to get?’ called Mr Pickle from the back of the coach, sounding suddenly uncertain. ‘My carpetbag won’t get wet, will it?’

‘Did you leave it in the coach?’ asked Paw.

‘Yes,’ said Mr Pickle.

‘Shouldn’t have done that,’ said Paw briefly.

‘Why not?’ cried Mr Pickle.

‘Rivers can be wet,’ said Paw, and the current hit them as they moved beyond the protection of the rocky promontory upstream. The coach rocked a little, especially its heavier rear, weighed down by Mr Smith’s trunk.

‘Hold it steady!’ yelled Jem to the men behind him. But Mr Smith and Mr Pickle had already moved to either side of the coach to stop it wobbling.

The water grew no deeper, but the current’s force splashed it up and onto the coach floor. The horses strained. Suddenly the coach lurched again and stopped, suddenly slightly lopsided. The freshening river must have washed some of the ford’s rocks away. Jem looked down anxiously, hoping they weren’t bogged, but all he could see was whirling sand, white in the pale brown water.

‘Push!’ yelled Paw. Mr Smith and Mr Pickle pushed. Jem jiggled the reins, then flicked the whip above his head, but the horses were as eager as the men to move the coach.

Nothing happened.

‘I need to check my bag!’ yelled Mr Pickle as Paw waded back to the coach. Mr Pickle peered anxiously into the cabin. Evidently his carpetbag was still safe and dry on the seat, as he returned to stand with Mr Smith.

Paw gave the coach a shove with his shoulder. ‘Right rear wheel caught,’ he said shortly. ‘All that weight on the back. We’ll need to take the trunks off then try to lift her out.’

‘No one’s touching my trunk,’ said Mr Smith grimly.

‘Don’t have a choice. If we can’t get her moving we’ll have to unhitch the horses and I’ll have to ride back for another team to help pull her out.’

‘That would take hours, man! I’ve got to get tomorrow’s Goulburn train,’ objected Mr Smith, as Mr Pickle heaved uselessly at the coach.

‘Don’t waste your strength,’ Paw said to Mr Pickle. ‘It’ll take all our strength and more to shift her.’

‘It is essential I get Mrs Pickle to Goulburn as soon as possible,’ puffed Mr Pickle.

‘Not as badly as I need to get that train,’ said Mr Smith stonily.

‘And I have to get the mail to that train too, or the company gets fined, and I get fined by the company,’ said Paw. ‘So we take your trunks off.’

‘The books will get wet,’ objected Mr Smith quickly. ‘Can’t sell wet books.’

‘Then we’ll hold the trunk above our heads. Come on, man, we can’t keep the horses standing in cold water.’

‘One more try to lift the wheel,’ said Mr Smith a little desperately.

Paw nodded. ‘One more try then. You take the middle, Pickle. Smith and I’ll be on each side. On the count of three then. One. Two. Three!’

Jem flicked the reins with one hand and cracked the whip in the air with the other. For a long moment nothing happened, and then the two front wheels gripped. The coach lurched forward so suddenly Mr Pickle fell into the churning water.

‘Horace!’ screamed Mrs Pickle from the bank.

Jem gazed round, but all he could see was whirling sand.

‘Horace!’ shrieked Mrs Pickle again. Señorita Rodriques put her arm around her, but Mrs Pickle shrugged her off. ‘Save him!’ she cried as she ran clumsily down to the edge of the river just as Mr Pickle’s head emerged downstream, his mouth spitting out sand and water, and then the rest of him followed.

He began to wade towards his wife. Jem turned his attention back to the horses. He glanced at the sun, sliding to the horizon now as if glad to leave this drab cold world of winter. They needed to get the coach across the river before dark, and the women and mail too.

The coach moved smoothly through the water now. Within minutes the horses were stamping and shaking on the sandy shore. Jem slipped off his wet underwear behind the coach, his fingers almost numb with cold, and his toes too. He put on his dry underwear, then his outer clothes, stockings and boots, jogging a little to keep warm, then ran to help Paw wipe the horses down with a fistful of straw. As soon as they were dry Jem led them up the track to a level place where he could walk them so they didn’t catch a chill, while Paw and Mr Smith waded back across the river, arm in arm to steady each other against the current.

The two of them brought the mailbags back, floating them in the big wooden washtub with Juanita and her book perched on top. She seemed to be enjoying herself. Jem could see Mr Pickle holding Mrs Pickle’s hand on the far bank. He must be freezing standing there, his wet underwear clinging to his skin. At least Paw and Mr Smith were moving, though both shivered as they helped Juanita onto the bank then tossed the mailbags and hay out and plunged into the icy river again.

To Jem’s surprise Juanita grabbed the mailbags and hauled them up the slope to him. ‘That was fun,’ she said.

Jem stared at her. ‘Most women are scared.’

‘Probably because they can’t swim. Once the tub I was in floated away. That was on a coach trip way up north. The other lady in the tub screamed and made such a fuss the tub fell over.’ Juanita’s voice didn’t sound Spanish at all.

‘Were you able to wade over to the bank? Or did the driver rescue you?’

‘I swam over to the bank. The water was way over our heads by then. The current was so fast I knew I couldn’t pull the other lady with me, so I grabbed the tub and got her to hold onto it before her dress got so sodden it dragged us both down. It took ages to shove her up into it. Then I swam over to the bank, pushing the washtub.’

Jem looked at her dubiously. ‘Really and truly?’

Juanita put her chin up. ‘Yes. Really and truly.’

‘What were the men doing?’

‘Running along the bank to catch up with us. They had to carry Mrs Hawker back to the carriage. And me,’ Juanita admitted. ‘I was pretty bushed by then. Sis was about to strip off her dress to dive in to save me, so it was a good thing I got to the bank before she did.’

Was Juanita telling the truth? Hardly anyone Jem knew could swim, though Maw had taught him how when he was a baby. Paw could swim, too, though not so well. Jem looked down at the river again. Paw and Mr Smith had reached the deepest part by now.

He and Juanita said nothing till the two men had crossed to the shallows safely, then Juanita asked, ‘Do you always travel with your dad?’

‘Yes.’

‘What about your mum?’

‘She died.’ If Juanita could ask questions, so could Jem. ‘Why don’t you sound Spanish?’

‘Because I was born in Australia.’

‘Do you always travel with your sister?’

‘Yes.’

‘That must be fascinating,’ said Jem. ‘All the theatres and music —’

‘It’s as interesting as mud,’ said Juanita. ‘I sit behind the stage and mend the costumes and then we go back to our lodgings and it’s always mutton stew and then we get on the train or the coach to go to another theatre.’

‘Why don’t you stay with your mum?’

‘I don’t have one either.’

‘What about other relatives, back in Spain?’

‘I don’t have any relatives back in Spain,’ Juanita said flatly.

Jem glanced back at the other side of the river as Paw helped Señorita Rodriques and her carpetbag into the washtub. The Chinese man squeezed in beside her.

‘Oh good, they’re bringing Sis back now, with Mr Lee,’ said Juanita.

‘How do you know his name?’

Juanita gave him a look of scorn. ‘I asked him, of course.’

‘Does he speak English?’

‘I don’t know. I pointed to myself and said “Juanita”, and he said, “Lee Chun”.’

‘But that would make him Mr Chun,’ objected Jem.

‘Don’t you know anything? Chinese people put their family name first.’

‘I know lots,’ said Jem, stung. ‘Paw bought me a whole encyclopaedia. It’s at our room in Goulburn. I’m up to G for Grand Canyon now.’

‘What’s so grand about a canyon?’

‘The Grand Canyon. It’s in America, where Paw comes from.’

‘Why did he come here?’

Jem blinked. He’d never wondered why Paw and Maw had come to Australia. ‘To drive for Cobb & Co, I suppose,’ he said. ‘Mr Cobb who started the company is American and so are the men who own it now.’

‘Are you going to be a coach driver like your dad?’

‘No. Me and Paw are saving up for a farm. We’re going to breed horses. Are you going to be a dancer like your sister?’

Juanita gave a sudden grin. ‘Sis says I dance like a kangaroo on a hot dunny roof and I sing like a frog. No, we’re saving to get a farm too.’

Jem stared at her. ‘A woman and a girl can’t have a farm!’

‘Why not?’

‘You need a man to work it!’

‘Says who? What about all the women who kept the farms going when their men went to the gold rushes? Anyway, how can you and your dad run a farm yourselves? Who’ll do the cooking and darning and make your beds?’

‘I can make a bed,’ said Jem. ‘I can darn a sock, too, and sweep out a house. And it isn’t hard to put some meat on the fire and boil some cabbage and potatoes.’

‘If you want to live on soggy cabbage and potatoes,’ said Juanita scornfully.

‘Lots of men have farms without any women to help . . .’ began Jem, then saw Juanita was laughing at him. He gave a rueful grin. ‘All right. Maybe you and your sister could run a farm.’

‘Of course we could. Anyway, Sis and I just want a few acres, to grow cherry trees and pear trees and special plants. Sis knows how to make cordials with them.’

‘I like cherry cider,’ Jem offered.

Juanita shook her head. ‘Sis makes cordials for when you’re sick, or to stop you getting sick.’ Her grin came back again. ‘Though she can make cherry cider too. Hers is really good.’

‘Are they Spanish recipes?’

The grin faded. ‘I suppose so.’

The washtub was nearly at the shore now. Paw and Mr Smith dragged it up onto the sand and helped Señorita Rodriques out with her carpetbag, while Mr Lee clambered out awkwardly from the other side. He walked quickly up to the coach with his strange halting steps, then climbed into it, as if afraid Mrs Pickle might object to his presence as soon as she got to this side of the river, and insist they leave him there.

Paw and Mr Smith waded back into the icy water.

Jem glanced at the horizon again, just as the last small glowing slice of sun slipped below it. Dusk didn’t last long in midwinter. Even as he looked a wisp of white mist rose from the river and spread its threads into the growing darkness.

‘You must be frozen, Señor,’ said Señorita Rodriques in her lilting accent. She opened her carpetbag and pulled out a biscuit tin. ‘A gingernut,’ she offered Jem. ‘They are, how you say? Bueno. Most good.’

‘Thank you, Señorita,’ said Jem. He crunched it. ‘It’s delicious,’ he said around a mouthful of biscuit, though anything would have been delicious after Ma Grimsby’s stew.

‘Best gingernuts in the world,’ said Juanita, munching too.

Señorita Rodriques laughed. ‘The landlady let me use her kitchen this morning. It is, how you say, not good to travel with nothing to line your stomach.’ She offered Jem the tin again. ‘Take two.’ She hesitated, then approached the coach and offered the tin to Mr Lee. The small man blinked. He took a biscuit, tasted it, considered it, gave it a tiny nibble, then smiled his thanks with a bow.

Señorita Rodriques put the tin back in her carpetbag. Evidently, she wasn’t going to offer any biscuits to the Pickles. Paw, Mr Smith and Mr Pickle had nearly reached them now with the tub that held Mrs Pickle, bulky with shawls and petticoats as well as her bustle, grasping the tub’s edge and looking terrified.

‘You all right, lovie?’ asked Mr Pickle, as he helped her onto the river bank.

‘I don’t like it. I don’t like it at all,’ whimpered Mrs Pickle, her bustle quivering. ‘I wish we’d stayed in Braidwood, Horace.’

‘But it was you who insisted we go to Goulburn tonight, lovie. You said you had to get there!’

‘I don’t care! You should have stopped me! I want to go home!’

‘You can both wait here for the coach to Braidwood tomorrow if you don’t get a move on,’ said Paw. He and Mr Smith had already changed their wet underwear and put their other clothes back on. ‘I’m going to count to twenty. If you’re not both in that carriage I’ll leave without you.’

Mrs Pickle gave a startled cry and hurried up towards the coach, clutching her shawls around her. Juanita gave Jem a grin as she and Señorita Rodriques followed her.

‘You’ll feel better after a nice supper, lovie,’ Mr Pickle called to Mrs Pickle’s retreating back, quickly pulling dry underwear out of his wife’s carpetbag.

Paw and Mr Smith hauled the tub back to the coach then spread the hay on the floor again. Mr Pickle scrambled into the coach just as Paw fastened his lap belt, with Jem and Mr Smith beside him.

Paw cracked his whip above his head, flicking the reins. The horses responded at once, wheeling like one animal along the familiar track.

‘Ah, they know there’s a stable and oats waiting for them soon,’ said Mr Smith. ‘There’s supper at the Manar posting house for us too, isn’t there?’

Jem nodded. The gingernuts had reminded him how hungry he was.

‘You’re not driving this section, lad?’

‘Not with this mist rising.’ Jem decided not to mention that Paw only ever handed him the reins for the fairly straight and well-cleared stretch from Braidwood to the river, the bit that was always run in full daylight.

‘Fog soon,’ grunted Paw.

Mr Smith gazed at the sunset, a hint of yellow and pink, despite the rising mist. ‘That’s not going to delay us, is it?’

Paw gave him a look as if to say, of course it will.

‘Don’t worry,’ Jem reassured him. ‘Even if the fog slows us down Paw usually gets the coach into Goulburn at least an hour early. Never been late once. Even the time we broke a spoke we still got there with half an hour to spare.’

Mr Smith smiled. ‘Your paw is a wheelwright too then?’

‘When I have to be,’ muttered Paw.

‘Don’t stop at Six Mile Flats any more?’

‘Not since we’ve been on this run,’ said Jem, when it was obvious Paw wasn’t going to answer. ‘It’s Manar first, then Boro, Sherwin Flats, the Halfway House then Goulburn.’

‘Don’t suppose you know the story of Jackey-Jackey then? He operated around the Six Mile Flats area.’ Mr Smith settled back with the ease of a man who liked to tell a yarn.

Jem shook his head.

‘They called him the gentleman bushranger. Always wore a suit, took his hat off to the ladies. Back in 1840 it was, long before there was gold to steal, or Cobb & Co coaches to hold up.’

‘What was he after then?’ asked Jem.

‘Horses, tools, food, whatever valuables he thought those he robbed could spare — but never took a thing from a woman. No harm in him at all. Every time the traps caught him he’d escape. It was said no gaol could hold him, and I don’t suppose it could. Finally, they had to send him to Norfolk Island. Even Jackey-Jackey couldn’t swim from there.’

Jem shivered. ‘That was a bad place, wasn’t it?’

‘Not too bad when Jackey-Jackey was first sent there. Maconochie, who was the superintendent back then, let the men have their own plots of ground to grow vegetables, let them cook their own food, have Sundays off and holidays for good behaviour. Not a bad life at all. But then Major Childs took over.’

Mr Smith shook his head. ‘He was a bad one. Made the men give up their gardens. Pure meanness, for the colony was short of food, and the men were growing enough to feed themselves. Gave them short rations — it’s said he sold most of ’em for his own profit. No more holidays to go fishing, longer work hours. And then came the final straw of all . . .’

‘What was that?’ demanded Jem, wide-eyed.

‘He took away their cooking pots. All the rations would be cooked together, just the stale stuff he hadn’t been able to sell to ships’ captains for their crew, rancid flour that was mostly weevils, salt pork so hard they couldn’t chew it, no more fresh food. Food to starve on, food to make you despair. July 1846 that was. Jackey-Jackey led the rebellion.’

‘Did they win?’ breathed Jem.

‘Not for long. Jackey-Jackey attacked several officers — and they hanged him for it. Only twenty-six he was. Never hurt anyone afore that, but the major drove him to it.’

‘Bushrangers don’t live long,’ muttered Paw.

Mr Smith shot him a look. ‘Some of ’em do, if they’ve the sense to stop being bushrangers and go straight. They’re the ones people don’t hear of. Is that the coaching station ahead?’

Jem nodded. He took the coach’s bugle and blew three long low notes, then two high shorter ones to let the grooms in the low sod building know they were coming. Every coach had its own call, and Paw had let Jem choose theirs.

The horses had slowed as they grew tired, but speeded up to a fast trot again now, their ribs heaving, their sides foam-flecked, knowing the end of their journey tonight was near.

The coach clattered into the yard. Immediately two grooms began to unhitch the team, while another two waited with the horses for the next stage of their journey. Paw jumped down and stretched, and Jem leaped after him. They had a long night of sitting ahead of them and this respite from the drive would be brief.

‘Dinner at last!’ Mrs Pickle descended from the coach and stared around. ‘Where is the dining room?’

‘You eat in the coach,’ said the groom, his hands busy with the harness.

‘But the . . . er . . . f-facilities?’ stammered Mrs Pickle.

The groom pointed to a dingy shed, away from the stables. Jem could smell it even up on the coach. ‘You’ve got two minutes, lady.’

Mrs Pickle gave a small moan. She staggered towards the shed, her bustle wagging behind her. The other passengers followed, except for Mr Smith. Jem suspected that like him and Paw he’d quietly used the river as his ‘facility’.

The passengers soon returned, accompanied by the stink of dunny. Mrs Pickle leaned on her husband’s arm. ‘I don’t feel well,’ she whispered, clutching her shawl. ‘All the swaying, Horace.’

‘I told you we should not come, dearest. Ah, supper,’ Mr Pickle added dubiously, as two men bearing hot shovels emerged into the courtyard, each shovel piled high with greasy chops. A woman in a grubby apron followed, with a tray of bread sliced into chunks.

Mr Pickle, Señorita Rodriques and Juanita each took a chop and chunk of bread. Mrs Pickle glanced at the dripping grease, turned pale, and shook her head. Mr Lee accepted only the bread. Mr Smith grinned. He tipped the woman ten shillings then grabbed a dozen chops, staunching their dripping with the largest hunk of bread, and piled more bread on top.

‘Good run today, Jem?’ asked one of the grooms. They all knew Jem.

Jem nodded. ‘Almost got stuck in the river. The rocks have shifted a bit in the ford.’

‘I’ll warn the coach from Goulburn. They’ll have more passengers to push though than you. Get yourself some chops while they’re still hot.’

Jem helped himself to three chops, with a hunk of bread to rest them on, and six chops for Paw, as the grooms lit the three giant lanterns, one on each side of the coach and the largest in the middle of the roof. The triangle of lanterns would light their way and warn any other travellers on the road that they were approaching.

The first team had already been led away to be rubbed down, fed and watered. The new team waited, their breath steaming.

‘All aboard!’ shouted Paw.

The coach thundered out into the shadows.




CHAPTER 4

DISASTER

Mr Smith’s false teeth were so shiny they gleamed in the lamplight as he tore at his chops. His eyes narrowed in pleasure as he munched, then threw the bones over the side. ‘How long to Sherwin Flats?’ He bit into his last chop. Jem had never seen anyone eat so fast. How did Mr Smith stay so thin?

The chops were juicy, but tough. Jem chewed before he answered. ‘Two hours, maybe three. We stop at Boro first.’

‘Ah yes, Boro,’ said Mr Smith, wiping his fingers on his handkerchief without expression.

Jem glanced at him, but Mr Smith just stared out at the small pools of light in the darkness around them.

The stages tonight were longer than most Cobb & Co routes, but the land from here on was fairly flat, and Paw’s night mail coach was usually lightly laden, unlike the day coach that dawdled so the men crowded on top at half-price wouldn’t fall off. Five good teams could handle the sixty-mile journey.

The fog swirled thick on the ground, stroking the wheels with cold damp fingers, but Paw knew every rut along this road. Above them the stars twinkled as if they’d been polished. Jem handed Paw another chop, its fat congealed now, and then a hunk of bread. He was feeling sleepy. He reached behind for their oil-cloth swag. ‘I usually have a nap,’ he apologised to Mr Smith.

‘A boy needs his sleep,’ agreed Paw. He smiled down at Jem. ‘He stays awake after we change teams at Sherwin Flats though, and sings to me to keep me awake. All the old songs, all the way to Goulburn.’

‘That’s the most I’ve heard you say since we set out,’ said Mr Smith.

Paw glanced at him. ‘Wish I could say the same for you, sir. Hush now, and let the boy sleep.’

‘Sleep sounds like a right good idea,’ agreed Mr Smith. He leaned back, and tilted his top hat over his face.

The passengers down behind them were silent now too. Even Mrs Pickle had stopped her soft moaning. Perhaps she was asleep too.

Jem let his eyes close. He was so used to the swaying and jolting now that it was like being rocked in a cradle. He could almost remember his cradle, and Maw singing to him. ‘Gentle Annie’, ‘My Old Kentucky Home’ and ‘Jeanie with the Light Brown Hair’ and, his favourite ‘The Captain and His Whiskers’ . . .

‘As they marched thro’ the town with their banners so gay,

I ran to the window to hear the band play;

I peeped thro’ the blinds very cautiously then,

Lest the neighbors should say I was looking at the men.’

Was that how Maw had met Paw? Neither had ever told him how they met. Had Paw been a soldier once . . .

Jem closed his eyes and slept.

*

The grind of wheels on gravel was a lullaby, and the steady beat of horses’ hooves. Jem opened his eyes briefly to blow the bugle to let the Boro grooms know they were arriving. He let himself doze again as the new team was harnessed, vaguely aware of lanterns and whinnying horses, the click of harnesses, Paw’s short words of greeting. Mr Smith seemed sound asleep, unmoving, his top hat still covering his face.

Then the stable lights were behind them, except for the small bright islands of the lanterns. He slept more deeply now, not even dreaming, till Paw nudged him. ‘Sherwin Flats coming up. Bugle, Jem.’

Jem lifted the bugle automatically and blew his five notes again, wakening properly to clamber over Mr Smith and jump down to stretch, before an aproned woman handed him a giant hot potato boiled in its jacket and a hunk of cheese. It was good cheese, home made. He ate it hungrily, holding the floury potato to warm his hands, then accepted another hunk of cheese as the woman handed it to him with a wink.

‘Mr Smith, do you want anything?’ he called. ‘They serve beer here too.’

‘Let me sleep, lad.’ Mr Smith didn’t even remove his hat. Jem clambered back over him, the potato still warm in his hands.

‘Are we there yet?’ That voice had to be Mrs Pickle.

‘No, lovie. Almost halfway, though.’

‘Only halfway!’

‘We could stay the rest of the night here, lovie. They say the inn has excellent beds.’

‘Not when we’re so near Goulburn! Horace, you have to make the coach stop rocking.’

‘I don’t think the driver can do that, lovie.’ Mr Pickle sounded worried.

As if a coach could run along a bush track without rocking! Paw and Cobb & Co’s special leather ‘springs’ gave passengers the least jolting ride of any in Australia, Jem reckoned, but even Paw couldn’t make a rough track smooth.

Down in the coach he could hear Juanita thank the innkeeper’s wife for the cheese and potato, then the soft melody of Señorita Rodriques’s accent. Mrs Pickle muttered to her husband, but too softly now for Jem to make out the words. There was no sound from Mr Lee.

Jem’s favourite team ran this next stretch. He loved all the horses, but these three leaders, Lady Anne, Lord Stripling and King Rex, were special: so willing they almost seemed to know what Paw wanted without even a touch on the reins. Lady Anne a regal chestnut, Lord Stripling shadow grey, and King Rex so white he almost glowed without the need of lamps. The final two, Dawn and Dusk, were matching night-black. Their coats gleamed in the lamplight, their muscles rippling.

‘Git up!’ called Paw, flicking his whip. Jem nibbled his potato as the horses broke into the fastest groundcovering trot of any team he’d known.

‘Like a song yet, Paw?’

Paw grinned at him. ‘I slept well enough today. Must have been to get out of eating Ma Grimsby’s stew at midday dinner. Reckon my stomach told me to keep sleeping. You have another nap, son.’

‘You sure, Paw?’

Paw nodded. ‘We’ve got two hours in hand. We’ll make Goulburn with time to spare. How about we have breakfast out this morning before we head over to our lodgings?’

A breakfast at one of the inns was a rare treat. But Paw had Mr Smith’s fifteen guineas in his pocket.

