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CHAPTER 1





Storm


At the end of a dirt track that had seen more sun than rain, the thunderstorm felt like a sign to Connie that she had actually reached the end of the world. There was no time to tie up the animals or cover the buggy. The rain was thick, and a lightning bolt struck a nearby tree in a blinding flash of fire. The storm was angry.

Is the burning tree a warning? Connie wondered.

In the light between the darkness, she saw Da signal to a clear path through the scrub, Dog close by his side. They had come too far to turn back now.

Minnie had fainted at the first flash, and through the forks of light, Connie could see Da carrying her over one shoulder like a sack of potatoes, her head lolling and bobbing awkwardly with each heavy step. If she knew how inelegant she looked, Minnie would be horrified. The thought made Connie smile to herself as she held Ma’s hand on one side and clung to Silas on the other, following Da on and off through the darkness into the scrub.

John trudged behind as they followed the track to a cleared area at the foot of a cliff. Beyond this area was a huge cave, belonging to generations of local wombats.

Heavy drops of rain continued to fall, but inside, the floor was dry and sandy, littered with stones large enough to sit on. Connie sat at the mouth of the cave and watched the storm rage.

Silas came to sit close beside her. He had caught a fever when he was very young and his face was covered with deep dimply scars. Most of the time he kept his head down, but through the flashes of light, Connie could see his face lifted towards the angry sky.

‘Will Horse be all right?’ she asked him.

‘You know she will.’

Her precious grey brumby could gallop faster than the wind. Horse was more beautiful than a bird, and when Da let Connie ride by herself, Horse seemed to have wings instead of hooves. Back at the old hut, when great thunderstorms came trampling through the bush and the clouds were dashed with streaks of lightning, Connie would sneak out to the stables to make sure Horse wasn’t scared, or at least wasn’t as scared as she was, pressing against her warm chest to slow her beating heart.

‘I remember the last time it stormed before we left Bream Creek. You went galloping through the storm, leaping each dash of lightning before it disappeared. I could hear Horse neighing even through the roaring of the wind, and you rode so fast that when you got back, you weren’t even wet,’ said Silas, his calloused hands ruffling her already knotted hair.

Connie laughed as another bolt of lightning split the purple sky in two. ‘Her hooves moved so swiftly and softly on the earth, it felt like we were flying,’ she said, leaning in closer to the warmth radiating from Silas’ body with real puffs of steam.

‘You remind me so much of that brumby, Connie. Never lose that wild part of you. Out here, it’s what will keep you alive.’

Silas understood.

She snuggled in deeper, letting the smell of sweat and sunshine that was her older brother sink into her tired bones.

Silas always understood.

They watched and waited as the storm passed. Connie had always felt as if the wind and rain were the parts of her that she wasn’t allowed to show, and as the clouds split to surrender the moon, she was disappointed it was over. She wanted to follow the storm further over the mountains, but her duty was to follow the sun to where the wide open plains called to her family.

From the beginning of the journey, as she followed the track that curved around mountains and passed through valleys, the fronds of ferns brushing her cheeks and the crunching of leaves beneath her feet, she had felt the wildness inside her growing. As her eyes closed, one thought repeated over and over in her mind – I am nearly home.

She was nearly herself.

She was nearly free.

She could feel it.


CHAPTER 2





Dawn


Sometime after dawn, Connie woke to the sound of a dreamy faraway song, followed by a soft and weary sigh, then a rustle of wings. She opened her eyes. Horse was waiting for her at the mouth of the cave. Behind her, the sun baked the grey, white and yellow back of the spotted, blotched and striped goanna sleeping on a rock outside the mouth of the cave. There was not a cloud in sight, and the endless blue sky stretched overhead, broken by the white and yellow flashes of cockatoo crests as they flew from tree to tree, squawking loudly as Dog rushed from the cave.

‘Ah, that was a storm,’ exclaimed Silas, stretching and sitting up beside her. ‘Da fair chained the bullock wagon to the red gum, and it flapped like a sheet.’

‘It was wonderful.’ Connie sighed as she stretched and stood to pat Horse, the sun shining down on her hair, turning it golden. Red hair and freckles ran in the family, so did strong wills and thick ankles. Connie, unlike her two elder brothers, had all three.