Jem grinned. He’d have a beefsteak — no more mutton, either stewed or chops — with two eggs on top of it, and toast with marmalade and lots of butter, then maybe more toast and strawberry jam. He closed his eyes and dreamed of scrambled eggs draped with bacon, or fried ham with milky gravy, and more toast to soak it up . . .

The dream changed. Suddenly he flew through the night air, but Paw’s hands held him tight, so even though the chill wind stung his face the stars grew no closer . . .

He woke with a jolt, and found he really was suspended in mid-air — but the lap belt held him, not Paw’s hands. The coach hung tilted, neither straight nor falling. Screams pierced the mist, screams from inside the coach, and the shriek of a horse. He was alone on the box. Paw and Mr Smith had vanished. The horses reared and plunged in the lamplight.

‘Paw!’ he yelled.

‘Stay where you are!’ Paw reached for Lady Anne in the flickering lamplight as she lurched, throwing her head and squealing.

‘Paw, what happened?’

Lady Anne gave an agonised cry.

‘Icy patch then a tree root,’ gasped Paw, grasping Lady Anne’s bridle. ‘Steady, girl, steady. Let me see that leg of yours.’

Paw reached down to feel it just as Mr Smith appeared on the team’s other side, calming King Rex with hand and voice. ‘That’s it, boy. All’s well now.’

King Rex tossed his head once, then bent to Mr Smith, quietening. Paw reached forwards to lift Lady Anne’s hoof . . .

It happened too suddenly to see. All at once Lady Anne’s head came up, striking Paw’s face. He shouted and fell underneath her hooves. Lady Anne panicked again, her legs flailing as she tried desperately not to stand on the fallen man.

‘Paw!’ Jem screamed. He undid his lap belt and scrambled down just as a shot rang out. He stopped for an instant, staring. Lady Anne lay slumped on the ground, the traces slack now and a red hole gaping in her head. Then suddenly he was running to Paw, Paw with blood streaming from his face, one leg at a strange angle.

Miraculously Mr Smith had instantly quietened the rest of the team, though their ears were pinned back and they showed the whites of their eyes. ‘Pull your father clear,’ he ordered.

Jem obeyed. Moving Paw might make his injuries worse, but he needed to be away from stamping hooves. Vaguely he was aware of a pistol in Mr Smith’s hand, of a froth of petticoats descending from the uppermost door of the tilted coach. He pulled Paw’s arms, and felt him slide over the rough ground.

But Paw was still. So very still.

‘Let me see him,’ said Señorita Rodriques, kneeling next to Paw. Juanita held a carpetbag. She opened it, and handed her sister a flask and a cloth.

‘Is Paw dead?’ whispered Jem. The world was cold, and somehow very far away.

‘No.’ Señorita Rodriques wet the cloth with water from the flask, and began to wipe Paw’s face. ‘The blood is just from his nose,’ she said at last.

Jem made his lips move. ‘But why is he so still?’

‘He’s stunned, I think.’ Señorita Rodriques ran her hands down Paw’s arms, across his body, watching his face for a reaction, then down one leg, and then the bent leg. Paw muttered and tried to move as she touched it.

‘Broken,’ said Señorita Rodriques briefly.

Behind them the coach rocked slightly as Mr Pickle helped his wife out, followed by Mr Lee.

The team still stamped and snorted, but was obeying Mr Smith for now. He looked across at Señorita Rodriques. ‘How’s our driver?’

‘Hurt. Alive. That’s all I know,’ she said curtly.

Jem found he was shaking and couldn’t stop. This couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t!

‘This shouldn’t have happened!’ stammered Mr Pickle, his arm around his sobbing wife. ‘We paid good money to get to Goulburn safely.’

‘I feel strange, Horace,’ whimpered Mrs Pickle. ‘I . . . I’m scared.’

Mr Smith strode back to the leaning coach. ‘Stop blithering, Pickle,’ he ordered. ‘We have to straighten the coach and move it over the root that’s jammed up the front wheel. This tilt’s upsetting the horses. Come on, quickly now: put your shoulder to it. You, Chinaman, get in there too. Now when I say lift . . .’

Jem peered into the mist as Mr Smith yelled, ‘Lift!’

The figures moved together as they heaved the light structure upright. For a moment it seemed as if it would topple again, but it tipped slowly onto all four wheels instead. It seemed undamaged, apart from the top lamp, which must have been broken off by a low-hanging branch, and a few scratches.

Mrs Pickle began to sob more loudly. Mr Pickle put his arms around her. Mr Lee stood silent, watching them. Jem looked back at Paw. The bleeding had stopped, though blood still caked his nostrils. Señorita Rodriques reached inside the carpetbag and pulled out a knife.

Jem stared at it. ‘What are you going to do?’

He felt Juanita’s arm around him, holding him back, comforting him. ‘Sshh. Sis needs to cut his trousers to look at his leg.’

‘Seems like you know what you’re doing, Señorita,’ said Mr Smith, standing back with the remaining horses now. They were shifting their hooves and tossing their heads in bewilderment but no longer panicking as they had been only minutes earlier.

‘I do,’ she said briefly, expertly slicing down Paw’s trousers. ‘Juanita, you and Jem remove the boot, gently as you can, while I hold his ankle steady. Yes, that’s it.’ She peered at his leg in the dim light, then began to cut strips from the fur trimming on her coat.

‘What are you doing?’ Jem managed.

‘Setting your dad’s leg,’ said Juanita. She gripped Jem’s hand, hard. ‘Her coat is made of leather. The wet leather will shrink and tighten as it dries, and keep his leg straight till we can get him to a surgeon.’

‘How does she know what to do?’

Juanita shrugged. ‘Someone taught her. I’ve seen her set a man’s arm up in North Queensland, and a leg broke much worse-looking than that on the way to Bendigo. Coach rolled both times.’

Jem reached out and touched Paw’s blood-stained cheek. Paw didn’t move.

‘Good thing he’s unconscious,’ said Señorita Rodriques. ‘This is going to hurt.’ She straightened the leg. Paw groaned slightly, but didn’t wake, and she began to wind tight strips about the bruised flesh. ‘Lucky he’s got stout boots. They protected his feet. Juanita, give the boy a dose from the brown bottle.’

‘Not the blue?’

‘No, the brown.’

Jem found a spoon thrust in his face. He opened his mouth automatically. The taste was both bitter and sweet, and suddenly his head was clear again.

‘Nearly done, Mr Donovan,’ Señorita Rodriques said quietly, even though Paw couldn’t hear.

‘Is that a bottle of brandy? I could do with a peg of it.’ Mr Smith loomed in the shadows of the lamps.

‘Not brandy,’ said Señorita Rodriques briefly. ‘Herbs.’

‘Pity,’ said Mr Smith. Jem noticed he now had two pistols in his belt, as well as Lady Anne’s collar and traces in his hand and her bridle and reins looped over his shoulder. The pistols must have been in his carpetbag.

Señorita Rodriques sat back. ‘There. That should hold his leg in place till we can get him to a doctor.’ She touched Paw’s shoulders and arms gently, looking for other injuries again.

Mr Smith gazed over at Lady Anne.

‘Poor old girl,’ he said. ‘I hate to kill a willing horse. A broken leg, so there was no hope for her. The others seem all right. Good thing they make the coaches light and strong.’

‘It was your dashed trunk!’ yelled Mr Pickle suddenly, as Mrs Pickle gave a low moan, still leaning against her husband’s shoulder. ‘I could feel the weight of it. It overbalanced us.’

‘Nonsense. The Braidwood grooms know their business too well to send out an unbalanced coach. It was ice and bad luck. The mud on the slope back there is frozen. Mr Donovan had the brake on and the horses well reined in, but the right-hand lead horse slid anyway and we fetched up against that tree root.’

And you shot her, thought Jem, dazed. Poor, hardworking Lady Anne, who’d been their companion for so many nights. He knew there had been no choice. ‘Sir, can you ride bareback?’

Mr Smith gazed down at him. ‘I can, but I won’t. It’s been ten years since I rode at all.’

‘Mr Pickle?’ pleaded Jem.

Mr Pickle blinked at him. ‘You want me to ride back to Sherwin Flats for help?’

‘Please, sir. I don’t want to leave Paw. They’ll bring a cart and take us all back, and send someone to fetch a doctor from Braidwood.’

‘I’m no rider!’ said Mr Pickle in alarm. ‘I can’t leave Mrs Pickle either.’

Jem turned back to Mr Smith. ‘Please, sir?’

‘No,’ said Mr Smith.

Juanita stepped forward. ‘I can ride a bit.’

Mr Smith snorted. ‘Ride bareback on a horse not broke to the saddle, and in the darkness? You’d break your neck. No one is riding anywhere tonight.’

‘But we can’t stay here in the cold all night, waiting for the day coach!’ objected Mr Pickle.

‘We’re not going to,’ said Mr Smith shortly.

And Jem saw the alternative. ‘I can drive the coach back to the inn at Sherwin Flats. Paw can lie on the straw in the coach. We’ll be warm and comfortable — they might even have a doctor.’

Mr Smith gazed at him, suddenly thoughtful. ‘You can get the coach back to Sherwin Flats?’

‘I . . . I think so, sir.’

Mr Smith’s teeth gleamed again as he grinned in the lamplight. ‘Then you can drive the coach and me to Goulburn, and no stopping till we get there.’ He gazed at the other passengers. ‘The rest of you will stay here with the Whip. You can light a fire for warmth. You’ll be safe enough till tomorrow’s coach comes.’

Mrs Pickle gave a cry and covered her face with her hands. Jem stared at Mr Smith. Leave everyone there in the misty cold and dark, with Paw unconscious, badly hurt?

‘I can’t do that, sir,’ said Jem.

‘Indeed you can,’ said Mr Smith, and suddenly the two pistols were in his hands. ‘Come on. Get back on the box.’

‘No,’ said Jem. ‘I’m not leaving Paw here. I’m not leaving anyone here.’

Mr Smith lifted the pistols. ‘I warn you, boy . . .’

Jem glanced again at Paw, lying so still. If only he could get him to a surgeon in Goulburn. But it wasn’t possible. ‘Sir, even if I wanted to, I can’t drive four-inhand in the dark all the way to Goulburn.’

‘I’ve seen you drive five-in-hand tonight,’ said Mr Smith shortly. ‘If you can handle five, you can manage four.’

‘It’s not the same! That was daylight, and a straight stretch, and not for long, either. And Paw was with me and he was keeping an eye on me. And the reins are heavy, sir. Really heavy.’

‘I know full well they’re heavy. I’ll spell you when I can. But I don’t know this road, nor how to handle a coach and four.’

‘I’ve never driven a team of four either!’ said Jem desperately. ‘It’s always been five, in daylight, with Paw to guide me!’

‘But you know the track,’ said Mr Smith softly. ‘Every bend and bump of it, every creek and cottage. Aren’t I right? How many nights have you ridden it with your dad?’

‘Five years, sir. But I’ve never driven this stretch.’

‘You’ve watched your father drive it. You know the curves, the low branches and the swampy bits. I’m getting the Goulburn train tomorrow, and nothing and no one is going to stop me.’

‘Without a change of horses? It’s thirty miles to Goulburn!’

‘Horses can go thirty miles.’

‘But not fast, sir.’

‘You think I don’t know that? But we’ve a good two hours up our sleeve.’ Mr Smith held up Paw’s pocket watch.

‘How did you get that?’ demanded Jem.

‘How do you think? I took it from his pocket just now,’ said Mr Smith coolly. ‘Take off the half an hour we’ve spent here and we’re still ahead. And that’s as good a team as I’ve ever seen. They’re strong, they’re fresh, they’re stayers and I reckon they’ve worked as a team for a while. I do know horses, lad, even if I can’t drive a four-in-hand along an unfamiliar road.’

‘I don’t think they can get you to the train on time,’ said Jem steadily. ‘Even if I were able to drive them.’

Mr Smith regarded him for a moment. ‘You, Pickle,’ he said, gesturing with a pistol. ‘Get up back and throw off everything except my trunk. Let’s lighten the load for the horses.’

‘But I —’ began Mr Pickle. Mr Smith brandished his pistol again. Mr Pickle began to clamber up onto the back of the coach.

‘Not the mailbags,’ called Jem. He looked at Mr Smith. ‘They don’t weigh much.’

Mr Smith nodded. ‘It’s a deal then. We take the mailbags. Leave everything else here for the next coach to collect. You drive me and my trunk to Goulburn, and you get me there in time for the morning train.’

‘No,’ said Jem again. ‘I’ll try to drive the coach. I’ll give it every last bit of strength I have. I need to get my father to a doctor and I’ll try to get you to the train in time, too. But we’re taking Paw, and every passenger who wants to come with us.’

Mr Smith lifted his arm, and aimed the pistol at Jem. ‘You will do exactly what I tell you, lad.’

‘You’re not going to shoot him,’ said Juanita suddenly.

Mr Smith turned to her, lowering his arm. ‘And why not?’

‘Because you’re not stupid. If you shoot him there’s no one to drive the coach. You obviously can’t drive it, or you’d be up on the box already.’

Mr Smith smiled grimly. ‘You’re right. I won’t shoot the boy. But I can shoot you if he doesn’t do what he’s told.’

Jem felt Juanita squeeze his hand again. It cleared his head even more than the potion from the bottle.

‘You can’t do that either,’ declared Jem. ‘If you shoot her I’ll drive you all right. But you won’t know where I’m taking you. It might be to Goulburn. It might be into the middle of Lake George or to the police station at Bungendore. I’ve offered you the only bargain I can make tonight.’

‘You have, have you?’ replied Mr Smith, his expression impossible to read.

‘Yes, sir.’ Jem looked around. ‘Does anyone want to come with us? I . . . I warn you, I might not be up to this. I might overturn the coach. We might crash into a cart, or even worse. I’m no Whip, and I know it, but I’ll do my best.’

‘Your best will be good enough,’ said Juanita quietly. ‘Sis?’

‘I’m coming,’ said Señorita Rodriques. ‘Mr Donovan needs care.’

‘Right, let’s move,’ said Mr Smith. ‘I’ll give you this advice for free, boy — know your limitations.’ He gave a crooked grin. ‘But know what you’re capable of, too, lad — and don’t be afraid to push yourself to find it. I’ve seen you hold the reins, and it’s amazing what the body can take if your will to go on is strong enough.’

Mr Smith looked around at the other passengers. ‘Well, do you want to wait here for tomorrow’s coach, or risk travelling with the youngster here?’

‘I have to get to Goulburn as soon as I can,’ whispered Mrs Pickle. ‘I can’t stay here.’ She whispered something urgently to her husband.

He nodded. ‘We need to get to Goulburn,’ he said flatly to Mr Smith.

Mr Lee looked at them all, then stepped back into the coach.

Mr Smith lifted an eyebrow at Jem. ‘Seems like you’re driving us all to Goulburn, lad.’




CHAPTER 5

HOLDING THE REINS

He couldn’t do it. Couldn’t drive a coach all the way to Goulburn, not in the mist, the darkness, the icy mud. But Mr Smith had the team ready for him. Mr Smith might have soft white hands, but he seemed to know horses, and harnesses too.

Mr Smith even seemed to know how to help an injured man. He took off his oilskin cloak. He and Señorita Rodriques slowly and carefully edged Paw’s body onto it.

Mr Pickle stowed the trunks they were abandoning carefully under a tree, then he and Mrs Pickle waited at a distance, Mrs Pickle hiding her face in her husband’s shoulder again, as if by not watching she could pretend she wasn’t there. The horses stamped and snorted, their ears flattened, showing the whites of their eyes, disturbed by the smell of blood.

The straw from the coach floor had fallen out, so Jem pushed it back in again. It was damp and muddy now, but that wouldn’t matter under the oil-cloth and it would still be softer than the floor. Juanita helped him arrange it like a mattress then the five of them carefully lifted the oil-cloth and placed Paw on the coach floor.

‘Juanita and I will sit either side of him to stop him sliding about,’ said Señorita Rodriques gently. ‘It’s all we can do.’

‘He . . . he’s so quiet,’ said Jem desperately. ‘You’ll call me if . . .’

‘If there’s any change. Of course. But I think he’s just stunned.’ Señorita Rodriques sounded as if she was trying to convince herself of that, too. ‘He should come round soon.’

‘Come on, lad. Hurry! We’re wasting time.’ The pistols were in Mr Smith’s belt now, very obviously where he could grab them. Mr Pickle ushered a whitefaced Mrs Pickle into the coach, then pulled the leather curtain to keep out the wind.

Jem took a final look at poor dead Lady Anne, her legs still, her expression reflecting the anguish in which she’d died, then climbed up onto the box. He fastened the lap belt then took the reins in one hand, the whip in the other.

He hesitated, let the brake off, trying to gather his courage, his strength, and to think. The ground around them would still be icy. The reins shifted slightly in his hands as the horses moved, still frightened and uneasy. He tightened them just slightly so the team would know he was in control, then gave a soft click of his tongue.

The horses began to move, stepping slowly. Jem waited for Mr Smith to order him to go faster, but he too must have realised how precarious their position was. And even at this speed the progress seemed different with four horses instead of five.

Then they were past the mud. Jem clicked again to make the horses go faster, then almost immediately pulled back on the reins as a vast flock of long-legged shadows sped from the trees and across the road, silent except for a faint thumping of giant feet.

Emus. The horses flicked their tails and tossed their heads. Mr Smith swore beside him. ‘Of all the benighted journeys, this must be the worst . . .’ he muttered.

The birds kept coming, emerging from the darkness, as if this was their land and they didn’t deign to notice the waiting coach and horses. There must be a hundred of them at least, thought Jem.

At last the giant birds were gone, and the horses hardly waited for Jem’s click to break into a swinging trot.

The team knew the routine better than him, Jem realised with relief — or they did till the Halfway House, anyway. They must find their new configuration strange, but trotting along that road was familiar and reassuring at least. He found he was driving automatically too, his hand easy on the heavy reins, just enough pressure as they rounded the corners or where the road narrowed between trees for the horses to feel a human was in control.

The road sloped down to a gully now. The team slowed even without Jem’s guidance. His foot pushed the brake slowly, locking the wheels, so the coach slid rather than rolled downhill. They splashed through a foot of water and he eased off the brake again as the horses pulled them upwards with no strain at all.

At least the next part of the run was level, though hills rose on either side, sheltering vast, shallow Lake George to the west and Lake Bathurst on the other side of them.

Jem shivered and pulled his hat down more firmly as the wind gathered, strong enough to buffet the coach slightly. It always seemed windy on the flats here, either with icy teeth or an oven’s breath in summer, complete with flies. But at least the wind had blown the fog to the thinnest sifting of flour in the night air. The branches sliced the lamplight on the track before him.

‘How is Paw?’ he asked the man at his side tightly. He didn’t dare try and look behind to see.

Mr Smith grabbed the lap belt to steady himself, then leaned over the edge of the coach, twisting to push back the curtains at the window.

‘Same as before,’ he said shortly, righting himself with a grunt. ‘The señorita is wiping his face with her handkerchief and the girl is rubbing his hands with hers to warm ’em. Don’t worry, lad. They wouldn’t be doing that if he was dead.’

Dead, thought Jem. It was impossible to think what life would be like without Paw. But it had been impossible to think of life without Maw either, till she was resting under the white gravestone in the cemetery.

Paw wasn’t going to die! And even if . . . even if he was all alone he’d manage, he told himself. No orphanage for Jem Donovan. One of the coaching houses would take him for a stable boy, and he’d rise to Whip one day . . .

If he managed to get them all to Goulburn now. Cobb & Co wouldn’t employ a boy who’d been fool enough to try to drive thirty miles with a four-in-hand in the dark and fail, even if he did have pistols pointed at him.

Pistols. Jem glanced down. They were still in Mr Smith’s belt.

Mr Smith saw the direction of his look and smiled. ‘I can have ’em pointed at your head before you can draw breath. Or pointed at anyone inside the coach too, just in case you think you might pull up at the Halfway House after all, or try to make me think the way goes through the paddocks. There were no gates to open on the way down, so there’ll be none on the way back either.’

‘You must have took the daytime coach,’ said Jem. ‘There’s two gates between Sherwin Flats and Goulburn that are sometimes shut at night.’

‘One of the other passengers can open them if they are. You’re going to stay up here, and so am I.’

‘You don’t think I’d run away and leave Paw in the coach, do you?’ demanded Jem. ‘Or the passengers either? What would I gain by that?’

‘Well, I’m thinking a bright lad like you might have worked out that the traps would be interested in a man who’d demand to be driven at pistol point. They might be interested in my trunk, too. You might be thinking there’s a reward. Of course, I could escape on one of the horses if you tried to run, but I’d have to leave the trunk behind.’

‘Your trunk full of books?’

Mr Smith grinned, his too-white teeth shining in the lamplight. ‘Valuable things, books. Got all the learning of the world in them. But most traps can’t read, so they wouldn’t appreciate them. Be a sheer waste of good books, letting the traps get into that trunk.’

‘I’m not going to scamper off into the bush,’ said Jem shortly. ‘I need to get Paw to Goulburn, and if that means you and your trunk get to the train on time, then it’s just your luck.’

Mr Smith gazed at him. ‘It’s your dad who’s a lucky one. I had a son like you, once.’

‘Did he die? I’m sorry,’ said Jem.

‘No, he’s alive. They took me from him, not him from me. One day I may even get to see him again. And I’ll be proud as punch if he’s grown up to be like you. Ah, that looks like the Halfway House now.’

Mr Smith glanced to the horizon, where the moon peered up like a slab of cheese. ‘We’re still making good time,’ he calculated.

‘The horses think this is the end of their run,’ said Jem. ‘They’ve speeded up.’

‘Well, they can just keep speeding till we’re past. I’m not sounding the bugle to let anyone know we’re coming, either. I wasn’t looking forward to hiding my face again anyway, and that’s the truth.’

Jem glanced at him, then turned back quickly to the horses, cracking the whip so they kept up the pace instead of slowing for the posting house. ‘Was that why you pretended to be asleep at Boro and Sherwin Flats? So you could keep your hat over your face?’

Mr Smith laughed. He seemed strangely exultant up there in the wind and the starlight, with only Jem for company. ‘Noticed that, did you? Clever lad.’

‘Why didn’t you want people to see you?’

‘Memories,’ said Mr Smith, as the horses automatically slowed for the turn. ‘Other people’s memories, and mine too. Keep those horses steady, lad. Don’t let them have their heads.’

‘I’m not,’ said Jem shortly as they passed a cottage, its windows dimly lit by its fireplace and what must have been a slushie lamp or two. And there was the Halfway House, its windows bright with lamps and a good fire and its stables and courtyard lantern lit too, the grooms waiting for the signal.

The horses slowed, but they were a good team, waiting for the driver’s guidance. Within moments the coaching house was behind them.

Someone knocked on the side of the coach. Juanita poked her head out of the window nearest Jem, then a good half of her body, kneeling on the seat and clinging onto the leather curtain. ‘Jem? Your dad’s woke up!’ Her words were half-swallowed in the wind.

‘Is he all right?’

‘He’s got a broken leg and had a blow on the head,’ Juanita yelled. ‘Of course he’s not all right. But he’s making sense when he talks and he can move his fingers and toes. Sis won’t let him test anything else.’

Jem felt tears sting his eyes. But he was not going to cry. ‘Thank you!’ he yelled.

‘Your dad wanted to know who was driving. He was afraid it was Mr Smith. I told him it was you.’

‘What? But he’ll worry!’

‘He’s not worried at all. He smiled and said, “Good boy,” then shut his eyes again. Sis says he’s sleeping, not unconscious any more.’

‘Tell her thank you,’ Jem managed.

‘All right.’ The head with its two plaits, still neat under the travelling hat, vanished.

Jem gazed out at the horses’ ears and the road in front, unevenly lit by the two lights, and let the tears roll down his face.




CHAPTER 6

BAIL UP!

The horses had steadied, as if they knew they had another long haul ahead of them now, though Jem doubted they’d ever carried a coach along this road. It was up to him to guide the team now, to signal when to turn, or dodge fallen branches. The trees flickered by, lit by the lamps for a few brief breaths, then gone.

The stars the fog had hidden had begun to turn in their bright nightly wheel. The ground was drier here. Rain mostly seemed to miss the Goulburn Plain. Even the sea mists they called Araluen Billy, grey as an old man’s beard, rarely got so far inland. The ground rose slowly, the horses just beginning to labour, their breath white, the cleared land once again giving way to bush.

The wind had dropped. The mist shifted here and there, turning the trees to ghosts, their limbs faintly moving as if restless enough for the vast trunks to move about the bush. The land was silent, except for the hush of trees, the clatter of hooves, the scrape and bump of wheels. It were as if the entire world had vanished, except for the brief quarter circle lit by their lamps.

Somewhere along the road lay morning and Goulburn, the giant metal train on its tracks, the crowds of people. But here on this dark, deserted road it was difficult to believe they existed.

Usually by now he’d be singing to Paw. It hadn’t just been to keep Paw awake, Jem realised, but to drive away the feeling that this coach was a minute speck, not just on the landscape but in amongst the almost timeless trees.

How long had each tree been there? How many lifetimes? Trees this big must have grown even as the First Fleet had sailed into the harbour. How many changes had these trees seen? Had they watched the natives’ campfires with the same brooding gaze that they had now?

A woman’s scream from inside the coach sliced the silence.

Mr Smith straightened, suddenly alert. ‘What is it now?’ he muttered. ‘Dashed women! More trouble than a basketful of wildcats. Keep driving, lad,’ he added.

‘Maybe . . . something . . . has happened to Paw.’

‘If your dad had hung his hat on the pearly gates the women might be sobbing in there, but they wouldn’t be screaming.’

The scream came again, more like a shriek now.

‘Darned women,’ Mr Smith swore again. ‘What is it now? Can’t be a snake in there, not in this cold, unless they found one sleeping under the seats. Probably seen a spider.’

Juanita’s head appeared again. ‘Stop the coach!’ she shouted.

‘What’s wrong?’ cried Jem.

‘It’s Mrs Pickle.’

‘What’s the matter with her?’

Suddenly Juanita’s head was replaced by her sister’s. ‘Pull up!’ Señorita Rodriques ordered. ‘Now! Mrs Pickle is having a baby.’

Mr Smith put his head in his hands. It took a moment for Jem to realise he was laughing. He looked back up at Jem. ‘That just about puts the cream on the cake, doesn’t it?’

He leaned past Jem to speak to Señorita Rodriques. ‘You tell Mrs Pickle she’s welcome to have as many babies as she likes, any time and any place, but we’re not stopping the coach for her.’

‘But you have to! The poor woman can’t give birth in a bouncing coach! Not in the dark. We need hot water and light — a fire at the very least . . .’

‘Then she can wait till Goulburn to get them,’ yelled Mr Smith.

‘Babies don’t wait!’ shouted Señorita Rodriques.

‘Then if it comes it will all be over, won’t it? And she can cuddle the brat till Goulburn. Keep driving, lad,’ Mr Smith repeated to Jem.

Mrs Pickle shrieked again, even louder this time. Jem could hear Mr Pickle calling her name, trying to be reassuring but sounding terrified instead.

Suddenly Jem realised that Señorita Rodriques had lost her Spanish accent about the time the coach had tipped. What was it Ma Grimsby had said about a mystery? A mystery man with pistols, a married lady not so much fat as expecting, a señorita who might not be Spanish at all . . .

But there was no time to wonder now. He had to pull over. He looked from side to side, waiting for a clearing, but one with some fallen timber too, so they could light a quick fire of swaggie’s wood.

‘Don’t even think of stopping, boy,’ ordered Mr Smith, as an even longer scream came from inside.

Jem ignored him. Was Mr Smith really desperate enough to shoot one passenger after another till he got Jem to drive on? Surely not . . .

All at once he glimpsed movement to one side of him. Jem moved to shield the shadowed figure from the light as it silently climbed onto the roof above them.

Juanita! She lunged, her hand darting down to grab one of the pistols from Mr Smith’s belt.

‘What the . . .’ Mr Smith turned to seize her, but she was gone, dangling for one heart-stopping breath off the side of the coach till two firm hands in green lace gloves grabbed her legs and helped her in.

Mr Smith drew his other pistol and leaned down to the window on his side. ‘I don’t know what you’re playing at, girl,’ he snarled. ‘But you’re not going to shoot me with that.’

‘No. But I will.’ Mrs Pickle’s sweating face appeared from the other window next to Jem. Her hat was gone. Her hair stuck up like a birch broom. Her shawls had vanished too. She panted as she leaned against the side of the coach. But the look on her face was sheer determination as she pointed the pistol at Mr Smith past Jem. ‘No one’s going to stop my baby coming safely, not you or anyone, and I don’t care what I have to do to make it happen.’

‘You won’t shoot either,’ said Mr Smith, though his voice lacked conviction now. ‘And what’s to stop you hitting our young driver here?’

‘Oh, I’ll shoot all right,’ gasped Mrs Pickle, tears wet on her face. ‘And I’ll hit you, too. I used to pot ducks with my brothers. They missed half the time but I never did. I reckon I can’t miss at this range.’ Mrs Pickle suddenly began to groan. She bent down, pistol still in her hand, and let out an even longer scream. But it was barely over before she had the pistol aimed again.

‘Put that pistol away,’ she ordered Mr Smith. ‘You’d shoot a woman giving birth, would you? You do that and every man worth his salt will tear you apart, starting with my Horace.’

‘Mrs Pickle, calm yourself —’ Mr Smith began.

‘Calm myself!’ she gasped, leaning against the window for support. Jem had to crane around to see her. ‘I’ve lost three babies halfway to term afore this one. That’s why I wanted my mam when I began to feel poorly, except it seems my time’s come early.’ She paused to get her breath then added grimly, ‘But I ain’t losing this child. If we don’t pull over I’ll shoot you in the face and there ain’t nobody in the world who’d blame me.’

‘Pull over,’ ordered Mr Smith, still gazing at Mrs Pickle. ‘You’ll get your fire and boiling water, woman. Just put that pistol away.’

‘I’ll put it away when you give the lad the other one,’ panted Mrs Pickle, her face vanishing as she leaned back on the seat, her husband’s arms around her. ‘You let my baby live and there won’t be one of us who’ll turn you in, I’ll see to that. If my baby’s safe, then you’ll be safe too.’

Mr Smith just stared at her. Jem hauled slowly on the reins, then reached over and plucked the pistol from the man’s belt. He held it a moment, unsure what to do with it. Juanita appeared again, leaning out of the other window. Jem passed the pistol to her willingly, then pulled on the reins again. The horses stopped just as there was another agonising shriek from Mrs Pickle.

Mr Smith glanced at the moon again, bouncing among shreds of cloud now. ‘You know how long it takes a baby to be born, lad?’

‘No,’ said Jem.

‘Me neither, though I’m guessing it might not be long, the way she’s screaming. Or maybe I’m hoping.’

There’s no one here who knows how long it takes for a baby to be born, Jem realised suddenly. Señorita Rodriques wasn’t married. She wouldn’t even have helped her neighbours have babies, not going from theatre to theatre for so many years. And this was Mrs Pickle’s first.

How did a baby get born? All Jem knew was that the process needed other women — women who knew exactly what to do.

‘I reckon we have an hour to spare if we’re to make the train, but not much more,’ said Mr Smith tautly.

‘The horse’s will be fresher after a rest,’ offered Jem.

‘There’s that,’ said Mr Smith, as Mr Pickle helped his panting wife from the coach.

‘Sir . . . if the baby takes longer to come, you could still make it on one of the horses. Or load whatever . . . books . . . you can carry on one of the other horses, too —’

‘A tired horse can’t carry many . . . books,’ said Mr Smith. ‘Let’s you and I get that fire going, lad, and heat up a billy. That’s the only part of birthing a baby I know about, though what the women do with the boiling water I’ve no idea.’

‘You’re . . . you’re not going to shoot anyone?’ asked Jem hesitantly.

‘Not without my pistols. And no, I’m not going to see if your dad has a shotgun hidden under the seat either. Mrs Pickle is right. Getting that baby born is the most important thing tonight.’

‘More important than you catching the train?’

Mr Smith regarded him in the lamplight. ‘I’ve chewed up a good bit of my life already, lad. That baby will have all its life to live, if things go well.’

Jem blinked, puzzled. Did Mr Smith mean he might die if he didn’t catch the train? But before he could ask another question Mr Smith was already moving. ‘Come on, lad. You see to the horses while I find some dry tinder. Thank goodness we have the torches to get a fire burning fast,’ he added, as another scream floated in the darkness. ‘We’re going to need it.’




CHAPTER 7

WAITING

He couldn’t leave the team harnessed and sweating, getting colder and colder standing still while a baby was born.

Jem unhitched the horses and slipped off their bridles, but left their collars on, then grabbed the rags kept under the seat and hobbled each horse’s two front hooves in a figure of eight cloth quickly and efficiently, so they could shuffle around and graze but not get too far away. The hobbles wouldn’t last long, but hopefully they wouldn’t need to. He gathered up a few loose branches that might get tangled in the rags.

At least the horses could graze a few mouthfuls now. I might be able to find some water for them too, Jem thought as he rubbed them down with a scrap of hay, once they’d cooled a bit.

Jem glanced over at the coach. Mrs Pickle now lay on a bed hastily made up of assorted shawls, her discarded bustle beside her. She held Mr Pickle’s hand in one of hers. The other limply held a pistol. Suddenly her hand tightened, as she began to scream again.

‘I’ll take that,’ said Señorita Rodriques quietly. She tucked the pistol in her belt under what was left of her travelling coat.

Mr Pickle stood up uncertainly. ‘I should leave you ladies to it.’

‘Don’t go, Horace!’ pleaded Mrs Pickle, panting.

‘But I don’t know anything about birthing babies,’ said Mr Pickle nervously. ‘It’s women’s business.’

‘No one here knows anything about having babies,’ gasped Mrs Pickle desperately.

Juanita kneeled next to the panting woman. She glanced up at her sister. Señorita Rodriques hesitated, then nodded. She kneeled down too.

‘I know a bit about childbirth,’ said Señorita Rodriques quietly. ‘I saw my younger brother born, and a neighbour’s child, though I didn’t help deliver them, just held the torch for the midwife.’ Señorita Rodriques paused then added, ‘And I’ve had a baby, too.’

‘But . . . but you’re not married,’ spluttered Mr Pickle.

‘Seems like there’s more to having babies that Mr Pickle doesn’t understand,’ said Mr Smith, appearing next to Jem with his arms full of firewood.

‘I was married once. Juanita here is my daughter.’ Señorita Rodriques put her arms around the girl. ‘Breaks my heart sometimes to have to say she’s my sister.’

Juanita gave a sudden sob and hugged her back. ‘It’s all right, Sis. It’s always been all right. I understand.’

‘Well, I don’t. You’re not old enough to have a daughter her age, Señorita,’ said Mr Pickle, trying to regain his dignity. ‘You’re only twenty-two. It said so in the newspaper.’

‘Don’t believe everything you read in newspapers,’ said Señorita Rodriques tiredly. ‘I’m thirty-three, but I hope I can keep on being twenty-two for a few more years. Then Juanita and I will retire to our few acres and a cottage. Now if you men will just light the fire and put the billy on to boil, you can take yourselves to the other side of the coach to give Mrs Pickle some privacy and look after Mr Donovan. You too, Mr Pickle. I’ll call you if I need you. And you, Juanita.’

‘I’m staying,’ said Juanita stubbornly. ‘You might need help.’

Mr Lee suddenly stepped out of the shadows, with his strange hobbling gait. ‘I help,’ he said gruffly.

‘I’m not having a Chinaman touch me!’ screamed Mrs Pickle. The scream changed, going on and on, so she gasped for air.

Mr Lee waited till the pain was over, then quietly slipped off his oilskin cloak, and then his coat and waistcoat. Underneath was the slim form of a woman.

Señorita Rodriques stared. ‘Oh, my goodness,’ she whispered.

‘I Miss Lee. New husband in Sydney. Chinese woman not allowed to land in Sydney. Chinese must land in Robe, far south, and then must walk.’ Miss Lee bent, and slipped off her boots. Jem stared. Her feet were stumps in tiny black slippers. ‘I not walk far. Cobb & Co take Chinese man. Not safe to be woman. I birth many babies in China,’ she added. ‘My grandmother was woman who brings babies.’

‘A midwife?’ asked Señorita Rodriques in wonder.

Miss Lee did not seem to understand the word. ‘You let Chinese woman touch you?’ she asked Mrs Pickle sharply.

‘Oh, my dear,’ said Señorita Rodriques softly, ‘what you must have been through!’

Mrs Pickle burst into tears. ‘A midwife! Horace, our baby has a midwife. Now light the fire and go away!’

In the end Juanita sat in the coach with Paw, as Señorita Rodriques said it was important to keep Paw’s head cool with wet cloths and to make sure he didn’t move too much, while Mr Pickle tended the fire and boiled the billy.

‘Horses have cooled down now,’ Mr Smith said to Jem. ‘Grab the washtub. Used to be a stream down that gully there. I’ll give you a hand filling up the tub.’

‘You’re not going to stay here and hurry Mrs Pickle along?’

Mr Smith laughed. ‘I reckon Mrs Pickle will be in as great a hurry to have that baby born as I am. One thing I’ve learned, lad. Babies come when they decide to and there ain’t nothing you or I can do to hurry them.’

‘You’re not . . . upset . . . any more?’

‘I forgot something else I learned too,’ said Mr Smith gravely. ‘A baby is worth more than a chest of . . . books. I should have remembered that.’

He glanced up at the stars again. The Southern Cross had turned over, leading the star path to morning. ‘I’ll wait till the first grey of dawn. If the baby hasn’t come by then I’ll take the best of the horses and ride for Goulburn.’

He laughed softly. ‘I’ve been a betting man all my life. Lost most of the bets, won a few of them. Now I’m betting Mrs Pickle’s baby will be born in time to get the coach and all my . . . books . . . to the train in time. But if not, it’ll be me and my carpetbag.’

‘These horses might not be broke to riding,’ warned Jem. ‘Cobb & Co breed them and train them, mostly, just for their own teams.’

‘There’s not a horse in this country I can’t ride,’ said Mr Smith lightly as they made their way carefully down the slope of tussocks and wattle trees. Water gleamed with the silver of moonlight at the bottom, just as Mr Smith had said.

‘You know this place?’ asked Jem.

‘I know from Araluen up to Picton, and a good way north and south. Yes, I know I said I didn’t. I lied.’

‘But why don’t you drive the coach then, if you know the road and horses so well?’

Mr Smith laughed again, suddenly relaxed about the inevitability of waiting an hour. ‘I know how to ride a horse, and how to lead them, not how to drive a coach and four. I don’t know this road, either. I didn’t follow the road much when I was younger. I went cross-country. Houses are built and paddocks cleared for wheat, but the shape of the land doesn’t change much. That’s what I learned, the land’s shape.’

‘What’s your real name?’ asked Jem softly.

Mr Smith grinned. ‘John Smith, and it will be that till the train pulls into Sydney. And if I get there on time, and on that boat, I reckon you might see another name for me in The Sydney Morning Herald. But till then you’ll know me as John Smith.’

Another scream came faintly down the slope. ‘When we hear a baby cry I’ll race you back,’ said Mr Smith philosophically. ‘But till then I don’t think I want to sit in any coach. I’ve had enough of being shut up to last a lifetime. Mind if we sit by the creek a while, lad?’

Jem shook his head. The horses should cool a little more before drinking, though not too long if they were going to work again soon. A team couldn’t be asked to work straight after drinking, especially winter-cold water. He trusted Juanita to call him if Paw grew worse, too. He sat, glad to feel the softness of tussocks instead of the hard box seat, his hand free of the weight and tug of the reins. He could hear the creek trickle between its stones, the far-off hoot of an owl.

Mr Smith leaned back on his elbows and gazed up at the stars. ‘Ever think that those stars are so high up now, but one day they might come falling down?’

‘No,’ said Jem honestly.

‘Ah, you’re young. Don’t suppose many stars have crashed for you, yet. I’ll tell you a story, lad. It’s about a boy not much older than you, who went stealing horses, partly for the adventure, and partly because this land is ruled by crooked magistrates and crooked traps and he thought he’d get his own back a bit.’

‘Did he?’ asked Jem.

‘He got caught instead, and then paroled. Finally he decided to go after something more valuable than horses, and turned to highway robbery instead.’

Jem stared at him. ‘A bushranger?’

‘He ranged around the bush, indeed. He even managed to steal a treasure. But that lad never killed anyone, never even hurt anyone, but someone died because of him.’

‘One of the police?’

‘A girl I loved,’ said Mr Smith quietly. ‘Bess, her name was, worked at the hotel at Sherwin Flats. She was my banker — I gave her the money; she put it away for me. She was well placed in the hotel to know what was happening in the district too, when the gold transports were coming through — there was a lot of gold back then — or a party of police.

‘But one night when I came back there was another party of outlaws already at the bar: Ben Hall and the gang he was with then. Two of ’em argued. One shot the other. Dead as a doornail he was. Well, we all took off after that. The police caught some of the others, then some fool told Bess they’d found me too, and shot me dead. And so Bess shot herself.’

‘Sir!’

‘Nearly drove me out of my mind, that did. And so I took a risk, the biggest I’ve ever taken maybe till now. I joined the rest of the gang and we held up the gold transport. It was the biggest theft the country had ever seen. Still is. And then I took my share of the gold and hid part of it, and took the rest with me to start a new life. Took another woman with me — Kate. Ben Hall’s sister-in-law, she was, married to another man, but she wanted another life as much as I did. We ended up real close, Kate and me. Had a son together, ran a store up in Queensland . . . and then the law caught up with me.’

‘They put you in prison?’

‘They did. A sentence of thirty-two years, a sentence that meant I’d die in prison, most like, and never feel the sun on my face except in the prison yard, never see the endless stars again. At least they didn’t hang me — I’d never killed anyone and they knew it.’

So that explains his pallor, thought Jem, and his thinness too. ‘You escaped, sir?’

‘Escaped from Darlinghurst Gaol? I’d need wings for that. But I have sisters, two of the best women in the world, who deserve better than a brother like me. They argued and campaigned. And two weeks ago the governor pardoned me, on condition I left the country. I’ve the ticket for a ship to Hong Kong in my pocket now — but if I miss the train from Goulburn I’ll miss that ship, and if I’m not on it they’ll put me back in Darlinghurst. And I think the heart of me would die, lad, if they did that, even before they killed my body. Men mostly don’t live long in Darlinghurst.’

‘But you risked it to get your . . . books,’ said Jem.

Another soft laugh in the darkness. ‘Aye, I did. I told you I was a betting man. You need money for a decent start in another country. So I went to fetch my . . . books.’

‘And if they arrest you they’ll find the gold from that theft,’ said Jem. ‘That’s what’s in the trunk, isn’t it?’

‘It is. Some I took to Queensland. I left the rest of that with Kate, enough for her and the boy to live in comfort. But, ah, there were such a lot of . . . books . . . still hidden, lad. Hong Kong is no place for me. I’m off to San Francisco. Once I get there with that trunk I’ll send for Kate and the boy and we can live in comfort to the end of our days. But only if I get that train today, and if the trunk comes with me.’

‘What . . . what about the people who you stole the gold from?’

‘Long gone, boy, and anyway they’d deposited it in the bank so the bank had to make it good. No one to give that gold back to except the government.’

‘Where did you hide it?’

Mr Smith laughed again. ‘You want to know every secret, don’t you?’

How many secrets had he learned already tonight? And he needed to get back to Paw. ‘Yes, please,’ Jem said, standing up.

‘Just in case you ever have any . . . books . . . you need to hide? Just so happened a mate of mine was building a new room on his house. So one night I decided to surprise him by finishing one wall of it. And inside that wall . . .’ Mr Smith grinned in the moonlight.

‘You took the wall down again last night?’ Surely someone would have noticed.

‘Just a hole at the bottom, to take the . . . books . . . out one by one, the sort of hole that a hungry rat could chew in a night. There’s half a dozen gold pocket watches in one of the other walls but I didn’t have time to get those.’

Mr Smith stood as well. ‘You want to get back to your dad, don’t you? Off you go, lad. I can water the horses. I’ve always loved the smell of horses in the night.’

Jem hesitated. Mr Smith had just admitted he was a thief — and one who’d threatened him with his pistols, even if he claimed he’d never used them. But what could he do tonight, except steal one of the horses? And, even if he did, Jem knew he’d find the horse waiting at the railway station once he finally made it to Goulburn.

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘A pleasure, lad. It’s been just like old times, sitting yarning on the grass in the moonlight, but this time I don’t have to worry about the traps sneaking up on us. Just promise you won’t go telling anyone else that story till I’m well away.’

‘I promise.’

‘And maybe . . . if you do tell someone . . . don’t mention Bess. She deserved better than me too, and far, far better than what she got. I visited her grave on the way down. They wouldn’t bury her in the graveyard, not after she’d shot herself, but maybe, if you ever stop at Sherwin Flats for longer than a change of horses . . .’

‘I’ll leave flowers on her grave like I do on Maw’s, sir.’

‘You’re a good lad. A very good lad. You go and see to your dad.’

Mr Smith picked up the tub again then paused. ‘I doubt Donovan will be able to work for a while after this. You got a home of your own to go to, some savings?’

‘No home, sir, just a room in a lodging house in Goulburn, and another one in Braidwood. We’ve been saving for a farm.’

‘Hmm.’ Mr Smith reached under his jacket. Jem caught sight of a dark shape that might have been a shoulder pouch. Mr Smith drew out pieces of paper and passed them to him.

Bank notes! Jem tried to read their marks in the moonlight. Surely that couldn’t be . . .

‘Fifty pounds,’ said Mr Smith softly. He grinned. ‘Nibbled a bit by rats in one corner, but they’ll see you good. There was more than . . . books . . . on that coach. My trunk may be heavy, but the carpetbag is light, because it’s filled with paper.’ He turned and trod carefully down towards the pool.




CHAPTER 8

THE GREATEST SECRET OF THEM ALL

Fifty pounds! Jem folded the notes up tight, then wriggled them down beside his pocket knife in the pouch on his belt.

Paw reckoned they needed about six hundred pounds for their farm, and another two hundred at least to stock it, for, though they could catch brumbies, the wild horses would need to be bred to good stallions and mares to be good enough to sell to Cobb & Co. They had almost half of the necessary sum already, but it would cut into their savings badly if Paw couldn’t work for a time. This contribution would see them through his lay-off and boost their savings.

Jem bit his lip at the memory of Paw’s face so white and motionless. Paw would recover! One day he’d be driving the coach again, grinning at him after negotiating a sharp corner. And one day they’d have their farm, too. Sooner than they’d planned, after this terrible night — as long as he managed to get them safe to Goulburn.

He made his way up the hill.

Señorita Rodriques must have heard his footsteps. She came out from behind a hastily erected screen — two fallen branches leaned together, draped with a fringed Spanish shawl — to meet him.

‘Paw?’ demanded Jem, suddenly frightened.

‘He’s feeling better. I’ve just looked in on him. Are you all right, Jem?’ she asked quietly. ‘I was worried when you vanished with Mr Smith.’

‘He’s getting water for the horses. I don’t think he’ll hurt any of us, Señorita.’

‘I was afraid he’d try to get you to drive off with the coach again, and leave us here.’