‘You are wonderful.’ Silas ran his fingers through her hair and gave her an unexpected kiss on the forehead. It was as if the sun had come out from the shadows within and was now rising in his eyes. ‘Life is wonderful.’

She hadn’t seen Silas this happy, ever.

Silas loved fences and called them names like Dog Leg, Chock and Block, Post and Rail or Lazy Cockies, but most of the varied bush fences they passed were nameless. Connie would make him laugh by making up even sillier names as they rode along, side by side.

It wasn’t until they were a mile away that Connie realised she was missing her dillybag. The precious pebbles in Connie’s dillybag were never out of her possession, except when the bag was hung on the branch of a tree – on the lower reaches of the coolabah and the gidgee they had found further north – for safety at each stopping place. They had been hanging in the branches of the tree that had been struck by lightning.

‘Silas, I left my pebbles behind.’ The memories of all the places she had collected them along the way tugged at her sadness.

Silas sighed but didn’t stop walking. ‘That’s not such a bad thing. Out here, there is no place for things that tie us to the past.’ His strides were long, but he slowed a little to let Connie catch up.

Silas often took Connie out walking when their mother needed her out from under her feet. Even though at fifteen, Silas was also officially too old to spend time with his little sister, he always listened carefully to her questions and was the only one in the family with patience enough to answer them. As soon as Connie could toddle, she had started following him around, and now that she was twelve, being with him was the only time she felt she could be herself. She couldn’t remember ever not being cared for by him, and one of her most precious possessions had been the dillybag he had made for her.

Trying to distract herself from her sad thoughts, Connie tucked her dress into her undergarments as she tried to climb the trees beside the track. ‘Dresses are no good for climbing trees or crawling into wombat holes. I wish I could wear pants like you.’

‘Don’t be saying that or Ma will think I put you up to it,’ clucked Silas, but his eyes twinkled and blinked in agreement.

‘Ma doesn’t know what fun it is to turn head over heels and get all dirty and wet and lovely.’

‘I feel sorry for Ma. She has such a lot of work to do, the kind that makes deep lines in her face.’

Connie knew that she shouldn’t have a favourite brother, but she couldn’t help it. Silas was the only one who took the time to show her where there were nice sweet things you could dig up around the edges of the creeks, and he didn’t worry about dirty knees or sweaty faces and gave the best hugs that made you feel like the whole world began and ended in his arms. Ma and Da were much too busy for hugs like that.

‘I will make you another dillybag when we get home.’

‘Home,’ repeated Connie. She was nearly home.


CHAPTER 3





Mungallala


When they reached Mungallala Creek, they were met by horses, not people. Standing a little apart from the others was a huge stallion. Horse clearly noticed him before Connie did.

The stallion was wild, untamed, and his chestnut coat shone in the rays of the afternoon sun. He pawed the earth and galloped around his mares to protect them.

Horse shifted and strained below her.

‘Stay with me, Horse,’ pleaded Connie. She felt the power and the pull the stallion had on Horse, who was obviously torn between her instincts and her loyalty.

Lifting his legs high and pounding the ground with each stride, the stallion’s nostrils flared in anger at the newcomers. With an arch of his neck and a toss of his head, his mane blazing, he led his family away further up the creek.

Connie patted Horse and led her back to where the others had gathered.

John greeted her with a scowl. ‘You have to keep up, Connie. It’s dangerous to fall behind.’

He always wore the cap of untanned kangaroo skin Da had made for him for his seventeenth birthday. It was hard for Connie to believe her big brother was nearly a man, but if Minnie Caldwell had anything to say about it, he would be a man sooner rather than later.

‘She shouldn’t be riding a horse on her own anyway,’ scoffed Minnie, tightening her grip around John’s middle.

Minnie’s people came from the North of Ireland and were a family with military tradition. She was soft and formal where Connie was determined and hasty. Dainty in size, with small features and little hands and feet, compared to Connie’s thickness, she had laughed when Connie had told her about losing the precious pebbles in her dillybag.

‘They are just rocks.’ Minnie played with the gold chain and cross around her neck. ‘This is real gold. One day, when you grow up, you will understand.’

Connie hated when people said that. Why should grown ups be the only ones who get to understand the world? They hardly even see things for how they really are.