‘I wouldn’t do it. But he’s not going to try to make me, not now.’

The señorita looked like she wanted to ask more questions, but not with two patients to look after. ‘I’d better get back to Mrs Pickle. Lee Chou says the contractions have subsided. It may be hours yet.’

‘Lee Chou? Is that her real name?’

Señorita Rodriques nodded. ‘She’s been telling us about the journey here, learning English to come to Australia. She’s never even met her husband. He’ll be waiting for her at Goulburn.’

‘How did her feet get like that? Did someone chop them off, or was she born that way?’

‘Neither. In China, well-off families bind little girls’ feet tightly to keep them small. Women with feet that are too small to let them work are a sign a family is wealthy.’

‘That’s terrible!’

‘Well, some of the things done to children in this country are terrible as well.’ Jem waited for Señorita Rodriques to say more, but she just added, ‘Now you go and sit with your dad. He’s feeling better, but don’t let him sit up.’

‘No, ma’am.’

‘And on no account let him try to stand.’

‘No, ma’am.’

‘Jem . . .’ But whatever she had been going to say was lost, as Mrs Pickle groaned again. ‘Thank you, Jem,’ said Señorita Rodriques quietly, and slipped behind the screen.

The inside of the coach was still faintly lit by the torches outside, with hints of firelight and the newly risen moon. Paw lay propped up by their swag, with a pannikin of tea in one hand and a gingernut biscuit in the other. Juanita sat cross-legged under her skirts on the seat above him. Paw’s face was pale and he was clearly in pain, but he managed a smile.

‘Sounds like you’ve done right well, Jem boy. Four-in-hand, all the way to here.’

‘Paw! I . . . I was afraid . . .’ that you might die, he thought. He looked at Juanita. ‘Your . . . sister . . .’ he couldn’t quite manage ‘mother’ ‘. . . she said Paw wasn’t to sit up!’

‘How was I supposed to stop him?’ asked Juanita reasonably. ‘Stand on him? He’s not sitting, anyhow. He’s lying down, but he can drink this way and not choke. Do you want a cup of tea too?’

‘Yes, please. Where did it come from?’

‘India,’ said Juanita.

Paw winked, his lips twitching in a smile. Despite his obvious pain he almost seemed to be enjoying himself.

‘How did the tea get into the pannikin?’ Jem asked patiently.

‘From the billy.’

Juanita grinned at him. ‘Usually people swear at me after two questions. You’re pretty patient. You drive a coach well too.’

Jem shook his head. ‘It’s an easy bit of road and the team’s worked part of it for a year, at least, and with each other too. Mr Smith could probably have done it, but I didn’t want to tell him that.’

‘Do not tell him that,’ said Paw. ‘There’s a lot we need to know about that man.’

And a lot I can’t tell you till his ship sails, thought Jem. Instead he asked, ‘How do you feel?’

‘Like someone’s set fire to my leg and the blacksmith is shoeing a horse in my head. I’m sorry, Jem. I should have seen that bit of ice back there. My mind was on other things . . .’

‘Like my sister, I suppose,’ said Juanita scornfully. ‘Men are always wanting to marry my sister.’

Jem waited for Paw to protest. But he just sipped his tea thoughtfully.

‘Why isn’t your sister married if so many men have asked her?’ demanded Jem.

‘Me,’ said Juanita simply. ‘How can Sis marry a man who thinks she’s twenty-two, when she’s got a daughter twelve years old?’

‘There’s also the matter of not being Spanish,’ said Paw quietly. He winced as if the speech hurt his head. Outside Mrs Pickle groaned again, but quietly. Jem could hear the mutter of voices, Lee Chou and Señorita Rodriques. Or whatever her name really was . . .

‘Why do you pretend to be Spanish?’ Jem asked.

‘Who’d you rather go and see, a genuine Spanish dancer or someone who just dances Spanish?’

‘I think it might be more than that,’ said Paw softly from the floor. ‘Wallawaani, Juanita.’

Juanita stared at Paw with what might be terror. ‘What does that mean?’ she asked, trembling.

‘I think you know what wallawaani means,’ said Paw, even more quietly. ‘I used to be on the Moruya–Araluen run, when Jem’s maw was still alive. I learned a few words there.’

‘What kinds of words?’ asked Jem, puzzled.

‘Native words,’ said Paw.

Juanita gazed at Paw. ‘Please . . . please don’t say any more,’ she pleaded, glancing at Jem.

‘I won’t. But I wish you would. I understand, you see. That’s why Jem’s maw and I came from America.’ Paw gave a smile of love and memory, a smile Jem hadn’t seen for years. ‘Jem’s grandma was a native.’




CHAPTER 9

PAW’S SECRET

‘You mean Maw was a native? Maw can’t have been a native,’ said Jem, stunned. ‘She was American.’

‘America has its own natives,’ said Paw softly.

‘But that would make me a . . . a Red Indian. I don’t have red skin. Maw didn’t either!’

‘Red Indians aren’t red,’ said Paw wearily. ‘The name comes from the bounty the American government paid for the scalps of dead Indians — their skin and hair cut off. The American natives just have skin a bit darker than mine.’

‘But I’m just brown from the sun!’

‘That’s what people think here, ’cause they don’t know the look of American natives. But back home too many people would know you were Hidatsa. That’s the name of your gran’s people. When I married your maw my family disowned me. So we came here to start afresh. But she died,’ said Paw, his voice drifting like the moonlight. ‘Died before I could give her a proper home, and a farm and the horses we both loved. But she had you.’

‘We . . . we were h-happy,’ stammered Jem.

‘We were happy. That’s what mattered,’ said Paw. ‘It was worth it. Even those months of her dying were worth it. I’d give my whole life for those years with her, and now to have you, too.’

Paw lowered the empty pannikin and shut his eyes. ‘Was going to tell you soon. Just couldn’t find the words for it . . .’ His voice trailed off.

‘Paw!’ said Jem softly, taking Paw’s limp hand in his.

‘He’s just asleep,’ said Juanita quietly. ‘Best thing for him, Sis says. She put something in his tea to help the pain that will mean he sleeps more, too.’

Juanita offered Jem the tin again. ‘Have a gingernut. I’ve got pasties, too.’ She rummaged in her carpetbag then held out an oiled cloth.

Jem unwrapped it and stared at the pasties inside it: bulging half-circles that smelled better than anything he’d eaten for years. ‘How’d you get these?’

‘Well, there’s this fairy who lives under the coach seat. She asked me if we’d like some supper . . .’ Juanita stopped at the look on Jem’s face. ‘Sis and I made them at our last lodging house. We’ve been travelling long enough to make sure we have more than bread and chops to eat.’

Jem bit into a pasty. There was beef, and carrots and turnip and gravy: it was the best thing he’d eaten for years. ‘It’s good.’

‘Everything Sis cooks is good. I’m a good cook too,’ she added. ‘But Sis enjoys it. I don’t.’ She gave him a sharp glance. ‘Don’t expect me to call her anything other than Sis. If I did that once I might do it another time.’

‘I didn’t know pasties and gingernuts were Spanish,’ said Jem slowly, thinking of Paw’s words. ‘I thought Spanish people ate rice called paella and hams and fried fish. That’s what my encyclopaedia says.’

‘I thought you had only got up to G?’

‘I look ahead sometimes.’

‘Well, Spanish people eat pasties too. And gingernuts,’ said Juanita dismissively.

Jem took another bite and glanced at her. She obviously wasn’t about to admit anything to him. He settled for, ‘How did you learn how to climb out of a coach window?’

Juanita’s face relaxed. ‘That was from the Flying Alberto Family. They do an act with ropes and the trapeze. Mrs Alberto taught me to climb real well. She said I might even be good enough to do it on stage one day, or in a circus. But I want our farm.’

‘I was scared you were going to fall,’ Jem admitted.

‘So was I.’ Juanita took a pasty herself, and began to chew.

Jem waited till she’d eaten half of it. ‘What was that word Paw said that made you so scared?’

Juanita glared at him over her pasty. ‘I don’t know!’

‘You do.’

Juanita said nothing for a while. ‘Your dad just told you that you’re part red Indian,’ she said at last, ‘but you don’t seem upset.’

Jem considered. ‘I can’t really think about it now. Too much has happened tonight. Too much still has to happen. Besides, Red Indians are . . . interesting. Paw and Maw told me stories.’ Jem swallowed another bite of pasty. ‘I suppose that’s why they told me all the stories. All about canoes and how to make a bow and arrows and stories of brave warriors and how there’s a dog that can make a whole people vanish. The only reason I’d mind is other people minding.’

‘And other people don’t know. Not in Australia.’

‘Except you.’ Jem shook his head. ‘Why did Paw tell you our secret when he hid it even from me all these years?’

‘He likes Sis,’ evaded Juanita. ‘And he’s all shook up, too.’

‘But he told you, not your . . . your sister! What’s Maw being a native got to do with you? And, anyway, Paw hasn’t said boo to a woman since Maw died.’

‘He hasn’t met one like Sis,’ said Juanita.

Jem considered, munching his pasty. Juanita was right. Señorita Rodriques wasn’t like any woman he’d met either, and not just because she was beautiful. She seemed like she could do anything. And she was kind and made the best pasties in the world.

‘Like I said, men always fall in love with Sis. But this time I think she likes your dad, too.’

Jem finished the pasty, then wiped his fingers on his trousers. Maw’s novels had people falling in love at first sight. He supposed it could happen after a coach rolling over, being held at gunpoint by a bushranger, nursing an unconscious man and a baby insisting on being born, too.

‘So what was that word Paw said to you?’ he persisted.

Juanita gazed at him. ‘Can I trust you?’

‘If I say “yes” you won’t know if I’m lying or not,’ Jem pointed out.

Juanita sighed. ‘I shouldn’t have asked. Of course I can trust you. You convinced that man not to leave us behind. You do what you say you’re going to do.’

‘And if you tell me a secret I won’t tell anyone. Even Paw.’

‘You can tell your dad. Wallawaani — it’s native for something like hello, where Sis and I come from. Sort of welcome, too.’

‘Then Paw meant that you’re a native!’ Jem stared at her. Ma Grimsby had told him how the natives down the coast were cannibals. Her brother-in-law’s sister’s husband’s best friend had told him how a man he knew had seen the very place on the Ulladulla heads where a ship had gone aground. Everyone had come ashore safely but the natives had a giant feast and ate every single one of them.

Ma Grimsby said the natives hunted the cedar cutters down on the south coast. She said the natives killed their babies . . .

Jem blinked. But if natives killed their babies there wouldn’t be any more natives. And if every single survivor had been eaten, how did anyone know the story? Señorita Rodriques — or whatever her name was — made gingernut biscuits and mutton pasties. He couldn’t imagine her having a cannibal feast. And he liked her — and Juanita — a lot more than he liked Ma Grimsby, who made her mutton stews on Saturdays and just added more potato and water to them for the rest of the week . . .

‘I’m a quarter native,’ said Juanita quietly. ‘Just like Sis, because Sis says my dad was quarter native too. I asked her what the other bits of me were, but she said that for most people only the native bits count.’

‘You come from Moruya?’

‘Sis wouldn’t say. She won’t tell me hardly anything! Just that we come from south of Braidwood. Except I’ve never even been to Braidwood before this week, or not that I can remember. Sis said even going to Braidwood was a risk, but it’s been twelve years since anyone there might have seen her and everyone knows Señorita Rodriques now. No one would recognise her.’

Except maybe Ma Grimsby, thought Jem. Ma Grimsby who said there was a mystery about one of the passengers.

But there was a mystery about every one of the passengers. Even Mr and Mrs Pickle had kept Mrs Pickle’s pregnancy a secret, in case the driver didn’t want to risk delaying the mail run for a baby about to be born. But if Ma Grimsby had recognised Señorita Rodriques as . . .

‘What’s your real name then?’ asked Jem.

‘Janet Jones. I like Juanita better though. Sis is Carmel Jones.’

‘And your dad?’

Juanita looked out the window. ‘His name was Harry Jones. He used to guide timber cutters up into the mountains to show them where the big cedar trees are. That’s all I know about him. The timber cutters get a lot of money for the timber from cedar trees. But one day he took two men out, and they quarrelled and one killed the other, then said my father did it. So they hanged my dad,’ said Juanita simply. ‘No one would believe a native man.’

Jem stared. ‘I . . . I’m sorry.’

‘I wasn’t born till two months after he died. Sis couldn’t get a job with a baby in her arms. She left me with an auntie — but Sis says she wasn’t really my auntie, just called auntie. Sis worked cleaning a theatre. That’s how she picked up the singing and dancing, watching the rehearsals as she cleaned. And then one day the real Señorita Rodriques danced at the theatre, and a rich man fell in love with her, just like they do with Sis. But this rich man owned a ship, and he and Señorita Rodriques sailed away on it, just like that, leaving all her costumes behind, and even some of her old clothes.’

Juanita smiled. ‘The next theatre that had booked Señorita Rodriques was down in Melbourne. They’d never met the real one. Sis spent all her savings on the coach fare down there. She put on a Spanish shawl and a Spanish accent and no one ever questioned her. She said she was terrified at first. But a cleaner only gets twopence a day, and a Señorita Rodriques can make twenty pounds a week, or even more, depending on how long it takes to get from theatre to theatre and how many shows she gives.’

‘When did you start travelling with her?’ asked Jem, fascinated.

‘I can’t remember. I must have been tiny, because if I’d turned up not speaking any Spanish people might have guessed. As soon as Sis had enough money she hired a nanny to look after me when she was performing. She told everyone that her poor parents had died and her baby sister was coming to live with her.’

‘But what if she meets someone who’s really Spanish?’

Juanita laughed. ‘We’ve met lots of them! But Sis just taps them on the arm with her fan and says, “We must learn to speak ze English, no?” But the only people we spend a lot of time with are theatre people, or on journeys like this,’ Juanita added. ‘We mostly take the night coaches or night trains, because that way Sis can fit in more performances, so if there’s someone who asks too many questions we pretend to be asleep.’ Juanita smiled at him, slightly shyly. ‘I’ve never talked to anyone my age as long as I’ve talked with you. Even with Mrs Alberto I mostly just talked about ropes and climbing.’

‘I’ve never had a friend either,’ Jem admitted. ‘Not since I started travelling with Paw. I just know coaches and posting houses and lodgings. I suppose you just know theatres and lodgings?’

‘Pretty much. But once a year we have a holiday at some farm — one where no one is Spanish and they let us use their kitchen too. Those times are wonderful,’ said Juanita simply. ‘Sis and I go walking all day — we wear bonnets and long sleeves because we can’t risk getting tanned — but at night we can sit on the verandah and look at the stars. They’re the only times Sis tells me things, like wallawaani and other words, or about plants and . . . and important things to know.’

‘But not where you come from?’

Juanita shook her head. ‘Sis only told me she was my ma when I turned ten, because I kept asking questions about who our parents were, and where they’d lived. But she won’t tell me any more than that. I just don’t know!’

‘I could hazard a guess.’

Jem started. He hadn’t realised Paw had woken up, much less was listening. Even now he kept his eyes shut. ‘There are lots of native languages in Australia, just like in the United States. If you know the word wallawaani, you come from south coast country, or down Araluen way. I reckon your land’s been taken by squatters and selectors. Only way the natives can stay on their own land is by working for them, being a servant, working for your keep, no wages. A Spanish dancer can earn enough to have a farm of her own.’

Paw opened his eyes. ‘But no more talk from either of you about men falling in love with Señorita Rodriques,’ he ordered. ‘Show some respect for your elders.’

Suddenly Mrs Pickle shrieked so loudly just outside the coach that Jem almost slipped off the seat.

‘Off with both of you,’ said Paw, shutting his eyes again. ‘Go and check the horses. Jem, a word with you in private, first.’

Juanita picked up her carpetbag. ‘I think you want us away because Mrs Pickle’s baby is about to be born.’

‘I think Mrs Pickle deserves a bit of privacy. If I had two legs that worked I’d join you.’

Paw waited till Juanita had grabbed the carpetbag and left then reached up for Jem’s hand. ‘I’m sorry about telling you about your maw like that. There just never seemed the right moment to tell you, then I go blurting it out at the worst of times. Pain and that potion got me saying things I should have kept to myself, maybe.’

‘I want to know,’ said Jem.

‘And as soon as can be, I’ll tell you. Jem, do you think you can drive the coach from here to Goulburn?’

‘Do you think I can?’ asked Jem quietly.

‘I think you’ve got the skill, but it’s going to be hard. It’s a good road, and mostly a straight and wide one, and you’re not likely to meet any other traffic till the morning. You know the team, and they know you. Yes, I think you can do it. Just take it slow, and don’t let Mr Smith push you. But he’s seen what happens if a coach gets out of control. Now skedaddle.’ Paw closed his eyes.

Jem hesitated. ‘Paw . . . do you like Señorita Rodriques?’

The blue eyes opened again. ‘Would you mind if I did?’

Jem considered. ‘I don’t think so.’

Paw nodded, then winced at the movement. ‘She’s a woman in a million, just like your maw. But I’m no more use to a woman like her than a three-legged cat in a dairy full of mice. She and Juanita deserve a man who can give them a good home. I saw your maw wait night after night for me. I won’t ask a woman to do that again.’

Another shriek came from outside, and a small flood of words in what Jem thought must be Chinese, but that sounded reassuring.

Paw gave a brief smile. ‘Sounds like someone is preparing to enter the world. Now off with you. And quick.’




CHAPTER 10

TALKING TO JUANITA

The darkness thickened away from the coach’s torches, but the moonlight was bright enough to cast shadows and silver the gum leaves above them. Jem found Juanita patting one of the horses as it bent to chew a frost-brown tussock. Cobb & Co horses didn’t get a chance to graze during their journeys. On other runs, some hardly spent any time in the paddock at all, but were given hay and oats and water in the stable block, then sent out again as soon as they had rested. Horses treated like that hardly lasted a year, Paw said. Jem was glad the horses on this run were better cared for, well bred and perfectly trained and so too valuable for any careless groom to mistreat.

‘Where’s Mr Smith?’ Jem asked.

‘Gone to get more water. He’s funny. He was just sitting out here looking up at the moon, and smiling.’

Jem wondered if Mr Smith had ever seen the moon in prison. ‘You’re not scared of him?’

Juanita considered. ‘No.’ She grinned at Jem. ‘Anyway, Sis put the pistol I took from him in our carpetbag. Only one of them’s loaded — the one I took. Mr Smith couldn’t have shot any of us with his empty pistol.’

Jem nodded. Mr Smith had shot Lady Anne, and he hadn’t seen him reload. Could he have reloaded the other pistol down at the stream? No. Mr Smith would need shot and wadding, a brush and powder flask — all in his carpetbag probably, and his carpetbag was still on the coach.

Jem blinked. That loaded pistol was in the bag Juanita carried now.

He regarded her cautiously. What if Ma Grimsby was right? What if natives did hold cannibal feasts? Except . . . except Amos Bighands was one of the grooms at Goulburn, and he was a native. Jem had known him for years. Cobb & Co employed lots of native grooms. Jem was sure they’d never eaten anyone . . .

He realised that Juanita was looking at him strangely, too.

‘Don’t Red Indians scalp people?’ she asked, a little too carelessly.

‘Paw said white people took scalps,’ said Jem. ‘Maybe it’s something everyone does in America.’

‘I heard that the Indians are cannibals,’ Juanita offered.

‘I don’t think they are,’ said Jem warily. ‘Maw told me stories about how warriors would hunt buffalo — they’re like giant bullocks. Maw said the herds of buffalo were so big you couldn’t see the horizon. I don’t think people who hunt buffalo would bother eating people. Maybe being a cannibal is one of those things you say about people you don’t like. Maybe . . . maybe there have never been any cannibals . . .’

‘Yes, there have,’ said Juanita firmly. ‘I read it in the newspaper. There were those convicts who escaped in Van Diemen’s Land and ate each other.’

‘But they were English. I’ve never heard anyone say English people are cannibals.’

‘What else did your mother say about Red Indians?’ asked Juanita, more thoughtfully now.

‘How when you were made a man you got to wear an eagle feather. And stories, like how Balapooshe led people down from the sky to earth.’ None of the other students at the penny school where Jem had gone for a couple of years to get his letters when Maw was alive had known stories like that, he realised. Their stories were of Irish leprechauns who left pots of gold at the ends of rainbows — he and his friends had spent hours chasing rainbows to try to find that gold — or English elves or fairies who kept the cows’ milk sweet if you left them out a saucer full, or made it turn sour if you didn’t.

It were as if the night suddenly did a somersault. I’m part-Indian, he thought, but I’m exactly who I was this afternoon. Except I’m not — I’ve become the boy who drove a coach and four and defied a bushranger.

And the demure and insignificant Juanita had become a girl who would clamber out of a coach window to steal a bushranger’s pistol so a woman could have her baby on firm ground, not in a wildly rocking coach.

He tried to count up all his ancestors who weren’t Red Indian, all of Juanita’s who weren’t native, then gave up. There were too many of them. Who had they been? What had they been like? All different, probably, and he might be a bit like some of them. But most of all he was just himself.

He sat on a rock, ignoring its coldness. Juanita sat on another as the horses moved around slowly, still hobbled, looking for more grass or tussocks.

‘How far have you travelled with . . .’ Jem wasn’t sure whether to say your mother or your sister so he just said, ‘the señorita? You must have seen all over Australia.’

‘Huh,’ said Juanita. ‘We mostly see the inside of coaches and sometimes boats and lodging houses and theatres. We’ve been to Hobart and Launceston and Ballarat and Bendigo and Melbourne and Gulgong and Gundagai and Newcastle and dozens of other towns and you know what? The boarding houses are almost all the same and the view from the coach is mostly trees and farm houses and sheep or wheat or cows and all you can see from boats is water and the distant shore. There’s always the next theatre to get to and the next, so we don’t get time to look around. The lodging houses mostly just serve Irish stew. I hate Irish stew.’

‘I hate Irish stew too,’ said Jem gloomily, thinking of their next meal when they arrived in Goulburn. ‘When me and Paw have our farm we’re never going to have Irish stew again. Paw and I never get to see anywhere either, just this road time after time. Sometimes I see the river through the trees and I think, I could go fishing, but the coach can’t stop, except for mail or passengers. But you said men keep wanting to marry Señorita Rodriques. Don’t they ask you to go to dinners and parties and picnics?’

Mrs Pickle gave an even longer shriek. Juanita waited till it was over before answering. ‘They ask, but we don’t go. There’s a note with flowers, or sometimes a bracelet or necklace and even a little gold nugget once, but we’re always off the day after the last performance. Sis can’t afford to turn down work. Being twenty-two only works now because she’s up on the stage with lights and make-up and the audience is way down on the other side.’

Juanita glanced at Jem. ‘And I have to keep fastening her corset tighter and tighter. But we’ve saved nearly half of what we need.’

‘It sounds boring,’ said Jem frankly.

‘Sometimes there’s interesting people on the coach or at the theatre. I met a man with a monkey once — the man sings and the monkey dances. And there was a poet on a coach with us last year — he recited his poems all the way to Gulgong.’

‘Were they interesting?’

‘Not very. I’d like to write a diary but they’d get too heavy to take with us.’ She looked wistful. ‘You hear wonderful stories on the coach trips, Irish orphans off to marry men they’ve never met and a Russian prince, well, he said he was a prince, and a Californian gold miner who’d booked a seat for his wife’s ghost because she always travelled with him.’

Jem stared. ‘He thought her ghost was in the coach?’

‘Oh yes. She even gave Sis a recipe for cornbread. Well, her husband passed it on.’

‘Paw loves cornbread. Maw used to make it.’

‘Sis made some last holiday. It was good. Now and then there’s a passenger who can read and will lend us their book or newspaper or magazine. I read whenever there’s no mending to do, but there’s usually mending — Sis wears a lot of holes in her stockings. We can’t keep many books, of course, so sometimes we buy a couple of second-hand ones if there’s a market near the theatre and trade them for other books later on. Sometimes there’s penny libraries too. I can use those as long as I finish a book before we leave or if we’re passing back that way again. I borrowed three books at the penny library in Goulburn. Do you ever take your encyclopaedia with you to read on the way?’

Another cry, louder than the one before, and for even longer, too. Jem tried not to listen. ‘No. There’s too much wind to read up top. I whittle sometimes — I carved Paw a pipe last year — but it’s easy for the knife to slip when it’s bumpy. Mostly Paw and I talk.’

‘You and your dad? But he hardly says anything!’

‘He doesn’t talk to strangers much. But he tells me about horses, and how to tell good land from bad and makes me do my times tables. Sometimes we have a spelling competition.’

‘I bet I could beat you at spelling.’

Jem grinned at her. ‘You could try. We could have a proper spelling bee one day.’ Except he’d probably never see Juanita again after they reached Goulburn, he realised with a pang. ‘Are you staying in Goulburn long?’

Juanita shook her head. ‘We have tickets on the morning train. Sis has two weeks at a big variety theatre in Sydney.’ She shut her eyes. ‘I know exactly what our cottage is going to be like. It’s going to have blue curtains and a blue flowered sofa and a big, enclosed iron stove and a water pump right in the kitchen so no one has to fetch the water and we can have as many baths as we want. And we’ll have a Coolgardie safe on the verandah . . .’

‘I’m going to have a bedroom of my own when we have our place,’ said Jem.

‘Me too.’

‘And a proper bed, not a truckle.’

‘And hens so we can have as many eggs as we want and roast rooster on Sundays,’ said Juanita, ‘and a Jersey cow with big brown eyes for milk and butter, and a strawberry patch.’

‘We’re going to breed some big horses as well as the horses for Cobb & Co, because Paw says with the railway extending there won’t be the same need for swift coach horses, but big horses to pull brewery carts and water carts will always be needed.’

‘We’re going to have cherry trees and apple trees,’ said Juanita dreamily.

‘And a creek with a pool deep enough to swim in,’ said Jem.

‘And peach trees and apricots —’ Juanita stopped. ‘What’s that?’ she whispered, pointing to a dark shape slowly moving under the trees.

‘It’s a wombat. Ain’t you ever seen one before?’

Juanita shook her head. ‘They only come out at night, don’t they? I’m either in a coach or a train going fast, or at a theatre or lodgings at night. Do wombats bite?’

‘Yes,’ said Jem. He grinned as she drew her legs up onto the rock. ‘But mostly grass, unless they’re protecting their babies or you frighten one.’

A shriek ripped the air from over by the coach. Mr Smith appeared, carrying the empty tub. ‘Time to hitch the horses, lad.’

‘But Mrs Pickle is still . . . I mean the baby isn’t born yet,’ said Jem.

‘Can’t be long now. I want us ready to go as soon as she can travel.’ Mr Smith grinned at the wombat. ‘Have you two found a friend?’

The wombat ignored him, slowly munching its way closer.

‘Come on, lad. I’ll help with the harnessing.’ Mr Smith bent and removed the hobbles from the closest horse. He took hold of the collar and led him back to the pile of traces and bridles. The horse turned obediently, with the resigned look of an animal who knows what is going to happen next, and that he may as well put up with it as there’d be oats at the end of the journey.

Jem took off King Rex’s hobble and led him to the coach, then peered inside. Paw seemed to be asleep again, his breathing even.

Mr Pickle appeared beside him. ‘I knew a man once got a bump on the head. Seemed fine he did, then just dropped dead the next day.’

Jem stared at him in horror.

‘Pay no heed to him, lad,’ said Mr Smith testily. ‘Go and hold your wife’s hand, Pickle.’

‘The women don’t want me there,’ said Mr Pickle simply.

‘Wonder why that is?’ muttered Mr Smith, stroking Dusk’s nose. ‘Ah, you’re a fine fellow . . .’

A scream echoed up to the sky and through the trees, so loud and long the moon seemed to shudder. Suddenly there was silence. Jem could hear the wombat munching again. Mr Pickle grasped the coach, terrified, his mouth open, as if he were too scared to speak the question he longed to ask.

The wombat moved closer, unaware of four horses, a coach and all the human drama.

‘Should give that wombat a name,’ said Mr Smith quickly, obviously trying to distract Jem and Juanita.

‘What’s a good name for a wombat?’ asked Jem, playing along.

A baby cried on the other side of the coach.

‘Patrick!’ cried Mrs Pickle’s voice hoarsely. ‘His name is Patrick.’

‘Violet!’ yelled Mr Pickle, racing round the coach.

‘I reckon that wombat’s name is Patrick too,’ said Jem, as he and Juanita and Mr Smith followed Mr Pickle around the coach.

‘You stop right there,’ Señorita Rodriques — or Carmel Jones — stepped around the makeshift screen. ‘Mr Pickle, you wait till Miss Lee tells you everything has been tidied up. I’m going to check on Mr Donovan and see if we can make him a bit more comfortable for the journey. Mr Pickle, you can support your wife and baby on one of the seats inside, so Mrs Pickle can have her feet up.’

‘She . . . she’s all right?’ stammered Mr Pickle.

‘Absolutely fine, and so is your son. A big fellow, too.’

‘Paw’s sleeping,’ said Jem. ‘But he was talking earlier.’

‘Making sense?’ asked Señorita Rodriques quickly.

‘Yes. Juanita gave him a cup of tea and a biscuit too.’

Señorita Rodriques frowned. ‘He didn’t bring them up?’

‘No ma’am.’

Señorita Rodriques shut her eyes briefly in relief.

‘Right,’ said Mr Smith sharply. ‘Into the coach, everyone.’

Señorita Rodriques met his eyes. ‘Another twenty minutes,’ she said firmly.

‘Twenty minutes,’ said Mr Smith resignedly. ‘But everyone will be ready to go the moment Mrs Pickle is in that coach. Pickle, your wife will be as comfortable lying on the coach seat as on the ground.’

Jem wasn’t sure that the bumping coach would be what Mrs Pickle needed right after having a baby. But nor should she stay here on the chill ground in the middle of winter. The tinny air seemed to eat the heat of the fire. He kicked earth over the flames quickly while Mr Smith put the tub back on top of the coach.

Twenty minutes later a beaming Mr Pickle helped his wife into the coach. Her face was pale and her eyes shadowed, but she looked deeply, unalterably happy. The baby in her arms was wrapped in a Spanish shawl. Jem peered at it. Its face was red and splotchy and screwed up like a raisin.

He moved closer to Señorita Rodriques. ‘What’s wrong with the baby?’ he whispered.

‘Nothing,’ she said indignantly. ‘He’s a handsome boy!’

‘But he’s all red.’

‘That’s what babies look like, mostly, Miss Lee says. You were wonderful,’ she added to the Chinese woman, wearing her man’s coat again and holding a top hat.

‘Is best happen for me in Australia,’ said Miss Lee, smiling for the first time. ‘Help another woman have baby. Be woman with other woman.’ She looked down at herself sadly. ‘Wish I meet husband as woman.’

Miss Rodriques smiled. ‘I think we can do something about that.’

‘Not here you can’t,’ said Mr Smith grimly. ‘Everyone get on the coach. Now.’

‘Which is just what we’re doing,’ said Señorita Rodriques. ‘Mrs Pickle needs a comfortable bed and good food, and so does Mr Donovan. He needs a doctor too, and we won’t find any of those till we get to Goulburn, so the sooner the better.’

‘And the mailbags have to get on the train or we pay a penalty,’ came Paw’s voice from inside the coach.

Jem turned to Mr Smith. ‘I’ll get you there as soon as I can. But not because you threatened me.’

Mr Smith took a deep breath. ‘I know that, lad,’ he said.




CHAPTER 11

THE DAWN

The mist sat in faint layers between the coach and the stars, then vanished altogether as the horses trotted up the track. Jem’s hands grew cold again, and his feet, especially the one on the brake lever.

But there was no time to think of that: he just had to peer into the dimness for ice, or a wandering Patrick — he would never think of them as wombats again — who might upset the horses as they tried to shy away.

Kangaroos peered at them from the trees on either side, and miserable sheep the colour of mud. Jem slowed as they came to the first gate. Mr Smith hopped down and opened it; Jem drove through, then waited for Mr Smith to clamber on board again.

‘All all right back there?’ Jem shouted.

‘Fine and dandy!’ called Mr Pickle.

Juanita’s head peered up at him. ‘Your dad’s sleeping. Sis gave him more potion to ease the pain from all the bouncing.’

Jem nodded. He wished he could make the coach sway less, but speed always came with bumps and thuds. He cracked the whip as Mr Smith took his seat and fastened his lap belt again. The horses flattened their ears and King Rex whinnied. This was not how the night was supposed to go, and the horses knew it. But they gained their stride again.

Through the second gate, past a logging camp, a small fire still glowing red enough to see the piled timber, the damp tents where the workers must be sleeping.

The stars vanished slowly as black sky turned to grey. The east blazed pink and gold, but the two remaining coach lights still shone brightly as the horses maintained their pace. These horses had been bred and trained for fast journeys and short distances, but even with double the distance tonight, and the death of their teammate, they had been rested, and they still trusted the guidance of their driver.

But it’s not enough, thought Jem, looking at the tight face of the man next to him as he glanced at Paw’s pocket watch. It was still fifteen miles perhaps to Goulburn, and there were only about two hours to get to the train station in time.

The horses could easily do ten miles an hour, even tired, and the coming daylight would make the way easier, but it would come at a price. Soon there’d be small farms, and carts and stock on the road, all of which would slow them down, even make them stop while a herd of cows ambled to the dairy.

Jem had never driven with other traffic.

Yet he didn’t ask Mr Smith what time it was. Knowing the exact time would make no difference, for he would still urge the team to pound the ground as fast as they safely could.

He’d have to hope everyone in front of them would hear Mr Smith blowing the bugle, and get to the side of the road fast. But even then he’d need to dodge them, for the way was rarely wide enough to pass easily. He’d need to slow at every corner, in case a mob of cows was round the bend, watch out for dogs who might chase the coach or even nip the horses’ legs, for stray goats . . . even driving in darkness had been easier than the stretch of road in front of him.

Jem half-consciously lifted the whip beside him and whirled it round his head, then brought it down in a sharp crack beside the coach. The horses picked up their rate of trotting. They’d make what speed they could now, Jem decided, though the horses couldn’t sustain a canter yet.

Would Cobb & Co take the cost of the poor dead horse from Paw’s wages? Sometimes the company made the Whip pay for a horse lost or a coach damaged, but Paw had never lost a horse before . . .

‘Like me to take the reins for this stretch, lad? It looks straight enough.’

‘Yes please, sir,’ said Jem gratefully. His arms felt like they’d been pulled from their sockets, his shoulders ached, his wrists ached. His back might have been stepped on by an elephant.

He watched as the other man held the reins tentatively, but with the growing confidence of a man who knew horses better than his own boots, and who had been watching Paw and Jem at the reins too.

Trees passed, showing white trunks in the growing light. The first kookaburra called in the dawn, then almost as if a blanket had been swept off their cage a thousand birds lifted song to the morning sky. It shone pale blue now, though the sun had yet to slide above the horizon, washed fresh by the night’s mist.

Jem lifted his face to feel the first ray of sunlight as it poured gold across the land. He loved this moment, every morning, a fresh day dawning, even this morning, when his body felt as heavy as a lead toy soldier.

The horses began to labour. Mr Smith let them slow to a pace they could sustain. ‘You’d better take over now, lad. Too many twists and turns for me. Are you up to it?’

Jem nodded grimly. His wrist and back still screamed with pain, but he could go on. He would go on.

He took the reins, using both hands now, unlike Paw who always handled the reins one-handed. Mr Smith took the bugle, then pulled out Paw’s pocket watch again. He said nothing as he looked at its face, but Jem knew the train was due to leave shortly after sunrise.

He glanced at the man beside him. ‘You should have taken one of the horses, sir.’

Mr Smith shrugged. ‘Maybe I bet wrong this time. All that fresh air and the stars went to my head. It’s been ten years since I’ve seen the stars.’

‘What was it like in prison, sir?’ Jem ventured, his eyes on the road.

‘About as bad as you think it is, then a bit worse. They call Darlinghurst Gaol Starvinghurst — bread and water most meals, or a scrag end of meat boiled with half a potato. I would have starved, too, if my sisters hadn’t bribed the gaolers to give me food. Luckily it doesn’t take much to bribe a gaoler.’

He gave a bitter laugh. ‘The gaolers even take away your spoon at night so you can’t sharpen it on the stones of the floor, to find your freedom in death. A four feet by eight feet cell, dripping water down the walls, an iron door and a six-inch slit for air. Straw on the ground, and rats running over your face. Can’t hear the sounds from outside, the walls are so thick. Can’t hear enough to talk to the man in the next cell. All you can hear are the screams sometimes, when they’re whipping a man in the courtyard.’

‘Did you stay in the cell always, sir?’ How could a man have survived for ten years like that? Jem wondered.

‘Most of the time. The strongest men work in the quarry, cutting stone to build more of the prison. I managed that for almost three years. Fresh air enough, and sunlight too, but hard work and starvation kill you. I collapsed coming out of my cell one day, so they threw me back in. That was the end of my quarry work.’

‘What did you do then, sir?’

‘Nothing. Day after day of watching the mould grow on stone walls and sometimes a cockroach scuttling in the corner. Oh, sometimes I’d dream of the stars or the moon, or even of the bed and the meal I’d have, if I managed to live out my thirty-two years. But mostly I did nothing. Only Sunday was different, finding out who’d died in the night when they took us for a shuffle across the courtyard to the chapel. And whippings, of course — made a nice change for the gaolers, the whippings. They knew just how hard to strike to keep a man conscious. Some of us had to watch, to keep us tame, and all of us had to hear. There were the hangings, too. Crowds came to watch a hanging. We didn’t get to see them — they were just outside the gate. But we knew. If a prisoner had his number stamped on his uniform, instead of sewn, you knew he was due to be hanged. Couldn’t speak to them. You learned to speak with your eyes, to say goodbye.’

‘You . . . you knew people who were hanged, sir?’

‘Oh yes. Poor John and Tom Clarke were hanged at Darlinghurst — just young lads, and never killed anyone, though the court said they did. John Dunne was just nineteen when they hanged him.’

‘Couldn’t you even speak to them?’ whispered Jem.

‘Speak a word and the warders bury you alive for a day and night, no food, no sounds.’ Mr Smith looked into the distance. ‘They chain you, of course, coming or going to chapel or going to the quarry. Even chained me on the day they let me out, as if I’d make a run for it minutes before I was legally free. Chains as thick as my thumb around your wrists and ankles. You can’t walk in them, just shuffle, can’t even scratch your head.’

He looked as the sky, the trees, the shadow dapples, as if he could swallow it, as if he never wanted to look away. ‘There’s a narrow space between each of the barracks. You get to shuffle round it all in a line. Keep step, the warders yell at you. Keep step, 86, or 152. You’re a number in prison, not a man. There’s a high stone wall around it all, so all you ever see are other stone walls, and it’s mostly in shade too. A scrap of sunlight to walk in was as precious as a loaf of bread. But they never let you see the stars, lad,’ he added softly. ‘Oh, a glimpse through the slit in your cell sometimes, but never the vast wheeling glory of the sky.

‘Your skin turns prison white. Your voice gets the prison whine, from prison dust and mould in your throat. You crave sunlight. You crave meat, or proper bread. You crave most of all a word of friendship, a smile or a hand that is kind.’

‘Sir . . . sir, I’m sorry . . .’ That’s what Mr Smith is going back to, thought Jem, if he misses the train this morning. And he was going to miss it, because the team could not go faster. Even if Paw had been driving, with all his skill, he could not make exhausted horses rise to a brisker trot.

Mr Smith blinked, as if he had just remembered Jem was there. ‘I’m sorry, lad. I shouldn’t have spoken of this to you. It’s not your fault. Prison visitors get shown the polished floors, and proper stew in a pannikin. They never get to see the truth — and a man who manages to survive to freedom doesn’t talk, if he has any sense, in case they slam him up again to keep him quiet. But the other prisoners let me alone, as least. I was the bushranger who shot a constable.’

Jem eased the reins as little as he dared as they approached a corner. Speeding up and slowing down were extra tiring for the horses. Mr Smith blew the bugle to warn anyone who might be round the bend.

‘You said you’d never shot anyone,’ Jem said, as the sound died away, and the track lay empty in front of them again.

Mr Smith leaned back, the bugle in his hand. He suddenly looked exhausted, not just from weariness, but as if he had given up. ‘Maybe I should have said I didn’t mean to shoot anyone. I just meant to frighten him a bit, and he wasn’t hurt bad. A bushranger doesn’t need to be a good shot, lad. He just needs to make people think he is.’

‘What else does a bushranger need?’

‘The sense to stop being a bushranger,’ said Mr Smith shortly. ‘Hardly any one of us makes old bones. I’d arranged to go, to give it all up and leave for San Francisco with Bess before that fight at Sherwin Flats. Would have come back for her in a few days, too.’

‘But you married someone else?’

‘I did, and I loved her too. Not that we married officially, because Kate was married to someone else — and that’s not a story I’ll be telling you. Lad, one thing I’ve learned in life. There’s always a second chance, and a third and fourth and tenth, and if you have any sense you take every chance that comes along to put your mistakes right. Kate and I nearly made it up in Queensland. We had our son and kept a general store.’

He gave a wry smile. ‘The trick when you have a lot of . . . books . . . and don’t want folks to know you have them is to have a business that makes just a bit less money than you want to spend. Don’t look too flash or spend too much too soon.’

‘No one suspected you, sir?’

‘They did not.’ The voice was relaxed now, as if the man beside him had given himself up to his fate. He didn’t even glance at Paw’s pocket watch again. ‘Reckon half our neighbours had heart attacks when I was arrested. I was such a nice man, they thought. It was the New South Wales police who tracked me down, arrested me and brought me back. I believed I was safe in another colony, you see. I wasn’t an outlaw in Queensland. But once they’d fetched me back no one was going to let me go.’

Jem nodded. Tiredness had overcome him, too, as suddenly as if someone had thrown a blanket over him. But he had to stay awake, alert.

He had to deliver Mr Smith to the train in time and to freedom. And he could then get Paw to a doctor and Mrs Pickle to comfort. No matter what the pain he had to keep on going.

‘Why did you become a bushranger, sir?’ he asked, as much to stop himself gradually losing focus and nodding off as from genuine curiosity.

Mr Smith shrugged. ‘Boredom, and a dash of envy. I was hoeing mangelwurzels for fodder on a small farm while the rich squatters rode past on their fine horses.’

Mr Smith was talking for the sake of it too, Jem realised. Or maybe because after today he’d have no one to talk to for another twenty-two years, locked in his tiny cell.

‘I began with stealing horses down in Victoria under another name, so if I was caught I wouldn’t shame my family. And I was caught, too. I was caught and escaped, and served my time and earned a ticket-of-leave, then changed my name again and took up bushranging. At least, I thought, if I was going to be banged up it may as well be for a good prize, not a small one. Not that I thought I’d be caught, even though I’d been caught before. No thief in this world probably thinks they’re going to be caught. And you know what?’

‘What, sir?’

‘We’re all of us wrong. We may get away with it for a time — and we feel on top of the world when we do. We think: I’m smarter than them. I can outride the troopers any day and outfox them too. Oh, it’s a wonderful feeling, while it lasts. But the day comes when the troopers track you down. Ben Hall — ah, you know about him? The famous outlaw Ben Hall. He was my friend, and he was giving up the bushranging too. Bought a ticket to America. But there’s always someone or something that will give you away. They shot Ben Hall while he was sleeping, all peaceful like, thinking he was safe.’

‘What was he like?’ asked Jem, nudging the team to skirt a tethered sheep grazing on the edge of the road.

‘A good man. I had no reason to turn to theft, except having too little sense to build more in my life than what I’d been given without breaking the law, but Ben was sent to prison for a crime he didn’t do by a crooked trooper who was after poor Ben’s wife and jealous of his farm. Ben came back from prison to find his wife gone and all his stock rounded up, left in the yards and dead from thirst. It put a rage in him, that did, but it didn’t last, and nor did Ben.’

Mr Smith shook his head. ‘Poor Ben. He caught the troopers who were chasing him once. They’d have shot him on sight, but all he did to them was make them undress, then tie each other to the trees by the road to wait till someone passed by to untie them.’

Jem blinked. ‘Naked, sir?’

‘Naked as the day they were born, and I wish I’d been there to see it. Ben never took a penny from a poor man, nor a watch nor necklace that someone valued. But I was lucky — they took me prisoner instead of shooting me and now I’ve got a second chance.’ Mr Smith grinned. ‘Or maybe it’s my tenth chance, or my twentieth. I’ve had half a dozen names too, lad. But this time when they lock me up, there won’t be any other chances. Lad, look out!’

The coach was turning a corner and there, in the middle of the road ahead of them, was a farm cart loaded with last summer’s pumpkins.

There was no time to stop. Jem pulled on the reins to slow the horses slightly, as well as to get them to veer to one side. Mr Smith grabbed the bugle and blew it hard.

Perhaps the farmer heard it or the pounding hooves behind. He urged his horse faster too, moving to the other side of the road. They passed with inches to spare.

Jem let out a breath he hadn’t known he was holding.

‘Well done, lad.’

Badly done, thought Jem. He shouldn’t be going so fast. He was putting all the other passengers in danger, and the horses too.

But the road was straight ahead of them for a while, and clear. And there was a chance. Just a chance, though he didn’t know if Mr Smith knew it.

Sometimes — just sometimes — the train arrived late, if there’d been floods or even snow. Jem didn’t think it had been cold enough for snow, nor wet enough for floods, either. But just maybe, up in the Highlands, the train had been stopped, and the timetable changed . . .

They could keep up this speed till the next turn. Jem glanced at a farm house on the right, smoke sifting like flour from its chimney and a whiff of fresh bread. His stomach lurched. It had been a long time since the pasties. And even longer since he had slept . . .

Another corner. Mr Smith sounded the bugle again, and kept on blowing. Jem slowed for this one and a good thing too, for geese cackled as they fled across the road. The leaders tossed their heads, but Jem managed to keep them steady.

The bugle was a constant now, but Jem was used to it, though on all his other journeys it had been he who had sounded it for Paw. A milk cart lumbered along behind a sag-bellied horse.

They were nearing Goulburn. The road here snaked through the valley behind tree-topped Mount Gray, past substantial stone houses and slab huts, and others even more temporary, walled and roofed with stringybark. Pigs snorted at a swill-filled trough, ignoring the speeding coach. Small children ran through orchards of bare-branched trees or through gardens of leeks and cabbages to wave as they rolled by.

Jem was vaguely aware of Juanita behind him, waving back at them out the window. The only strangers most farm children ever saw came on the coach from Cobb & Co. A dog bounded out of a cottage door and chased the coach wheels till it was left behind, panting.

Jem glanced at the man beside him. Mr Smith almost seemed to be holding his breath, peering up at the sky as if trying to glimpse the stream from a train. Jem gazed back at the road. Another turn, another, and suddenly there was the river, mud brown with a touch of green, as Goulburn’s refuse flowed into it.

His hands were numb, but somehow he kept hold of the reins. His body screamed at him. He ignored it.

They were nearly there.

Jem let his eyes rise from the road for a moment. The train station was just over the bridge. If the train hadn’t left they’d see smoke. But there was none . . .

Then suddenly there was.

‘Smoke,’ said Mr Smith tightly. Not chimney smoke, but the dark grey puffs of the steam train. Nor were they moving. The train was still there! But if it was building up steam, it would leave any minute now.