‘Then I don’t want to grow up,’ said Connie, sticking out her pointy chin.

‘Where is your hat, Constance?’ asked John. He was the only one who called her that, not just when she was in trouble.

‘Your face will be full of those disgusting freckles if you keep forgetting.’ Minnie sneered.

‘Silas says my freckles are beautiful,’ said Connie. ‘Everything is beautiful in its own way, if you ask me. The roots of plants are like their feet, helping them to stand strong, all on their own. The strong stems are the legs, and the leaves and flowers bob about in the air, like our arms and head. They drink in the morning and eat the sun, to grow big and strong

‘With your hair, you look like you already swallowed it whole!’ Minnie teased. Covering her thin lips with a lace handkerchief, she laughed shrilly. ‘One day soon you will have to stop being such a silly little girl. Nobody cares what you think.’

‘Everyone grows up, Constance,’ said John, turning the horse back towards where her parents and Silas were setting up camp for the night.

With a flick of her blonde hair, Minnie turned back and smirked.

Connie stuck out her tongue and spun Horse around in the opposite direction, flicking dirt into Minnie’s smug face. Every inch of Connie wanted to take Horse and follow the stallion up the creek, but part of her knew that John was right. Very soon, she would be expected to put away her toys and learn how to be a lady, like Minnie. ‘What does that even mean?’ she asked the blue summer sky? If she could stay a child, where there were endless walking and climbing opportunities that filled her lungs with hearty bush air and stretched and sprouted strong muscles that were barely contained by sun-kissed skin, surely that would be a better way to live?

Learning to be obedient and still and becoming pale and quiet didn’t seem like much of a life at all. Now she knew exactly how Horse had felt when she saw that stallion. Giving her a pat, she turned in a circle and headed back to camp.


CHAPTER 4





Campfire


Da had decided to spend one more night by the river. They camped on the banks of the creek where gnarled branches looked at themselves in the water, and platypus broke the surface with their curved backs. Connie picked up a new pebble but threw it away again once she realised she had nowhere to keep it.

In the centre of camp, dry twigs crackled, popped and hissed. Connie sat by the fire and watched her father puff on his pipe and open a bottle of whisky, while Ma and Minnie sang hymns to the starry sky. Her brothers, undeniably tired from a day of hard riding, were already asleep in swags under the wagon. Ma sat on Da’s lap, and he jogged her up and down as if she was a toddler. Da loved it when Ma sang.

‘You are as beautiful as the day I first laid eyes on you.’ He winked at her.

Ma gave him a light-hearted smack on the arm. ‘That long? Took ye long enough to do something about it.’

‘I wasn’t the courting kind.’

At the talk of marriage, Minnie begged Ma, ‘Tell me about it, please.’

‘There was one young man who rode across the fields to see me,’ Ma teased. ‘A good-looking young man in a fitted claret coat, tight trousers strapped under his boots and hair so slicked my mother wouldn’t let him sit down on the drawing room chairs, to protect the fabric.’

Da growled.

‘He called me a nymph.’

Ma was like a fairy, or Connie imagined her to be. She had seen a painting in Sydney once of a woman with wings wearing a soft flowing dress that fell in folds with only her toes peeking out. She could picture her mother in a flowing dress, but never without her apron or with her toes showing.

‘In the garden among the roses, that young man dropped on one knee and asked me to marry him.’

Minnie squealed in delight as Da growled louder and coughed into his crooked elbow.

Ma pinched his cheek and slipped down between him and Minnie on the fallen log they were using as a seat, taking both Minnie’s hands in her own. ‘In the nicest possible way, I told him that I was honoured by the proposal, but I simply couldn’t marry a man who spent more time in front of the mirror than I did.’

Both Da and Connie burst out laughing, but Minnie looked at Ma, her mouth fallen wide open in shock and disbelief.

Ma continued, ‘As punishment for my rudeness, my parents shipped me off to London as a milliner’s apprentice. That is, until my knight in shining armour, or at least a thread bare kilt, came and rescued me.’ She dropped Minnie’s hands and turned back to face her husband.

Connie thought Ma still looked at Da like she was thinking about something good to eat. Her father was handsome, shy and mild mannered, not book smart but filled with a knowing of the land that was inbred in home-spun country children. It was the same knowing he had passed on to Connie’s brothers, but whose secrets he would not share with his only surviving daughter.

Her brain was to be filled with more suitable information, like how to sew, make hearty meals and keep the house clean and tidy for her husband. In the warm summer night, Connie shivered at the thought. There had to be another way, and Connie wouldn’t give in until she found it.

Ma handed her a brown paper package tied with string. With trembling fingers, Connie loosened the knot. Apart from Horse, she had never received a present before, at least without asking. Out tumbled two pairs of strong trousers with buttons on the right and an open flap to the left, three cotton shirts and two pairs of boots. There were no frills or flounces.

‘You’re letting me wear boys’ clothes?’

‘These are work clothes, Constance,’ said Da. ‘I won’t be treating you any different to the boys until we are settled in the new house. But after we are settled, your ma takes charge again, understood?’

Connie wrapped her freckled arms around his thick neck and breathed in the scent of leather, sweat and spoiled feed that radiated off the warmth of him. It was the best smell in the world, and the present was more than she could ever have hoped for.


CHAPTER 5





Whisky


As her mother took a confused Minnie off to bed in their makeshift tent, Connie stayed by her father’s side as he finished the bottle of whisky. With the firelight flickering in his eyes, he spoke to her about his home by the sea back in England.

‘Looking over the sea from our bedroom window gave me time to study the habits of herons, red-throated divers, seals, mergansers, cormorants, skuas, oystercatchers, and eider ducks.’

The triangle of land, family and belief, along with stories about chasing the kestrels held airborne in Somerset’s many winds and stalking the tawny backs of foxes, were only ever told at the bottom of an empty whisky bottle.

‘My ma fed me broth of boiled limpets, growing me from a scrawny lad into a man.’

Connie could imagine every inch of her father’s home. During the day, when her body was busy with simple and boring chores, her mind would be hidden inside the seaside garden on a hillside, which she filled with clever plantings divided into separate, smaller gardens that included a gravel garden, a damp pond garden, a shady garden, herbaceous beds, shrubs, ferns and grasses. She longed for a garden of her own. The inside of her mind was green, but her body was stuck in a brown world.

Over time, with each empty whisky bottle, she had learnt to name them all, along with any medicinal uses. Connie had even tested out her grandmother’s home remedies on her brothers. She had been surprised when they worked, adapting them as she needed with Australian plants and herbs, but she wished she had someone to teach her properly. Her father had read to her from his battered treasured copies of Whitman and Burns but didn’t have the patience to teach a restless girl like Connie how to read more than simple text. Even Da wouldn’t waste time educating a girl.

‘What was she like, my grandmother?’ asked Connie, hoping it would be the answer she wanted.

‘So much like you. Your hair, your smile, your scowl, but I only can remember what she looked like right before she passed.’ He paused to take another swig from the bottle, seemingly forgetting it was already empty.

All Da brought with him from England was a silver frame that had looked out of place in their old bark hut, from which the grandmother Connie had never met smiled at her.

‘Why did you leave England?’ asked Connie.

A long silence was followed by an even longer sigh.

‘On crystal days, living is easy, but the sea knows troubled days, too,’ said Da.

‘You didn’t answer my question,’ said Connie.

‘Constance Emily Harding, mind your manners. You get dirty digging for the roots of truth.’

She knew her family had secrets. She knew better than to ask where the sheep had come from that they were taking along the oldest and least used droving track from New South Wales to Queensland. But this was different.

‘I just want to know a bit more about where I come from. I don’t know why. I just thought ...’

‘I know what you thought. I never knew my father. It makes you feel a bit like you are missing those roots of truth all together,’ said Da, pulling her up onto his knee.

‘I’m sorry, Da.’

‘Don’t be sorry for wanting to know the truth. Sometimes, the truth isn’t what you want to hear.’ He gave her a quick squeeze that from her father passed as a hug.

‘The truth is, I just needed one thing before I left England for good ... Emily Mackenzie.’

Connie giggled. ‘What would ye have done if Ma had said she didn’t want to go?’

Emerging from the darkness and facing him like a dingo stalking her prey, Ma placed both hands purposefully on her hips. ‘Aye, Elias Harding. What would ye have done?’