There was the bridge: rough-sawn wood over stone supports. Mr Smith blew the bugle again but a cart with three crates of hens, all clucking furiously, was already beginning to trundle over the bridge towards them. Jem reluctantly reined in the horses, till slowly, slowly, slowly the cart rumbled past.

‘A curse on every hen who ever lived,’ muttered Mr Smith.

Jem cracked the whip twice above the exhausted horses, who were panting and blowing hard, with foam flecks all down their chests. Yet still they plunged forward at the signal, clattering over the bridge and down the street.

Mr Smith blew the bugle once again, then kept on blowing it. People on the footpath turned to stare. Women peered from windows.

Jem cracked the whip. He let the horses have their heads now as the team broke into a last desperate gallop toward the station courtyard. Jem was vaguely conscious of other vehicles, dogs, and men on horseback moving quickly out of their way.

Was the smoke from the steam train moving yet? The breeze blew so strongly it was impossible to tell. He didn’t pull at the reins till they were nearly at the station. The horses wheeled inside then stopped at a touch, their heads down, rivulets of sweat pouring down heaving sides.

Jem stared at them, realising what he had done.

He had driven the night mail coach to Goulburn. And out beyond the station house he could hear a vast hissing and snorting, as if a dragon were held captive.

The train was there! Freedom for Mr Smith!




CHAPTER 12

AT THE STATION

‘Run!’ yelled Jem.

‘Not without my trunk.’ Mr Smith clambered down. Jem followed him, clumsy with his numb hands and aching back, as Mr Smith lurched stiffly to the luggage and struggled with the knots.

‘Sir, get on the train! It’s better to be free —’

‘Fetch a porter,’ interrupted Mr Smith. ‘Hurry!’

But a man in a blue porter’s uniform was already wheeling a trolley towards them. ‘You’re cutting it fine, sir. Stationmaster doesn’t delay the train for anything. Lucky for you there was a cow on the line. Wouldn’t move till it was whacked on the hindquarters and would you know it wandered back just as they were about to start again? Here, I’ll help you down with that trunk.’

‘Be careful — it’s heavy — what are you doing?’ Mr Smith yelled at Jem.

‘Getting the mailbags. Sir, just get on that train. Please! They’ll get your trunk onto it if they can.’

Jem turned his back to him to haul the big canvas bags off the luggage rack. He was cold and stiff and every part of him ached from fingers to feet, but he’d made it! If he could get the mailbags on the train the company wouldn’t have to pay a penalty. Paw had never let the mail be late yet! He found Juanita beside him.

‘I’ll take this one.’ She clasped the big canvas bag to her.

He knew he shouldn’t let her, ’cause she was a girl, and a passenger, but he was tired, so tired he wish he had a broomstick up his shirt to keep him upright. And he’d seen what she could do! The two of them staggered across the courtyard towards the office.

‘Mailbags!’ Another porter took the bag from Juanita and piled it on his trolley, then balanced Jem’s on top. ‘Anything else for the mail?’

‘Not this time.’

‘Train’s about to leave,’ said the porter. Jem could hear the engine’s steady build-up of steam.

‘I’ll go straight through with these,’ said the porter. ‘While you go and sign for them in the office.’

‘Thank you,’ said Jem gratefully, as Juanita ran back towards the coach. He gave her a last, long glance, suddenly realising there wouldn’t even be a chance to say goodbye to her, for she and Señorita Rodriques would be able to catch the train to Sydney now, then he hurried into the office.

The ticket clerk glanced up at him. ‘Too late to get a ticket now,’ he said. ‘Train’s about to go.’

‘I know. I’m from Cobb & Co. I’ve just delivered the mail so I need to sign for it.’

‘They taking babies as Whips now?’

‘Coach had an accident,’ said Jem briefly. ‘I had to bring her in.’

The man stared at him. ‘You? Really?’

‘Yes,’ said Jem curtly.

‘My word. Well done, boy! Anyone hurt?’

‘My father. Please, could you just bring me the book? I want to get back to him.’

He glanced outside. Juanita was back at the coach, Señorita Rodriques at her side with their carpetbag. A second porter had joined the first, strapping Mr Smith’s heavy trunk onto the trolley, both of them struggling so it didn’t overbalance. And there was Mr Smith still beside the trolley, grasping his carpetbag.

Jem caught his breath. Why hadn’t Mr Smith just got on the train? Surely he wouldn’t risk going back to Darlinghurst Gaol now! He had a chance. One last chance! A chance at life, the stars at night, friendship and freedom. How could he risk all that for gold?

Jem signed quickly, then raced back across the courtyard just as the stationmaster yelled, ‘All aboard!’

‘Come on!’ he yelled to Mr Smith.

‘But my trunk . . .’

‘You need to sign in the office and get a label for it. Ain’t you ever been on a train before?’

‘Only the one coming down to Goulburn.’

Jem grabbed Mr Smith’s hand. ‘In here!’ he ordered.

The ticket clerk was still at the counter. ‘Need a label,’ Jem panted.

‘He going to take you as luggage?’ joked the clerk.

‘The porters are bringing his trunk.’

The man nodded, and took a label from under the counter. ‘Name?’

‘Mr J Smith.’

‘Address?’

Mr Smith hesitated. ‘Bluebell Cottage, Green Street, Glebe.’

‘Contents?’

‘Books.’

‘Booking that carpetbag as luggage?’

Mr Smith shook his head. ‘It goes with me.’

‘All right, we’ll just weigh the trunk.’

‘No time,’ snapped Mr Smith.

The ticket clerk stared at him. ‘Then how will we know what to charge you, sir?’

‘I’ll pay for it after it’s on the train,’ said Jem quickly. ‘Maximum price. Mr Smith won’t catch the train in time if we have to weigh it.’

‘Suit yourself. Here you are, sir,’ the ticker seller handed Mr Smith the label just as the porters puffed in with the trunk.

‘Take it straight through!’ called the clerk.

Jem thrust the label at the porters, then urged Mr Smith out onto the crowded platform. Half of Goulburn, it seemed, had come to wave the train farewell.

‘Stop looking for your trunk!’ Jem yelled. ‘The porters will get it onto the train if they can. You need to find your seat.’

Mr Smith hesitated at the door, then opened his carpetbag and fumbled under a shirt and the oil-cloth that held his wet underwear. Jem blinked. Most of the bag seemed to be stuffed with bank notes.

‘Here.’ Mr Smith shoved some of the notes at Jem. ‘That’ll pay the freight.’

‘And more,’ said Jem, hastily shoving the notes down his trousers before anyone could see how much he had.

Mr Smith peered frantically through the crowd. ‘What are those dashed porters doing now?’

‘They have to take your trunk down to the luggage compartment at the end of the train. Have you got your ticket?’

‘In my pocket.’ Mr Smith looked anxiously down the other end of the platform, where the porters were slowly weaving their way through the crowd, only their blue caps showing. ‘Why aren’t they going faster?’ he demanded.

‘All aboard,’ cried the stationmaster again.

‘They might be worried it’ll tip and hurt someone. Sir, don’t worry. Now it’s got a label it will go on the next train if they miss this one.’

‘But I have to be on the boat for Hong Kong!’

‘Then it will be delivered to Green Street and be sent after you —’

‘There is no Green Street! I don’t have an address in Sydney. Not one I can give.’ Mr Smith craned his neck to look over the crowd again. ‘Lad, listen carefully. The best thing to do if you have lots of . . . books . . . is to make sure no one knows you’ve got ’em.’

Jem nodded. He doubted he’d ever have so much gold — or books — that he’d have to be discreet with them. ‘This is your carriage, sir.’

It was as if he hadn’t spoken. ‘Only use a few . . . books . . . at a time. The books that are still, er, just pages, take them a few at a time to Sydney where they’ll be made up.’ He lowered his voice. ‘The mint,’ he said softly. ‘They’ll buy your books and give you sovereigns in return.’

‘All aboard!’ yelled the stationmaster for the third and last time. He blew his whistle. The train whistle blew in response. The wheels began to slowly turn.

Mr Smith peered over the crowd again.

‘Did the porters get it on?’ cried Jem.

‘Don’t know,’ said Mr Smith tightly, beginning to run to keep pace with the train carriage. ‘Don’t be conspicuous, lad. Don’t let people suspect you might have money . . .’

‘Sir, get on the train. Please!’ Jem had a sudden image of Mr Smith in a damp, dark cell, gazing at the tiny scrape of sky that never showed the moon or enough stars.

Mr Smith ran faster. Jem ran after him, ducking and weaving through the crowd just as his friend leaped into the carriage. The train began to gather speed.

‘If the porters still have my trunk then half the books are yours!’ yelled Mr Smith. ‘Just don’t let them put the trunk on the next train.’

‘But what about you, sir?’ panted Jem. The train was moving too fast to keep up with now.

‘I’ll write to you!’ shouted Mr Smith, his words almost lost in engine noise and smoke as the train pulled away from the station. He leaned out, holding on to the doorway, and waved.

Jem waved back then turned to look down the platform.

Most of the crowd had gone, making their way through the office or the courtyard. Only an old man was left, dabbing his eyes with a handkerchief, and a young woman who had farewelled her children, perhaps, or her husband, as well as a dog who was scratching itself with deep enjoyment . . . and the two porters.

The trunk was still attached to their trolley. And Mr Smith had left with Paw’s pocket watch, as well.

But Mr Smith had his second chance now, or tenth. And he would always have the stars.




CHAPTER 13

MR PICKLE’S SECRET

Jem walked slowly back down the platform to the booking office.

It hurt that he hadn’t said goodbye to Juanita or to Señorita Rodriques. He hadn’t even had time to see them get on the train, to wave to them, to see Juanita’s grin once more.

The three of them had been through so much together. But it had been more important to get Mr Smith on the train. Sometime, maybe, Señorita Rodriques might dance in Goulburn or Braidwood again, and he could meet Juanita, and talk about the night a baby was born and a bushranger escaped.

He’d be able to tell Juanita all about it then, for Mr Smith would be free. But maybe she and Señorita Rodriques would manage to buy their farm soon. He might not even know their address, never know where he could see them again. His heart ached a bit at that.

So did his hands, his back, even his toes. Ache was not the word for it. A scream, a shriek. And his journey was not done yet.

He must keep going. He had a coach to deliver, and Lady Anne’s harness, and an explanation, too. He had to get Paw to their lodgings, and find a surgeon. Jem managed a faint grin. He also had to deal with a trunk full of . . . books.

It took long minutes to convince the ticket clerk that as the freight hadn’t been paid on the trunk it shouldn’t be loaded onto the next train, but given into Jem’s custody instead, as Mr Smith would be sailing before the trunk could be delivered to him. The porters even agreed to deliver the trunk to the Donovans’ lodgings for five shillings.

Jem made his way back slowly through the now-thronged courtyard, forcing his aching back straight. The long desperate night had been worth it, and not just for the ‘books’. Mr Smith had freedom, and a carpetbag of bank notes which should see him safe in Hong Kong and then America till his ‘books’ could be sent to him.

Mrs Pickle had her baby; Señorita Rodriques and Juanita would get to the theatre in Sydney; Miss Lee would meet her husband. He had brought them all to Goulburn safely, and the coach and team too, apart from Lady Anne. His heart clenched just a little at the thought of Lady Anne, who had deserved a quiet old age in a paddock, not a gunshot in the dark.

It had been worth it.

But what now? The cracks in his life seemed to be spreading. It would be weeks or even months before Paw could work again. What would the company say when they heard about Lady Anne, and that a boy had driven the Cobb & Co coach to Goulburn? Maybe they’d never let Paw work for them again, or Jem either. But he had a trunk full of ‘books’ to see them through.

Or did he?

Suddenly he realised he’d never even seen the contents of the trunk. Was the gold just the fantasy of a man who’d been starved and whipped too long? How could Mr Smith have stolen enough gold to fill a trunk that size?

The more he thought of it, the more impossible it seemed. Bushrangers might steal a bag of gold. But enough gold to make a trunk weigh as heavy as that? Jem shook his head. He’d been so caught up in the drama of the night that he’d never questioned if Mr Smith’s tale was truth or fantasy.

He believed Mr Smith had been a prisoner, and one given parole, too. But prison like that might send a man mad. A man locked up so long might imagine his small stealings were a treasure. Maybe he’d packed the trunk with rocks, pretending to himself that a small shine in them was gold.

And if the trunk did just contain rocks, what now? All Jem’s life had been with Cobb & Co, Paw leaving, Paw returning, the last five years of travelling with him. Who was he if Paw could no longer drive the coach . . .?

He stopped and gazed at the scene in front of him.

Juanita stood by the lead horses, patting their noses and feeding them gingernuts. She was still here!

Behind her a handsome Chinese gentleman in a frock coat and tall top hat posed against the coach for a photographer, huddled under his black sheet. A young woman stood next to the Chinese gentleman, gazing at the camera on its tripod too.

She was beautiful, dressed in an Oriental dress of rose silk, richly embroidered along collar and cuffs and hem. Her long hair was held with jewelled combs in a loose knot at her neck. Mrs Pickle sat in the coach, framed by the window, smiling down at the baby in her arms, clearly part of the photograph too.

Click!

The Chinese couple glanced a little nervously at each other, then both bowed to the photographer as he emerged from beneath the black hood.

Jem stared. Mr Pickle!

Mr Pickle stepped forward to shake the Chinese man’s hand as Mrs Pickle climbed carefully from the coach — leaving the baby behind her on the seat then turning to pick him up once she was safely on the ground — to embrace the newly resplendent Miss Lee with her free arm.

‘I will post you the photograph as soon as my trunk is unpacked and I can set up a developing room, sir,’ promised Mr Pickle.

‘And if he don’t treat you right, lovie, you’ve always got a home with us,’ said Mrs Pickle, with a suspicious glance at Miss Lee’s fiancé.

The man bowed, his face expressionless, then looked again at Miss Lee. Suddenly he smiled. Her smile met his: the smile of a woman whose long journey was almost over.

Jem watched as her fiancé ushered her to a well-built private carriage. Its driver was Chinese too, and the horses were excellent, thought Jem — two matched bays that looked like steady goers, unfussed by the busyness around them.

He looked back at Mr Pickle. So that’s what his precious carpetbag had held. A camera! He’d never even seen a camera except in the newspaper. But before he could ask if he could look at it someone shrieked behind him.

‘Horace Pickle! Don’t you point that thing at my Violet! Cameras steal people’s souls from their bodies, that’s what they do.’

Mr Pickle clutched his camera, sheet, tripod and all. ‘No truly, Mother Grimsby, I assure you the process is entirely safe.’

Jem stared. Grimsby! This woman must be old Ma Grimsby’s sister-in-law.

‘Don’t you Mother Grimsby me! Dragging my poor daughter off, taking your heathen photygriffs. Who knows what that terrible machine has done to her!’

‘Mum, I’m fine,’ said Mrs Pickle. ‘Come and meet your grandson, Patrick.’

Mrs Grimsby gave quite a different kind of shriek. ‘A grandson!’ She ran forward in a rustle of petticoats. ‘Oh, look at his darling face. Just like his poor grandfather.’

Jem wondered if Mrs Pickle’s father had been redfaced and bald too.

‘He was born on the journey here, Mother Grimsby,’ said Mr Pickle. ‘We need to get Violet home to wash, and rest.’

Mrs Grimsby stared at him. ‘On the way here! Well I never!’

‘And Horace was the one who delivered him, too. Weren’t you, Horace?’ declared Mrs Pickle firmly.

‘Er, yes,’ said Mr Pickle.

‘Well. A man who can do that . . . and such a handsome grandson . . . I have misjudged you, Horace Pickle,’ said Mrs Grimsby magnanimously. ‘I have called you strange and a bounder and a cad who carried off my Violet. I have wronged you and I do not care who hears it.’

So that’s who Ma Grimsby’s strange passenger had been — and how Ma Grimsby came to know about it. Not a bushranger, nor a Chinese woman pretending to be a man or two ‘sisters’ claiming to be Spanish, nor even Mrs Pickle, carefully not showing how close she was to giving birth — but just a man with a camera.

Jem eyed the device wistfully as Mrs Pickle, Patrick and her mother moved towards a sulky just down the road. Mr Pickle folded the camera and its tripod carefully into the carpetbag, then turned to Jem and grinned. ‘Get “Mr Smith” and his precious trunk on the train all right?’

‘Yes,’ said Jem, carefully not mentioning that the trunk had not gone with him, in case just possibly it did hold something of value. ‘I’m sorry we had to leave your trunk behind, sir. I hope another coach can pick it up.’

‘All that’s important is here in Goulburn,’ said Mr Pickle, beaming with delight. ‘What a night, eh? And you did very well. Very well indeed, young man.’ Mr Pickle hesitated. ‘I am a little short of funds just now or I would show you my gratitude, but next week I begin a new position with Her Majesty’s Police Force.’

‘You’re going to be a policeman, sir?’ Jem could not imagine little Mr Pickle as a policeman.

‘No. A police photographer. I will always be a photographer,’ said Mr Pickle grandly. ‘Recording the faces and details of the world for future generations and for loved ones far away. But I will also now record the faces of miscreants so that a record can be kept of their features.’ He grinned again. ‘Luckily our journey was at night and I could take no photographs. I don’t think Mr Gardiner would have liked that.’

‘Mr who, sir?

‘Why Frank Gardiner, our Mr Smith. I have a good memory for faces. His likeness was in the newspaper when he was captured and again at his release. I imagine he’ll be gone from our fair land as soon as he reaches Sydney.’

Even Jem had heard of Frank Gardiner. He had ridden with Ben Hall, and the Clarke brothers — the bushrangers ‘Mr Smith’ had spoken of last night, he realised. Frank Gardiner had been part of the biggest bail-up in the history of Australia.

A bail-up that had captured more than enough gold to fill a chest, as well as bank notes and jewellery.

Jem held his breath. And now Frank Gardiner’s chest was about to be wheeled out by the porters. He glanced quickly at the train station, but there was no sign of the men or their trolley. Jem desperately hoped they’d wait till the crowd thinned, till the Pickle family had gone, so that no one would ever connect him with a bushranger’s treasure chest. But anything he did now would just draw attention to it.

‘Why didn’t you say anything if you recognised him, sir?’

‘Well, he’d been released,’ said Mr Pickle. ‘He’d served his time, after all. I supposed he wouldn’t dare put a foot wrong in case he was put back in prison.’ He gave a nervous laugh. ‘I wouldn’t want to cross a bushranger, even without his pistols.’

‘Horace!’ called Mrs Pickle.

Mr Pickle reached into his carpetbag and handed Jem a card with Horace Pickle Esq Fine Photography for all Occasions on it. ‘Mother Grimsby’s address is on the back, or she’ll know where we are when we have a house of our own. If you and your poor father need any help till he can work again, you just come to Horace Pickle.’

Mr Pickle gathered up his carpetbag and hurried off towards the sulky.

Jem stepped tiredly to the coach and peered in.

‘Paw?’ he said.

But Paw had gone.




CHAPTER 14

RETURN TO COBB & CO

Jem turned to find Juanita grinning at him. ‘Don’t worry about your dad. Sis hailed a couple of carters to help her. They had a load of hay, and they got your dad snug on the top quick as winking, with Sis sitting next to him, and them talking nineteen to the dozen.’

Paw, talking nineteen to the dozen? ‘Where has she taken him? The hospital?’

‘Not that filthy place. Sis says you go in with a sore finger and come out dead of a dozen diseases. She’s taken him back to your lodgings and then the carters are going to fetch a doctor to check his leg is set properly. Sis says me and her are going to stay at your lodgings too, till he’s right again.’

‘But you were going to Sydney!’

Juanita nodded. ‘I’m to send a telegram to the theatre saying that we couldn’t catch the train because we had an accident on the way to Goulburn, which is true.’

‘You might have caught the train if you ran.’

‘Not without our luggage though. Our trunk was left on the road too, remember? A dancer has to have her costumes. You can’t just buy a Spanish dancing dress like you’d buy a barrel or a pickaxe.’

But it wouldn’t take a dressmaker long to sew a costume, and if Cobb & Co sent a message on tonight’s coach then maybe the missing trunks could get to Goulburn in time for the train the day after tomorrow.

‘Do you need to buy a ticket for tomorrow’s train?’ asked Jem carefully. ‘Or one later in the week, maybe?’

‘I’ll need to ask Sis that, but I don’t think we will.’ Juanita met his gaze. ‘Would you mind?’

‘No. I’m glad.’ He didn’t have the words to say how glad he was.

Juanita’s face relaxed. ‘We can stop at the Telegraph Office after you’ve delivered the coach. I’ve never sent a telegram before! Do you think they’ll let us watch them tap out the Morse code?’

‘I don’t know.’ Jem’s mind was on what was to come. It was going to be hard explaining what had happened at the depot, the lurching, trapped coach and Paw’s injury, the loss of Lady Anne, the missing trunks and . . .

. . . and nothing else. Cobb & Co had no need to know about pistols and bushrangers, or secrets revealed, or even the private joy of a baby born by the side of a bush track.

‘I’ll tell them it wasn’t your dad’s fault,’ said Juanita firmly. ‘How your dad is a great driver and —’

‘They already know that,’ said Jem, suddenly deeply happy he would not be alone as he drove the coach on its final stretch of this journey.

Maybe he and Paw would never be alone again.

But they were kind to him at the depot.

‘What a journey, eh? And you brought the passengers back safely, and got the mail to the train on time, too.’ Mr Nutbolt looked up from inspecting the horses’ legs. ‘You’re your father’s son, and no mistake. Don’t know any other boy who could have brought that off.’

‘No one,’ said Juanita firmly, saying a final farewell to King Rex with another gingernut.

‘Quite right, young lady. It was an astounding feat, young Jem. Well done indeed!’ said Mr Reevesby, the deputy manager.

‘But we lost Lady Anne, sir.’

Mr Nutbolt nodded sympathetically. ‘Pity about Lady Anne, boy. She was a grand stepper, and as good-natured as they come. But these things happen — though they don’t tend to happen with your pa. This is the first accident your pa has had in thirteen years. Remember that time the Shoalhaven was flooded and your pa swam the horses across one by one? No, that would have been before your time. No one else could have got the mail through that day.’

‘I saw him split the team once to go around a goat in the road who wouldn’t move,’ said Mr Reevesby. ‘You say he’s going to be all right?’

Jem glanced at Juanita for reassurance. She nodded at him, patting King Rex’s nose. ‘I think so, sir,’ he said, ‘but I’m afraid it will be a while before his leg mends well enough to drive the coach again.’

Mr Nutbolt, traced a few faint scratches in the paintwork on the side of the coach. ‘Nothing a lick of paint won’t fix.’ He moved closer to Jem and added quietly, ‘You got enough of the readies to see you right till he’s on his feet again?’

‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.’

‘Well, we’ll head over to the office and get his wages for this week. A full week, too.’

Mr Nutbolt ruffled Jem’s hair. Jem put up with it. ‘Maybe we need to pay you a wage too, young man. A boy like you driving four-in-hand through the night almost all the way from the Halfway House! That’ll be a story as good as any about your dad.’

Jem didn’t look at Juanita. Of course they thought the accident must have happened after the Halfway House. Luckily there was no telegraph there to notify Goulburn that the night mail hadn’t stopped last night, but soon someone would realise that this was the team from Sherwin Flats.

By then it wouldn’t matter, Jem realised. If anyone asked questions tomorrow or the next day he could tell them the truth, because Mr Smith — he could think of him by no other name — would be safe on board the ship. Nor would he have a chest of ‘books’ if the police escorted him to the docks.

‘Jem was a hero,’ said Juanita quietly. Jem glanced at her. To his surprise she looked as though she meant it.

‘So were you,’ he said softly. Mr Reevesby and Mr Nutbolt looked puzzled, as if they couldn’t see how a girl could have helped on the journey.