Lightning flashed in answer. Black clouds had gathered in the sky. They could hear the distant rumble of thunder over the noise of the rising wind. Big rain was coming. Big angry rain, and this time, there was nowhere to hide.


CHAPTER 6





Wild Horse Plains


The sheep followed the creek that wound itself across the flat, sheltered by a guard of trees that shadowed each twist and turn until it finally entered a narrow gorge at the end of the valley. Every morning for months, when the crimson parrots flew from tree to tree, the family had set off again. And every night, as the call of the dingoes broke out of the sunset and the curlew on the ridges echoed the wail, the family had rested. Finally, their journey was over.

At Bindebango Station, where the grass was high and thick on the ground, Da arranged to buy the neighbouring land on Mungallala Creek and call their new home ‘Wild Horse Plains’.

Connie looked ahead to where a wide plain of grass lay before them. The whole country was spread out before her like pillows under a blanket, and the grass waved welcomely in the wind as shadows raced across it. She could hear the wind rustling in a continuous whisper, like an unspoken promise in her ears. ‘Does it ever stop whispering?’ she wondered out loud, covering her eyes to shield the glare of the strong summer sun.

‘The grass? I think so,’ said Da.

As they had travelled west, the rocks around them had suffocated her. Connie had awed at the incredible silence of the stone, the narrow closeness of the gorge walls and the colours in the sandstone cliffs that were all gouged, potholed and carved by the water that gushed through them during the wet season. It had made her feel trapped. More trapped than usual.

Through the rock canyons, the midday sun had streamed down through the clouds, changing the dull greys into a blaze of reds and oranges. Here, everything was green and blue, just like she imagined England or Scotland to be. The black-footed rock wallabies had followed them out onto the grassy plains, and they paid no attention to the newcomers.

‘I hope so. I hope we will be welcome here.’ She didn’t want to have to move again. She wanted a place to keep carrying sad secrets around like rocks in her pockets.

Ma placed a light hand on Connie’s shoulder. ‘There’s a tale my ma used to tell me about children who had to cross a plain like this in Scotland, when they went on their journey to becoming men and women. The grass would wind itself around yer legs and pull ye down if ye had a secret in yer heart. When ye grabbed at it with yer hands, it would cut yer fingers. Until ye gave all yer secrets to the land, it would never stop whispering in yer ear.’

‘What was it saying?’ asked Connie

‘Depends on who it was talking to.’

The grass around them whipped into a frenzy of movement. Sharp fingers of grey shot up from the tangle, and more dark shadows fled across the grass to where John and Minnie were waiting by the wagon.

Da had taught her brothers to mend a broken wagon wheel, and they had made kettles, nails, hinges, latches, pots, gates, as well as create weapons, jewellery, locks and keys. More than anything, Connie wanted to feel useful, but she was never allowed to learn anything worthwhile. Connie was still trying to figure out what girls were good for, besides cooking, cleaning and marrying, none of which she wanted to do.

On the other hand, it was seemingly all Minnie could think about, and it made Connie sick in the stomach to see her eldest brother fall for her tricks. Minnie was dangerous. Growing up was a trap. Worse than that, for girls like her, being free to make your own decisions in life was a lie.


CHAPTER 7





John


When John was not making whips, he plaited bridles, halters, belts, braces, and leather watch chains. He sewed pieces of canvas together to make a bag, which he greased with a generous supply of melted mutton tallow and gave to the swaggie for transporting their water. His whip was a beautiful piece of craftsmanship.

Minnie was always by his side as he worked.

As Connie walked closer, he heard him explaining for the hundredth time about his work. ‘For its weight, kangaroo hide is much stronger than any other, and it works up into a fine finish.’ He gave Minnie a charming smile in recognition of her patience to his ramblings. ‘If the handle is too long or too short, it can destroy the balance of the whip. Ye gotta get the balance just right.’

Minnie sighed. ‘Aye, of course,’ she encouraged, and with her eyelashes fluttering, she shimmied slightly closer to look.

Connie felt as if she might be sick, and her fingers made fists in the pockets of her pants. ‘Do you have something in your eye, Minnie?’

Connie was ignored, and John continued, thanks to another reassuring smile from Minnie.

‘It’s really two whips. One plaited and then another is plaited over the top of the first.’ For some reason, he swallowed hard.

Another sigh from Minnie. ‘Two inta one?’ Her small smooth fingers lightly touched the handle of the whip as her big blue eyes blinked, and she held his gaze with a willpower that made John look a little scared.

Minnie Caldwell was the opposite of her uncle, Mr Noble, who was a great friend of Connie’s parents when they lived in Scotland. Her face was ivory and smooth, like the back of Ma’s hairbrush; however, Mr Noble had a face like a walnut, with a forehead so wrinkled he had to screw his hat down to get it on. It had been arranged that the girl would travel north with Connie’s family, to be Connie’s companion. Mr Noble was funny and smart. Ma’s hairbrush had more brains than Minnie.

‘Fat lot of fun she will be. Too busy showing off what good quality wife material she would make, I should suspect.’ Connie’s lips had curled in a smug smile at her sly uncovering of her mother’s hidden agenda, until her mother’s raised eyebrows removed any doubt that Connie was to behave and graciously suffer the new companion or ungracefully suffer the consequences. She knew very well that even though she was twelve years old, she was part of the properties that they had taken from the hut at Bream Creek in a hurry the month before, which would be distributed as needed once they reached their destination.

By the second sigh, Connie had seen enough. It made her feel fierce as a magpie protecting her nest. She knew Minnie had been brought along on this trip for the sole purpose of becoming a wife, but Connie couldn’t see how it was fair that John didn’t have a choice in the matter. Minnie was a sheep. If Minnie was loved by him, then she wouldn’t object, but she could never love Minnie like a sister if she thought he was being tricked into a fake happiness.

Ignoring the third sigh, Connie escaped to the quietness and greenness and the deliciously cool water that flowed sweet and clear in the creek. She let herself get lost in the loveliness of the place. It was trimmed with wattles and tea-trees, and among its shallower parts it was overgrown with flowering shrubs and cypress grass. Life was thick around her. In a place like this, she would choose her own life, whether her parents liked it or not.


CHAPTER 8





Lyrebirds


From the next day, the busy banks were rapidly and violently invaded by the Harding family. Ma helped to burn the hob-scrub while the boys cleared the bushes in and on the creek. Da felled the trees on the slope, and John helped him to dig a pit which later had a framework erected over it. In this pit, Da cut trees and sawed the logs on the wide-open framework. When the nearby timber had been used, the whole outfit was moved to another stand, cutting all the timber needed to build the home and furniture that Ma designed.

Ma was tall and slender, with an alert oval face, and Connie was round almost everywhere; however, for two people who couldn’t look more different, they worked together well as a team. They moved around each other like magnets, sharing joy in the opportunity to look after the people they loved.

‘The most everyday objects now seem blessed,’ said Ma as she set about decorating the home with her effortless elegance, from the lintel of the back door to the sign that hung over the front porch. After living in the bark hut, Ma was clearly more than looking forward to the construction of a permanent homestead built of pit-sawn timber. It would still be very different to the great homes of the squatters who had arrived earlier and established big runs on the best land, but moving to Queensland had been a last-minute decision, and they couldn’t be too picky.

Sleeves tucked up and on her feet until sundown, knowing her family had a proper roof over their head gave Connie the drive she needed to work tirelessly. They were on good land with a fresh start, and that gave special meaning to their work.

The cookhouse was a separate building at the back, attached to the main building by a covered walkway. Beyond the cookhouse were the stables and a well. Beside the main house, towards the rear, was a high bell, especially commissioned by Ma in Brisbane, with a rope attached to be pulled when calling for meals or warning of danger.

‘I am hoping there will be little cause other than a hungry tummy to ring that bell,’ said Ma. ‘Anything we can do to keep death away from our new home is worth the money,’ winced Da, still smarting at the expense.

Ma looked younger and happier. Some days, she even sang as they worked.

‘Walls lined with paper, homemade furniture and a great cooking fire can bring a cosy end to a hard day’s work,’ she would chant as they all sat down at the largest dinner table Connie had ever seen. When she moved, Connie noticed her lovely lines, her spindle legs, the way she put her feet, the set of her shoulders and the way her worn clothes sat on her. Her hands moved expertly as she prepared every meal. Connie could never imagine feeling so free and easy in her own body, let alone in the kitchen.