Jem could not explain. But he had never been alone. He’d had Juanita and Señorita Rodriques supporting him, and Mr Smith to hold the reins so he could flex his hands and roll his aching shoulders. But he couldn’t risk any questions about Mr Smith yet.

It had been Mr Smith who’d gotten on that train, and Mr Smith’s trunk that had been left behind, with no reason to ever connect it to Frank Gardiner.

The trunk headed for their lodgings must always simply be a trunkful of books, its contents carefully hidden before Mr Pickle mentioned to his new workmates tomorrow that he’d ridden in a coach with a bushranger. He grinned. Maybe he and Juanita should go and buy some books later today, to fill it up, just in case anyone came looking.

Jem looked around the depot: the coaches waiting to go out, a stable lad sweeping droppings from the courtyard and a swarm of sparrows hunting for oats among the mess, the long line of horses standing patiently as they were brushed down, or fed and watered, or simply rested between journeys.

He had always loved the depot. But his true home the last five years had been sitting up with Paw as he handled the reins, tasting the gum trees in the wind, the scent of smoke and pigs as they passed a farm house, the tiny lights in the distance that would become the lanterns of a staging post as they grew closer, knowing that in every house or inn they passed someone would say, ‘There goes the coach of Cobb & Co.’

Weary travellers would see its lights approaching and know the coach would carry them home — or on to another adventure.

He had loved it all. But his world had changed last night and he had changed too.

Juanita tugged his hand. ‘Come on. I have to send that telegram. And I bet Sis wants us to buy all sorts of things for your dad.’

And I have a trunk full of books to hide, thought Jem, and a new life to build as well.




EPILOGUE

OCTOBER 1876

Cherry blossom drifted like snow from the orchard as Jem sat on Friendly Fred’s vast back. The big horse plodded down the track to the mailbox at Cabbage Tree Farm’s front gate, keeping an eye out for any succulent clumps of grass, because Fred would never move too fast to take a mouthful or two. The air smelled of honey, with a faint scent of fermented turnips from Fred. Fred loved turnips, and when a horse was as gigantic as Friendly Fred, a heap of turnips going in one end of him made a good strong stink when it came out the other.

But as Paw had said last month when he’d discovered a dead rat in the water barrel, life wouldn’t be fun if it was perfect.

The cherry trees had been one of the reasons Paw and Aunt Carmel had chosen Cabbage Tree Farm. The previous owner had made his pile in the gold rush, and built a house and dairy and planted an orchard — everything a wife might long for. Then when he’d finally found a wife she wanted a house in Sydney, not one perched halfway up a mountain where the nearest neighbour was a twenty-minute walk away.

But Cabbage Tree Farm was perfect for other reasons, too: a school only a short ride away for Jem and Juanita, with a teacher who’d even been to university; a stream which didn’t dry up even in the worst of droughts; and enough fenced paddocks so they didn’t need to hire farmhands to stop the stock from straying.

The Donovan family had made friends here. They also liked their privacy. Cabbage Tree Farm was only a day’s cart ride to the community where Juanita and Aunt Carmel had been born, close enough for a visit if the family left at four am, then at the end of the day let Fred find his own way back along the road while they slept in the cart, waking at midnight when he gave a whinny to say they were back and it was time for a rub down and his oats. They didn’t want their new neighbours knowing where they had gone, not yet. In years to come it needn’t be a secret, because by then their neighbours would know them so well they’d just be ‘Carmel and Juanita’ and not ‘those natives’.

There was also the secret of the ‘books’ hidden in the cellar walls, and Maw’s parentage, too. But like Paw said, half the families in Australia had skeletons in their cupboards — convict ancestors or people running from the law back in Europe. Most people were pretty careful about opening any door where a skeleton might pop out, in case anyone discovered their own.

And a hidden wall of ‘books’ was a pretty fine skeleton to have.

Jem slid off Fred’s back and hung his canvas bag over the gatepost to wait for the post cart. Fred was so placid you could shelter under him if it rained or for shade on a hot day, and he would just stand there with what Jem was sure was a horse grin. But today was spring and almost perfect, so Jem leaned on the gatepost and chewed a grass stalk till Mabel plodded round the bend, pulling Mr Moggle’s weekly mail cart.

There wouldn’t be any letters, of course. Who’d write to them? But there might be some of Aunt Carmel’s catalogues and The Goulburn Post and The Braidwood Dispatch, as well as other goods Mr Moggle delivered.

It was a rare Tuesday when his cart didn’t stop with a box of tea or packet of books. Juanita was as hungry for books as a cow in a cabbage patch. She and Jem had finished the encyclopaedia together, all the way to Zvon, a Russian musical instrument with its bells played by pulling ropes attached to clappers.

After dinner now they took it in turns reading aloud the dime novels Paw had sent out from America, especially the ones about intrepid private detectives who always found the villain. Juanita agreed it might be fun to be private detectives, though not as good as being horse breeders.

‘Morning, Jem!’ Mr Moggle reached back into the cart as Mabel stopped with the practice of a horse who had stopped at this mailbox for years. Fred gave her a welcoming whinny.

‘Morning, Mr Moggle.’

‘Got two parcels for you.’ Mr Moggle gave the fattest one a squeeze. ‘Reckon one of them must be dress material. Your step-ma making new sheets or dresses?’

‘New shirts for me,’ said Jem. He’d grown five inches in the past year. Juanita was getting new trousers too, now she’d taken to wearing them in the paddocks, but sure as eggs Jem wasn’t going to let Mr Moggle tell the whole district that the newcomers’ girl was a regular tomboy.

‘There’s a chest of what looks like salt, as well, and your pa’s newspapers and two letters.’

Jem put the parcels in the canvas bag then looked curiously at the letters. Who could be writing to them? Paw hadn’t even bothered to tell his family he’d remarried, much less given them his address. Neither his Cobb & Co mates nor Aunt Carmel’s friends were the letter-writing kind, and ‘Señorita Rodriques’ had vanished when she’d become Mrs Donovan.

Jem inspected the letters more carefully. One was postmarked Goulburn, and addressed to Mr Donovan, Esquire, c/o Cobb & Co. The second had an American stamp. The writing on the front said To Jem Donovan, the boy from Cobb & Co, c/o Goulburn. Please forward.

‘Is that one from your pa’s relatives in America?’ asked Mr Moggle.

‘Just from an old friend, I think,’ said Jem, his heart beating fast. Two days after their coach ride Jem had read in The Sydney Morning Herald that the notorious bushranger, Frank Gardiner, had sailed to Hong Kong from Sydney. But there had been no news of him since.

Mr Moggle waited in case there was more information to be had, then proceeded to other important matters. ‘How much rain you get Sunday night?’

‘Twenty-eight points.’

‘Ha! Harrison’s got thirty-two. How are the tomatoes ripening?’

‘Haven’t got the first one yet.’ There was, they’d been told, an unofficial local competition to see who had the first ripe tomato every summer. Actually Jem suspected Cabbage Tree Farm would celebrate their first year in the district by winning this competition — Aunt Carmel had selected a spot too high for frost and the surrounding rocks seemed to drink in the sun and give back the warmth during the night to the ripening fruit. But Paw said it might cause ill-feeling if the newcomers won, so they weren’t planning on letting on.

‘Don’t be conspicuous,’ Mr Smith had said. Don’t look like you’ve got money, either. Which was why every month they gave Mr Moggle a dozen boxes of Aunt Carmel’s cordials to take up to Chun Fat’s General Stores to sell, and why they’d sold so many foals last year, even ones they could have kept for breeding or to train up to sell to Cobb & Co. Cabbage Tree Farm looked like it made money, even if secretly its owners didn’t need it.

There had been a great many books in that chest. Even half of them were enough to see the little family comfortable for the rest of their lives.

At last Mr Moggle decided he’d got all the farm’s gossip. He flicked the reins as Jem clambered up onto Fred again from the gatepost, the letters now in the bag, and nudged the horse with his heels to go faster.

Fred obligingly set off at his top speed, which was about twice as fast as a snail approaching a lettuce, his vast hooves clopping on the ground, pausing now and then for a mouthful. But at last they reached the house.

It was a good house, built of stone with four bedrooms and a dining room, a drawing room with a piano where Mrs Sheldon the schoolmaster’s wife gave Aunt Carmel lessons, a closed stove in the kitchen and a hand pump in the scullery from the well in the courtyard, though the horses were watered from Stony Creek, which spilled down the mountain into a deep rock pool just right for swimming, as long as no black snakes decided to cool down in it first.

The speckled hens clucked as Jem slipped off Fred in the house paddock. He ran into the scullery, took off his boots and pulled the parcels out of the canvas bag, then hurried into the kitchen. Aunt Carmel leaned on the bench by the window, a pan of cornbread steaming next to her as she gazed out at the valley. The kitchen smelled of roasting chicken with lemon and onion stuffing, and the warm scent of scones and cornbread.

Aunt Carmel turned and smiled at him. ‘Home country,’ she said simply. ‘I’ll never get tired of watching it. It’s like the air can reach my toes again. Even the rocks look just like rocks should. What have you got there?’

Jem grinned. ‘A package of material, salt, newspapers and two letters.’

‘Letters? Who’d be writing to us?’

‘One’s to Paw, from Goulburn. The other is for me. From America.’

‘Ah.’ Aunt Carmel carefully didn’t look at the trapdoor to the cellar.

Paw had explained to the Mint in Sydney how miners sometimes paid a Cobb & Co Whip the five shillings to ride beside him on the box in gold, not coin, and that he’d been saving that gold for thirteen years. He had also carefully let Mr Moggle believe that he and the family did a little gold panning in Stony Creek, too. That would explain how every few years they might take more gold up to Sydney to be turned into sovereigns, though they would never be able to take such a large amount again.

Nor would there be a need to. Paw’s and Aunt Carmel’s savings still hadn’t been touched, and some of Mr Smith’s books had been sovereigns that could be spent without being changed into coins — or sent to ‘Mr Smith’ when he had need of them. Some had been sent — with no return address — to ‘Mr Smith’s sisters’, too.

‘Ring the dinner bell,’ said Aunt Carmel, as calmly as when she’d got the possum out of the chimney or removed the giant spiders from the lamps, where they liked to eat insects that had collected there the evening before.

Paw arrived first, smelling of fresh sawdust — he’d been cutting the posts for a new paddock down past the creek. But Juanita . . .

‘Put those trousers straight in the laundry tub,’ ordered Aunt Carmel briefly, wrinkling her nose. ‘And then put on a dress.’

‘Aw, Sis, I’ve been mucking out the stables . . .’

‘You’ll wear a dress for afternoon tea,’ said Aunt Carmel firmly. ‘There are two letters.’

‘Letters! For us?’

‘I’ll see you in the drawing room,’ said Aunt Carmel. But Juanita was already galloping up the stairs to her bedroom.

The drawing room had a polished redgum floor and deep blue Chinese carpets. It looked out over the valley. Every time Jem saw it he thought how much Maw would have loved a drawing room like it, and how happy she would be that her son and husband had one now.

Aunt Carmel brought in the tea things on a tray: jam tarts and fresh buttered scones and the teapot for her and Paw, with lemon barley water for Jem and Juanita, who appeared in a dress that she had clearly thrown on and her hair still unbrushed. But at least she’d removed her boots.

Paw took his first long drink of tea then opened his envelope. He lifted out a page of writing, though there was something else in the envelope too. Paw began to read aloud.


‘To Mr Donovan, Esquire

Care of Cobb & Co

Goulburn

New South Wales

From Picklewood

Ridge’s Lane

Goulburn

New South Wales




‘Dear Mr Donovan,

‘I hope you and your son are as well as this leaves me, my dear wife Violet, our son, Patrick, and our new daughter. We have called her Leeanne, and she is as bonny as her mother and her Godmother. We are well settled now in our own home, and would deem it an honour if you would care to dine with us, if ever you are in Goulburn. A photograph of all of us would be a fine thing.

‘Until that might happen my dear wife and I thought you might like this small gift as a souvenir of a night we will all remember, and for which you and your son will always have my most grateful thanks.

‘I remain,

Yours most sincerely,

Horace Pickle, Esquire

Photographer’



Paw pulled a photograph from the envelope and held it up so they could all see it.

Jem gazed at the image. The black or brown and white of a normal photograph had been specially tinted, so the colours weren’t quite right, the women’s cheeks too pink, their dresses too vivid. But the happiness shone even brighter.

Two women sat side by side. One held a toddler in one arm, dressed in a blue and white sailor suit and cap, and a baby in a pink shawl in the other. The other woman, her dark hair now piled up on her head and held with combs, nursed a baby in an embroidered shawl. The camera had caught the women smiling at each other.

Behind them stood two men, both in dark suits and embroidered waistcoats, their top hats vying for glossiness and size.

‘Miss Lee has had a baby!’ exclaimed Juanita.

‘Except she isn’t Miss Lee now. Mr Pickle didn’t even tell us her married name.’

‘Or if they are friends now. Maybe she and her husband just came down to Goulburn to get a photograph of their baby.’

‘Mrs Pickle called her new baby Leeanne, and the letter mentioned a Godmother. Look at their faces,’ said Aunt Carmel quietly. ‘There are photographers in Sydney, but Lee Chou and her husband came all the way to Goulburn for this. You changed many lives when you took up the reins that night, Jem, and not just ours.’

‘Open the other letter!’ urged Juanita.

Jem hesitated. He knew what it probably would say, and yet . . .

‘It’s addressed to Jem,’ said Paw quietly. ‘Why don’t you read it privately, son, then tell us if you want to share it.’

Aunt Carmel nodded.

There was a place Jem liked to go — a giant rock behind the house, with a smooth top where you could lie and watch the mist roll up from the sea like an old man’s beard or contemplate the Patricks munching under the quince trees.

He paused at the base of the rock. The black snake that shared the rock sometimes stared down at him, its tongue tasting the air, then slithered off, fast.

Jem had seen that snake last year, too, a little smaller, the red skin on its belly a little duller. It must have shed its skin this spring, as snakes did as they grew bigger. But this was a clever, wary serpent, who knew a snake could live with humans as long as it vanished and became a stick instead of rearing up and scaring them.

Jem clambered up, feeling the rock’s warmth against his skin. He thought of Aunt Carmel saying, ‘The rocks are the right shape.’ This was not the country of his parents’ birth, but it was his, and its rocks felt the right shape to him too. He breathed in air like gum-leaf silk, with just a touch of horse, and that was right as well.

He opened his letter.


O’Halloran’s Hotel

San Francisco




Dear Jem,

I have not written to you before because I had no need of further books, as I had taken a tidy little library with me. But if you would be so good, please send a little reading matter to Frank Gardiner, to Francis Christie and to John Smith at the above address. Twenty or so books for each of us each month till the year’s end should be enough to refresh our libraries.



Bank drafts of twenty guineas each, thought Jem, not quite big enough to cause comment, and sent from as many different banks as he could too, so no one ever questioned why a boy would send three people in America so much money.


I have enjoyed my time here, but the life of a publican does not seem to suit me. There are too many old friends who arrive believing past acquaintance means free bed and drinks for life. It at last occurred to me that a man who has lived many lives — the boy, the bushranger, the shopkeeper, the prisoner and even Mr Smith — might have one more life ahead of him. Perhaps it is time for Mr Smith to appear again and Frank Gardiner to vanish. Books would help.

I hope life has been as good to you as you deserve, for without you there’d be no Frank Gardiner, nor what might come, either.

I heard a yarn at the bar the other day, from a bloke who knew a bloke who’d heard the story in Australia and, knowing I came from there, thought I’d like to hear it.

It was about a boy, scarcely out of baby clothes, who took the reins when his father was crushed by a team of stampeding horses. That boy drove the Cobb & Co coach all that foggy night through mud up to the axles, and across flooded rivers, and when he was held up by a bushranger just said, ‘Sir, I need to get my pa to hospital,’ and kept on driving. I think there might have been a mob of ferocious natives who attacked the coach too, or maybe they were Chinese miners or even flying wombats.

I asked if they knew the boy’s name, but the bloke shook his head. ‘They just call him the boy from Cobb & Co,’ he said.

So you’ve become a legend, lad. If you’ll take my advice — when someone ever tells you the story (by then they may have added an earthquake that night too) just smile, and don’t let on it was you, because one day you might want to be someone quite different from ‘the boy from Cobb & Co’.

Maybe next time someone tells you about that fabled bushranger, Frank Gardiner, you’ll remember how stories grow, and how sometimes we can slip away from our own story and make another too.

I hope the books will help you to whatever life you choose, lad. Wherever you go, for all the time that’s left me, know you have the good wishes and the gratitude somewhere in the world of,

Your humble servant,

John Smith



Jem put the letter down. How many lives had Mr Smith had already?

The breeze fluttered at the letter’s pages. He hoped the bushranger could at last find happiness and peace.

But Jem was no bushranger, to slip on a new identity like a change of clothes. His life now was not a new one. It had grown from all he and Paw had done before. Jem was like the black snake, who cast off its old skin just to show the same skin, brighter and a little bigger, underneath.

Jem smiled, picked up the letter and slid off the rock to go and read it to his family. Tonight there’d be a yarn from Paw, perhaps, about the Red Indians called the Hidatsa, or Aunt Carmel would tell them how the ants would predict rain or fire, like her aunties had taught her.

And one day, if someone whispered the words ‘Red Indian’, Jem would take it proudly on the chin, and if they muttered ‘native’ at Juanita, he’d say he was proud of that, too.

Because Jem Donovan had done the impossible, and when you’ve done that once you know it is worth doing the impossible again. Jem Donovan would always be the boy from Cobb & Co.




AUTHOR’S NOTES

This book is fiction except where it isn’t.

Cobb & Co and its Braidwood–Goulburn route are true. Frank Gardiner was a bushranger and was released on the condition that he left the colony, just as is written in this book, though the truth of much of his story may never be known.

Frank Gardiner went to great lengths to hide his identity many times; nor is it known if his treasure was ever found (see page 207). Jem, his paw and the other characters are not based on any particular person, but are a combination of people who lived at that time, in that way, and did those sorts of things. Once again I have used a story from my childhood, vaguely remembered, about a boy who drove a Cobb & Co coach after his father was injured in an accident.

THE TERMS IN THIS BOOK

When Paw uses the terms ‘native’ or ‘Red Indian’ in this book, he means no disrespect. They were simply the words that were used in relatively polite conversation back then, instead of far greater insults. These days we would refer to the native American nation Jem’s grandmother came from, or the nation of Juanita’s ancestors too, but it would be almost a hundred years after this book was set before this would happen. I hope you will excuse me for writing those terms, as well as for the characters’ attitudes to Miss Lee Chou, and the language used to describe her.

THE HIDATSA

Jem’s parents were like many who chose to hide unorthodox marriages by coming to Australia. In the days before telephones, compulsory electoral rolls or even street maps for many places, Australia was a convenient place to begin a new life away from any gossip about your old one.

Jem’s father would have married his mother in about 1861, or at the beginning of the American Civil War. It was a time when the Hidatsa of Upper Missouri were being forced from their lands, exploited by government-appointed Indian agents and fur traders, and attacked by the neighbouring Sioux. Many Hidatsa children were forcibly taken to schools like the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Pennsylvania or the Hampton Institute in Virginia, forced to wear uniforms and take colonial names, and punished if they used their own language. Often young people ran away from the schools or the menial jobs they were sent to after the little ‘schooling’ they received. Although it is not in the story, Jem’s father might have met, helped and fallen in love with one such runaway.

But 1861 in America was not a good time and place to have a Hidatsa wife, especially with opposition from his family — nor might Jem’s father have wished to be caught up in the American Civil War. There were, however, excellent opportunities in Australia with Cobb & Co for a man who was skilled with a team of horses.

FRANK GARDINER

Frank Gardiner was born in Scotland in 1830 as Francis Christie. In 1834 the family settled on a property at Boro near Goulburn, in the colony of New South Wales. In 1850 young Francis Christie became a horse thief in Victoria and was convicted several times. By March 1854 he was back in New South Wales as Francis Clarke. He was sentenced at Goulburn on two charges of horse stealing. He broke his parole or ticket-of-leave and became ‘Frank Gardiner’, also known as ‘The Darkie’, and graduated from stealing horses to highway robbery.

In June 1862, Gardiner and Ben Hall (who also hoped to escape his life of bushranging by going to the United States of America) and a group of other bushrangers held up the Lachlan Gold Escort, possibly the largest gold robbery in Australian history. The gold, coins and bank notes were worth about £14,000, or about $15 million in today’s money.

Though much was recovered when police caught some of the gang, enough vanished to become the basis of a legend. There is a tale that two of Gardiner’s nephews came over from America and were hunting the gold in 1912, and many other tales too.

Two people have whispered to me the (different) places where the gold is definitely buried, though they didn’t tell me why they didn’t go and get it themselves. I’ve even searched one of the locations and am pretty sure there is no gold cached there, nor anywhere near there where it might be buried or hidden. (I won’t say where that is, not because I think there is treasure there, but because it’s the habitat of endangered species who don’t need treasure hunters digging up their home.)

But some years ago, a friend who shall also remain nameless (as Frank Gardiner advises, it is good to be discreet when talking about treasure) was doing up an old cottage in an unnamed location, and found twenty-six gold watches papered into the plaster wall, as well as a quantity of gold coins.

The clichéd thing to do with a chest full of stolen treasure is to bury it, or hide it under rocks, but it is actually much easier to place it in a wall cavity, especially in the days when walls were sometimes merely many layers of paper glued onto a wooden frame, then covered with home-made whitewash. You could hide a treasure in a night.

Gardiner escaped to Queensland with Ben Hall’s sister-in-law, Kate or Kitty Brown. They became Mr and Mrs Frank Christie and kept a general store at Apis Creek near Rockhampton. Gardiner was eventually recognised and reported to the New South Wales police, who captured him with the help of the Queensland Native Police — possibly illegally, as Queensland was a different colony, with its own laws, and back then there was no ‘nation of Australia’. Gardiner had thought he was safe, but as he says in this book, once the police had him back in New South Wales there was no escaping a trial.

Gardiner was found ‘not guilty’ of ‘attempt to kill’, but sentenced to thirty-two years of hard labour for theft. After ten years and many appeals by his sisters, he was released on the condition that he immediately leave New South Wales and Australia. He sailed for Hong Kong and then to California. He owned one hotel, then sold it and bought another, both near the docks, and well known to Australians trying their luck in the United States of America or returning Americans who’d prospected for gold in Australia.

In 1882 the newspapers reported that he had died, unable to pay his bills, but there were and remain many rumours that he had begun yet another new life, possibly with a rich American widow, or living in other parts of the United States of America. Other newspapers reported his death in Colorado in 1903. Many San Francisco records were lost in the great earthquakes and fires of 1906, so it is difficult to trace his later life and death — which is probably just what the man we still know as ‘Frank Gardiner’ would have wanted.

SENORITA RODRIQUES

When I was a girl in the 1950s and 60s there were no Indigenous students in any of the three schools I attended. There were, however, several students who were said to be Spanish or Indian — for example, from the subcontinent of India. Later, at university, when we needed holiday jobs to supplement our scholarships, some of my Indigenous friends would tell prospective employers their parents were from India, knowing that if they said they were ‘Aboriginal’ they wouldn’t get the job.

Carmel’s grandmother might have been one of the Allelluin of the Dhurga people of the Djuin/Yuin nation (spelling varies, as the sounds of Dhurga do not quite match the English alphabet), that extended from south of present-day Sydney almost to the Victorian border. Her home country would have centred on what is now known as the Araluen Valley which, not coincidentally, is where I live. By the time this book is set most of the local Indigenous people had been forced out by gold mining and the small farms that grew food for the miners, though a few remained. In the decades after Jem’s adventures, most would be taken prisoner down in a reserve on the coast, but some did quietly remain, as do their descendants.