Outside the window, Connie heard trails of bark flapping against a tree that was no longer standing, the ring of an axe when there was no timber and the grating of the saw where there was no mill. The mocking lyrebirds who lived by the creek could imitate every sound and song in the bush and were obviously bothered by their arrival. They reminded Connie constantly of their crankiness at being disturbed. This worried her in a way she didn’t understand.

‘To our first meal in our new house,’ said Da, raising a glass to match their raised spirits.

‘To us.’ Ma smiled, and the whole family repeated the words, clinking their cups together and laughing.

‘To home,’ said Connie quietly, still watching the lyrebirds retreat deeper into the bush.


CHAPTER 9





Hats


The family quickly settled into a familiar routine. On Sunday afternoons, Ma, Minnie and Connie would make hats. Connie hated wearing a hat, but she loved making them. For a hatband, Ma used snakeskin or kangaroo leather. For Connie’s bonnets, she lined them with the last of her English silk and trimmed them with handmade silk flowers. Her new hat had a headband, coloured with ochre and decorated with swan and emu feathers.

‘Why do you like feathers so much?’ asked Ma.

‘They were feathers before I collected them. Now, they are treasures, like the pebbles that were in my dillybag.’ Her heart felt suddenly heavy.

In the cool, after a hot day, a nibbled gold moon swung into view.

‘Tell me about London, Ma,’ begged Connie.

They sat together on the wooden step, their roof was the warm night sky, and the world was spread out before them, boiling with squawking and scrabbling noises slowly creeping towards them from the banks of the dark river.

As she worked, Ma often spoke of when she lived in London, in the back of a fancy shop that sold hats to rich Londoners.

London seemed to haunt inside Ma’s leathery tight skin. Her face turned pale when she spoke about it, making her even more beautiful, like a white ghost. Although Connie had never been to a city like London, she could picture it perfectly.

‘My family had sent me to work in one of those shops where the merchants and their well-fed households lived, worked and slept.’

Connie’s imagination once again found roots in the gardens behind the commercial houses that presented plaster walls to the narrow and crooked streets. London was where her Ma had learnt about how to keep a secret.

‘It seemed a rule in London that the front of a house must be as glum as mud. The English acted as if you must never be able to tell from the front of a house what is going on inside.’

Connie thought that description also fitted her mother perfectly.

‘It was the back garden that told you everything you would ever want to know about  a person.’

Ma had been the best milliner in London. Working girls came from families who had enough money to pay for their daughters to be apprenticed, and as Ma made the best out of every situation she found herself in, she set about being the most talented young lady in the shop.

‘It was one of only a few jobs available to women and promised a decent and respectable living.’ The faraway thoughts washed over her, and another pale shadow fell upon her face for a moment. For Ma, who had a heart and spirit that belonged in the great outdoors, the dull, repetitive act of sewing beautiful things for other people wasn’t the job she had chosen for herself.

‘The windows were always full of my fancy and original headpieces, exquisitely decorated with ribbons, lace, flowers, feathers and trims.’

Connie could picture Ma’s special touch in the flowers and birds that nested on the bonnets. In London, she was surrounded by rich people and elegant things. Sitting here in the dirt wearing second-hand boots, a torn plaid shawl around her weary shoulders and her eyes and fingers straining in the dark to finish work that had spilled over from the daylight hours, Connie wondered if Ma ever regretted her decision to come to Australia.

What other stories lay behind her eyes? Stories of bad luck, sacrifice, trust and faithfulness that she didn’t share with her, but Connie overheard in the darkness. Secrets. Even in stories, nobody ever told her the truth.


CHAPTER 10





Ma


Ma was the youngest daughter of the Highland Mackenzie family, eager for new experiences and full of enthusiasm for life, and she had been the one who told Da, who wasn’t actually Da yet, that she wanted to go to Australia.