My own ancestry is mixed. I may never know how mixed, as several branches of my family went to great lengths to hide what they regarded as skeletons in the cupboard, though I’m proud of those skeletons today. I have simply grown up as ‘Australian’, and a white one, though the skins of some of my ancestors were dark.

But what is ‘Australian’ has changed enormously in my lifetime. Coffee drinkers were suspiciously exotic in my childhood. Normal people drank tea, at least six strong cups of it each day. I didn’t meet a cup of coffee till I was fifteen, and even then it was instant. Eating on chairs out on the pavement? A young lady never ate in public! Eating Thai food? I still remember my school’s domestic science teacher (compulsory for all girls in Year 8) wondering, ‘How do you milk a coconut?’

The only history we learned in primary school was English history, with a short detour for the First Fleet and the ‘first’ crossing of the Blue Mountains, though the books were mostly wrong about both events. A few mentions of Europe were added to the curriculum in high school as a way to explain the build-up to World War I, which ‘we’ won, and Asia appeared even more briefly, and only in the context of western colonialism. The American continents, the Middle East, South-East Asia and all the rest of the world seemed not to have a history at all.

Takeaway meant fish and chips, or sweet and sour chicken for the adventurous. Our everyday meals now incorporate ingredients and techniques from a hundred nations and all that goes with them. After more than two hundred years, Dhurga is taught and spoken in local schools and the scandal caused when my Catholic grandfather married a Presbyterian woman and both families disowned them is something to smile at, not a tragedy.

And I stay, simply, ‘Australian’, whatever that might mean.

SHERWIN FLATS

At the time this book is set the village now known as Tarago was called Sherwin Flats. The village now known as Lake Bathurst was called Tarrago, and its school the Tarrago School. In 1884, however, the railway line was extended from Goulburn to what the authorities decided to call the ‘Tarrago’ and ‘Lake Bathurst’ stations, and Sherwin Flats became Tarago. The post offices and schools also changed their names. I don’t know any more about the mix-up, or why it was easier to change the names of three villages instead of the signs at two railway stations.

COBB & CO

I would never have written this book if I hadn’t known it would be read by Angela Marshall, experienced horsewoman and also steeped in the knowledge of the mechanics and running of Cobb & Co coaches, restored ones and new ones made to their pattern. Thankfully I had only made a few mistakes about the harnessing, the brake position, and the way an accident might have happened, but I owe Angela more gratitude than I can express. All mistakes that remain are mine, and the book has been revised several times since it passed her scrutiny.

Cobb & Co was founded in the gold rush days of 1853 by an American, Freeman Cobb, and his partners in Victoria. It changed hands several times, expanding across Victoria and then to New South Wales and Queensland. They first imported American coaches, including the Concord stagecoach, light vehicles with layers of thick leather strapping called thoroughbraces that were both lighter and more comfortable on unmade roads than the metal springs used by competitors. Soon enough coaches were being made in various factories around Australia, employing coach builders, harness-makers and repairers, wheelwrights, blacksmiths, painters, trimmers and upholsterers for their red plush seats. By 1874, when this book is set, several firms in Australia operated as ‘Cobb & Co’ and also linked their services with small local coach companies for the more difficult or less travelled routes.

The system brought fast travel to outback Australia, but despite the red plush seats, the coaches weren’t actually more comfortable for the passengers than other coaches. The seats were narrow, and so was the space for passengers’ legs and feet. The leather curtains gave little protection from heat, cold and wind, and though the action of the thoroughbrace suspension system was less jolting on the rough Australian tracks and roads than the metal leaf-springs that were common in England and Europe, the thoroughbrace system caused a lot more motion sickness because the coach rocked and rolled and wallowed a lot more than leaf-spring vehicles. Their main advantage over metal springs was that the coaches didn’t rattle themselves apart and the leather thoroughbraces didn’t break as the metal springs did in the harsh conditions. Most coaches were built for eight passengers but often carried many more on top, but there were smaller and far larger models, including the short-lived 84-seat ‘Leviathan’.

By the 1870s Cobb & Co’s main business model was to carry the mail, passengers and their luggage to connect with the ever-growing network of railway lines and their steam trains. The light coaches were extremely fast, using specially bred and trained horses in teams that were changed every ten to twenty miles, light coaches, and legendary skilled drivers (Jehus or Whips). Cobb & Co were also reliable. A ticket might cost four pounds or more in the days when a farm labourer was only paid forty pounds a year and a good cook about thirty, but Cobb & Co would probably get you to the train on time, or to your new job, a hundred miles from the train line: worth every penny when the stakes were high.

Most of all, they provided reliable transport where there had been none, bringing supplies and mail as well as people, including dancers and theatre troupes. Kids ran out to wave at the passing coaches, the only strangers they might see from year to year. Cobb & Co meant that villages could hire a schoolteacher, or small farms would survive because they could get their produce to the Sydney market.

Cobb & Co was romanticised for its determination to ‘get through’ no matter what the weather or terrain. They even ran at night, using the three lanterns in this book, with a bugle blown on approach to warn coaching stations to ready the next team of horses and their harnesses, or to tell carts, riders and, hopefully, wombats, kangaroos or emus to get off the road. Cobb & Co assumed the right of way. Other traffic may have accepted this. I doubt the wombats or the emus did.

The real Cobb & Co was slightly different from the legend. Exhausted drivers rolled their coaches. Horses on the less well-managed runs died in harness. The ‘country accommodation and meals’ were often a blanket on the floor and chops, chops, chops. There are countless travellers’ stories of the day or night the coach was washed downriver, or rolled when it had only just left the coaching station, overloaded with passengers on top.

In reality, a Cobb & Co journey varied enormously from region to region, owner or manager or driver, the ‘Whips’. The make of coach varied, as did the number and quality of horses, and the reliability. Some stories tell of comfortable seats, dry straw to keep their feet warm and a hotel with clean feather beds and buttered eggs for breakfast. Others tell of hundreds of miles of dust and terror with drunken passengers paying the driver to take the reins. But even those journeys left the passengers with a story to tell. Cobb & Co was loved.

The last coach journey in Australia under the name of Cobb & Co was in Queensland in 1924, but you will still see the name in films and TV series or at tourist sites, and in Henry Lawson’s poem at the beginning of this book.

I’m indebted to Norman Whitfield of the Old Braidwood Facebook page for all his magnificent knowledge of ‘old Braidwood’ and, in particular, the information about where the Cobb & Co Depot was, in Minnie Burke’s two-storey house in Duncan Street. (I had thought it was another place entirely.)

At the time the book is set Cobb & Co ran the Braidwood–Goulburn route, and the mail contract was a valuable part of their trade. As the train lines were extended, their trade slowly ceased, especially after the introduction of motorcars.

In 1874 there seem to have been subcontractors who would drive the coaches from Moruya up to Braidwood, and from Braidwood down to Araluen. I think, but am not sure, that Cobb & Co only had the four stations, at Manar — I can still remember the remnants of it — Boro, Sherwin Flats, now Tarago, with a Halfway House between there and Goulburn, but there were other posting houses on that route too during the coaching days. Malones took over the Cobb & Co route to Tarago, changing horses at Boro and Manar.

THE COBB & CO TEAMS

While many Australian coach teams were rough and half-wild, Cobb & Co relied on good horse breeders and trainers. Some teams had up to sixteen horses — more for the Leviathan — but the most common arrangement was a team of five.

The polers were the horses closest to the vehicle. They were harnessed either side of a sturdy pole and in front of and connected by their leather traces to a movable cross bar that swung the two smaller front wheels to steer the coach. The polers were usually the strongest pair of horses but the teams were remarkably even in their size and strength. The leaders were the horses in front of the polers. Each horse had its own harness and they weren’t attached to each other, just to the coach, which is how a skilful driver could actually split the team to go around a sudden wombat. Typically, the horses in a Cobb & Co team wore very simple gear compared to most teams. The harness consisted of a bridle with reins going back to the driver, and a handfitted collar through which all the horse’s energy and pulling power went via the leather traces attached to the swingle trees connected to the crosspieces attached to the pole. There were no shafts, no back pads and cruppers, no breeching, usually no belly-band or girth. These arrangements could be varied according to terrain and load but this was the pattern that established Cobb & Co’s reputation for speed, reliability and safety. Driving down very steep hills a large foot-operated lever provided the friction through a brake block on the rear wheels to help slow down the coach.

Sometimes a log was attached behind to act as a supplementary drag to help slow it down so that in the absence of shafts it didn’t overtake the horses. It requires more skill to stop a heavy coach rolling downhill too fast than to pull it uphill. Extra horses were sometimes led behind the coach to be added in for a particularly long and steep hill. Passengers were expected to get out and walk up steep hills or through sticky mud to take some of the load off the horses.

Horses were selected to work together in teams — matched for colour and conformation as well as compatibility. Matching the horses for size, strength and stride length is part of the skill set of a good driver. Teams often worked in the same configurations and, on many runs, particular stations kept the drivers’ favourite teams matched with the next leg of the journey.

Jem was lucky he was on a coach in an area known for good horses and good training and that his team would probably have travelled their section of the route and how to work together, needing only the lightest guidance. But that guidance would have been essential in taking corners at the correct angle and speed, slowing for ice and much else.

Driving was also extremely hard physical work. The long leather reins required to drive a team of five horses are very heavy. Most people could manage a single horse in harness. Many could manage two. A four-in-hand was only for the extremely skilled, physically able and mentally focused. More than that driven by a single driver needed skill, experience and talent — and even greater physical and mental strength. Jem’s drive would not have been physically or mentally possible without ‘Mr Smith’s’ help, but was still a triumph, and a notable one in the days when a man — gentleman or groom — was judged on his ability to manage horses.

BRIDGES AND ROADS

A few months after the time in which this story is based the first bridge was built at Warri over the Shoalhaven River, making a safe crossing from what had been a dangerous one. The first wooden bridge was eventually swept away in a flood, and for a while the FJ Holdens and other cars had to use yet another ford — or get stuck and pulled out by a red tractor. Its higher replacement burned down just as the new concrete one was finished.

The bridge where Jem crosses the Mulwaree River outside Goulburn was built by convicts in 1843. A new bridge was built upstream in 1878 and the route of the main road into Goulburn was changed to cross it. That bridge has been replaced twice but kept in the same place.

The route Jem took from Braidwood to Goulburn is not the same as the Kings Highway and Goulburn Road now. There are at least two major deviations and many small ones, as the roads have been straightened and culverts built, but the country he passed through was much the same as it is now, though there was more forest then than paddocks. The trees were also much larger, both wider and taller — the present trees are all regrowth and, with topsoil lost to erosion from wind and water, trees no longer grow as large on that part of the Southern Tablelands, and most wildlife has been lost to farming, shooting, poisoning and bushfires.

Even in my lifetime I have seen the flocks of emus vanish, and dingoes no longer howl from the hills, or cross the road with yellow eyes flashing in the headlights at night, and quolls are rare. The last koalas were shot for their fur in the 1930s; the 2019–2020 bushfires destroyed most of the region’s wildlife and habitat, and even wombats are rare now as are wallabies, though kangaroos still survive.

The drive from Braidwood to Goulburn is much safer and faster than it was in Jem’s day, but it is much more barren, too, for apart from the shapes of the hills and the deep skeleton of the land, all that you see is the work of people: paddocks and fences, electricity lines and houses. The rich world of bush and animals that fed and kept the Indigenous people of the tableland country has vanished like the coaches of Cobb & Co.

HENRY LAWSON’S POEMS

I first heard of Cobb & Co in Henry Lawson’s poem ‘The Lights of Cobb and Co’. It spoke of wild adventure, specks of light through the darkness, taking passengers to isolated stations, wild yarns and lost romance.

Lawson’s youth as a boy on a drought-wracked farm must have been lit by dreams of Cobb & Co. But as an older man, and a broken, impoverished alcoholic, he was also imprisoned in Darlinghurst Gaol. And, as the poem ‘One Hundred and Three’ states, he was one of the few inmates who had the courage, or the skill with words, to speak about its horrors.

Many of my books feature characters or scenes based on those described in poem or prose by Lawson. This book was inspired by these two poems.

‘THE LIGHTS OF COBB AND CO’, HENRY LAWSON, 1900

Fire lighted; on the table a meal for sleepy men;

A lantern in the stable; a jingle now and then;

The mail-coach looming darkly by light of moon and star;

The growl of sleepy voices; a candle in the bar;

A stumble in the passage of folk with wits abroad;

A swear-word from a bedroom — the shout of ‘All aboard!’

‘Tchk tchk! Git-up!’ ‘Hold fast, there!’ and down the range we go;

Five hundred miles of scattered camps will watch for Cobb and Co.

Old coaching towns already decaying for their sins;

Uncounted ‘Half-way Houses’, and scores of ‘Ten-Mile Inns’;

The roaring camps of Gulgong, and many a ‘Digger’s Rest’;

The diggers on the Lachlan; the huts of Farthest West;

Some twenty thousand exiles who sailed for weal or woe —

The bravest hearts of twenty lands will wait for Cobb and Co.

The morning star has vanished, the frost and fog are gone.

In one of those grand mornings which but on mountains dawn;

The roads are rare to travel, and life seems all complete;

The grind of wheels on gravel, the trot of horses’ feet,

The trot, trot, trot and canter, as down the spur we go —

The green sweeps to horizons blue that call for Cobb and Co.

We take a bright girl actress through western dusts, and damps,

To bear the home-world message, and sing for sinful camps,

To stir our hearts and break them, wild hearts that hope and ache —

(Ah! When she thinks again of these her own must nearly break!)

Five miles this side of the gold-field, a loud, triumphant shout:

Five hundred cheering diggers have snatched the horses out:

With Auld Lang Syne’ in chorus, through roaring camp they go

That cheer for her, and cheer for Home, and cheer for Cobb and Co.

Three lamps above the ridges and gorges dark and deep,

A flash on sandstone cuttings where sheer the sidings sweep,

A flash on shrouded wagons, on water ghastly white;

Weird bush and scattered remnants of ‘rushes in the night’;

Across the swollen river a flash beyond the ford:

Ride hard to warn the driver! He’s drunk or mad, good Lord!

But on the bank to westward a broad and cheerful glow —

New camps extend across the plains new routes for Cobb and Co.

Swift scramble up the siding where teams climb inch by inch;

Pause, bird-like, on the summit — then breakneck down the pinch;

By clear, ridge-country rivers, and gaps where tracks run high,

Where waits the lonely horseman, cut clear against the sky;

Through stringy-bark and blue-gum, and box and pine we go —

A hundred miles shall see to-night the lights of Cobb and Co!

Throw down the reins, old driver — there’s no one left to shout;

The ruined inn’s survivor must take the horses out.

A poor old coach hereafter! — we’re lost to all such things —

No bursts of songs or laughter shall shake your leathern springs

When creeping in unnoticed by railway sidings drear,

Or left in yards for lumber, decaying with the year —

Oh, who’ll think how in those days when distant fields were broad

You raced across the Lachlan side with twenty-five on board.

Not all the ships that sail away since Roaring Days are done —

Not all the boats that steam from port, nor all the trains that run,

Shall take such hopes and loyal hearts — for men shall never know

Such days as when the Royal Mail was run by Cobb and Co.

The ‘greyhounds’ race across the sea, the ‘special’ cleaves the haze,

But these seem dull and slow to me compared with Roaring Days!

The eyes that watched are dim with age, and souls are weak and slow,

The hearts are dust or hardened now that broke for Cobb and Co.

This version is from Verses, Popular and Humorous (1900) the second collection of poems by Henry Lawson, released in hardback by Angus & Robertson publishers in 1900. ‘The Lights of Cobb and Co’ had been published before, but I can’t find a record of it to see if this version varies.

‘ONE HUNDRED AND THREE’, HENRY LAWSON, 1908

With the frame of a man, and the face of a boy, and a manner strangely wild,

And the great, wide, wondering, innocent eyes of a silent-suffering child;

With his hideous dress and his heavy boots, he drags to Eternity —

And the Warder says, in a softened tone: ‘Keep step, One Hundred and Three.’

’Tis a ghastly travesty of drill — or a ghastly farce of work —

But One Hundred and Three, he catches step with a start, a shuffle and jerk.

’Tis slow starvation in separate cells, and a widow’s son is he,

And the widow, she drank before he was born — (Keep step, One Hundred and Three!)

They shut a man in the four-by-eight, with a six-inch slit for air,

Twenty-three hours of the twenty-four, to brood on his virtues there.

And the dead stone walls and the iron door close in as an iron band

On eyes that followed the distant haze far out on the level land.

Bread and water and hominy, and a scrag of meat and a spud,

A Bible and thin flat book of rules, to cool a strong man’s blood;

They take the spoon from the cell at night — and a stranger might think it odd;

But a man might sharpen it on the floor, and go to his own Great God.

One Hundred and Three, it is hard to believe that you saddled your horse at dawn;

There were girls that rode through the bush at eve, and girls who lolled on the lawn.

There were picnic parties in sunny bays, and ships on the shining sea;

There were foreign ports in the glorious days — (Hold up, One Hundred and Three!)

A man came out at exercise time from one of the cells to-day:

’Twas the ghastly spectre of one I knew, and I thought he was far away;

We dared not speak, but he signed ‘Farewell — fare — well,’ and I knew by this

And the number stamped on his clothes (not sewn) that a heavy sentence was his.

Where five men do the work of a boy, with warders not to see,

It is sad and bad and uselessly mad, it is ugly as it can be,

From the flower-beds laid to fit the gaol, in circle and line absurd,

To the gilded weathercock on the church, agape like a strangled bird.

Agape like a strangled bird in the sun, and I wonder what he could see?

The Fleet come in, and the Fleet go out? (Hold up, One Hundred and Three!)

The glorious sea, and the bays and Bush, and the distant mountains blue

(Keep step, keep step, One Hundred and Three, for my lines are halting too)

The great, round church with its volume of sound, where we dare not turn our eyes —

They take us there from our separate hells to sing of Paradise.

In all the creeds there is hope and doubt, but of this there is no doubt:

That starving prisoners faint in church, and the warders carry them out.

They double-lock at four o’clock and the warders leave their keys,

And the Governor strolls with a friend at eve through his stone conservatories;

Their window slits are like idiot mouths with square stone chins adrop,

And the weather-stains for the dribble, and the dead flat foreheads atop.

No light save the lights in the yard beneath the clustering lights of the Lord —

And the lights turned in to the window slits of the Observation Ward.

(They eat their meat with their fingers there in a madness starved and dull —

Oh! the padded cells and the ‘O — b — s’ are nearly always full.)

Rules, regulations — red-tape and rules; all and alike they bind:

Under ‘separate treatment’ place the deaf; in the dark cell shut the blind!

And somewhere down in his sandstone tomb, with never a word to save,

One Hundred and Three is keeping step, as he’ll keep it to his grave.

The press is printing its smug, smug lies, and paying its shameful debt —

It speaks of the comforts that prisoners have, and ‘holidays’ prisoners get.

The visitors come with their smug, smug smiles through the gaol on a working day,

And the public hears with its large, large ears what authorities have to say.

They lay their fingers on well-hosed walls, and they tread on the polished floor;

They peep in the generous shining cans with their ration Number Four.

And the visitors go with their smug, smug smiles; the reporters’ work is done;

Stand up! my men, who have done your time on ration Number One!

Speak up, my men! I was never the man to keep my own bed warm,

I have jogged with you round in the Fools’ Parade, and I’ve worn your uniform;

I’ve seen you live, and I’ve seen you die, and I’ve seen your reason fail —

I’ve smuggled tobacco and loosened my tongue — and I’ve been punished in gaol.

Ay! clang the spoon on the iron floor, and shove in the bread with your toe,

And shut with a bang the iron door, and clank the bolt — just so,

With an ignorant oath for a last good-night — or the voice of a filthy thought.

By the Gipsy Blood you have caught a man you’ll be sorry that ever you caught.

He shall be buried alive without meat, for a day and a night unheard

If he speak to a fellow prisoner, though he die for want of a word.

He shall be punished, and he shall be starved, and he shall in darkness rot,

He shall be murdered body and soul — and God said, ‘Thou shalt not!’

I’ve seen the remand-yard men go out, by the subway out of the yard —

And I’ve seen them come in with a foolish grin and a sentence of Three Years Hard.

They send a half-starved man to the court, where the hearts of men they carve —

Then feed him up in the hospital to give him the strength to starve.

You get the gaol-dust in your throat, in your skin the dead gaol-white;

You get the gaol-whine in your voice and in every letter you write.

And in your eyes comes the bright gaol-light — not the glare of the world’s distraught,

Not the hunted look, nor the guilty look, but the awful look of the Caught.

There was one I met — ’twas a mate of mine — in a gaol that is known to us;

He died — and they said it was ‘heart disease’; but he died for want of a truss.

I’ve knelt at the head of the pallid dead, where the living dead were we,

And I’ve closed the yielding lids with my thumbs — (Keep step, One Hundred and Three!)

A criminal face is rare in gaol, where all things else are ripe —

It is higher up in the social scale that you’ll find the criminal type.

But the kindness of man to man is great when penned in a sandstone pen —

The public call us the ‘criminal class’, but the warders call us ‘the men’.

The brute is a brute, and a kind man kind, and the strong heart does not fail —

A crawler’s a crawler everywhere, but a man is a man in gaol!

For forced ‘desertion’ or drunkenness, or a law’s illegal debt,

While never a man who was a man was ‘reformed’ by punishment yet.

The champagne lady comes home from the course in charge of the criminal swell —

They carry her in from the motor car to the lift in the Grand Hotel.

But armed with the savage Habituals Act they are waiting for you and me,

And the drums, they are beating loud and near. (Keep step, One Hundred and Three!)

The clever scoundrels are all outside, and the moneyless mugs in gaol —

Men do twelve months for a mad wife’s lies or Life for a strumpet’s tale.

If the people knew what the warders know, and felt as the prisoners feel —

If the people knew, they would storm their gaols as they stormed the old Bastille.

And the cackling, screaming half-human hens who were never mothers nor wives

Would send their sisters to such a hell for the term of their natural lives,

Where laws are made in a Female Fit in the Land of the Crazy Fad,

And drunkards in judgment on drunkards sit and the mad condemn the mad.

The High Church service swells and swells where the tinted Christs look down —

It is easy to see who is weary and faint and weareth the thorny crown.

There are swift-made signs that are not to God, and they march us Hellward then.

It is hard to believe that we knelt as boys to ‘for ever and ever, Amen’.

Warders and prisoners all alike in a dead rot dry and slow —

The author must not write for his own, and the tailor must not sew.

The billet-bound officers dare not speak and discharged men dare not tell

Though many and many an innocent man must brood in this barren hell.

We are most of us criminal, most of us mad, and we do what we can do.

(Remember the Observation Ward and Number Forty-Two.)

There are eyes that see through stone and iron, though the rest of the world be blind —

We are prisoners all in God’s Great Gaol, but the Governor, He is kind.

They crave for sunlight, they crave for meat, they crave for the might-have-been,

But the cruellest thing in the walls of a gaol is the craving for nicotine.

Yet the spirit of Christ is everywhere where the heart of a man can dwell,

It comes like tobacco in prison — or like news to the separate cell.

They have smuggled him out to the Hospital with no one to tell the tale,

But it’s little the doctors and nurses can do for the patient from Starvinghurst Gaol.

He cannot swallow the food they bring, for a gaol-starved man is he,

And the blanket and screen are ready to draw — (Keep step, One Hundred and Three!)

‘What were you doing, One Hundred and Three?’ and the answer is ‘Three years hard,

And a month to go’ — and the whisper is low: ‘There’s the moonlight — out in the yard.’

The drums, they are beating far and low, and the footstep’s light and free,

And the angels are whispering over his bed: ‘Keep step, One Hundred and Three!’
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