‘When Da had come for me in London, I had shown him the flyer I kept folded in my apron pocket.’ She got so excited telling the story that her cheeks flushed the same colour as a newly shorn sheep. ‘I told your da that in the colonies, I could earn forty or fifty shillings a week,’ she said. ‘Your da then asked me to read the flyer, and it said, “Female emigration to Australia. The committee for promoting the emigration of single women to Sydney on payment of five pounds only.” Da then said that he didn’t want to ruin my plans for going alone, “but five pounds?” and I replied, “Don’t you sass me, ye great wit. Nought a bawbee to your name. I got full particulars from the Emigration department in Westminster Chambers for me and Jenny, but now she up and married.”’

Da once told Connie how when Ma had told him this, she had stopped talking and looked him up and down. To this day, Da never did like that look, or when Ma was silent. She had the type of eyes that demanded to be stared at, and he was powerless to say no.

‘Your Da likes to think that he chose me, but the truth of it is, he chased me until I caught him.’

The very next morning, Ma had disguised her da in Jenny’s old day dress, floppy hat and wig. As Jenny’s height could never have matched Da’s own, the trick only just worked.

Ma explained that since many couldn’t afford the expense of travelling to Australia, in 1830, the assisted passage scheme was initiated for British migrants, and the docks were near bursting with young couples and single women.

The colonial government of New South Wales paid shipping agents a reward for each suitably skilled migrant that they could secure for employers. The shipping agents, however, were disapproved of for overloading their ships in a greedy attempt to make a greater profit.

Just as Ma and Da had neared the front of the queue, Da had unfortunately caught the eye of the Councillor. But luckily, a large man had blocked the Councillor’s view from further scrutinising.

‘It was Mr Noble,’ Ma explained, ‘And he said, “Speak o’ the Devil, if it isn’t Emily Mackenzie. And be this your good ... sister?”’

Mr Noble had such a strong, friendly way about him that they were paid and past the checkpoint in a flurry of loud conversation and contagious laughter.

‘Luckily, the Councillor had only one good eye and could nought of seen a thing, anyhoo.’ Ma giggled. When Ma laughed like that, it made a bubble of delight in Connie’s belly.

‘Ma ... do you sometimes wish you had never come here?’

Emily Harding shifted the weight of her daughter’s head and settled so she was looking directly into her face. ‘Sometimes.’ She sighed as she twirled Connie’s wild hair around her fingers and was quiet as she seemingly listened to night sounds of the bush. ‘I’ve always dreamed of owning a sapphire and diamond brooch and a silver tea and coffee service, engraved with our family name.’

Connie looked up to see her mother’s face lit by the moon. The pink flush had gone and she looked tired.

‘But the stars in the sky are my diamonds, Da’s eyes are my sapphires, and ye be more precious to me than any silver or gold.’

Sitting up, Connie looked into her mother’s emerald eyes, where she held the secrets that others gave her to keep.

‘Know this, mo nighean. Women do many things for love. Some not as sensible as others, ye kin? But to be here, wit ye and Da and the boys, I would do it again, in a heartbeat.’

‘Really?’ asked Connie.

‘If I hadn’t of come, I would not have had ye.’


CHAPTER 11





Station


Once buildings and fences were constructed, the run started to look more like a station. A barn, woolshed and several men’s huts were built in haste. Tanks were dug to collect rainwater from run offs, and wells were sunk to the groundwater. Hut keepers would need to be employed to look after the sheep in the folds at night and protect them from wild dogs, and Da hoped to organise some labour.

Fences were still non-existent. Before they went looking for more helpers, outlying huts were built for the shepherds and the boundary riders. When the boys came back after a long working day to where the homestead was slowly being established, Ma usually had a fire lit and a meal down by the river.

The green grass of early summer was now brown and pricked Connie’s bare feet as she walked back from the milking shed. The darting birds and insects crowded around the drops of milk that sloshed from the bucket as she hurried back to meet Da and the boys, who were exhausted from the weariness of such hard riding.

‘Such a large number of sheep are spread over a big space, another person on horseback would help!’ pleaded Connie.

Connie was now back under her mother’s instruction, and although she missed being one of the boys, she enjoyed the lovely mellow evening light and watching the flying foxes wing past as she helped prepare dinner. As it got darker, the little flitter bats circling swiftly, catching insects and the possums, could be heard rather than seen. It also helped that Ma let her keep wearing her pants with pockets.

‘The flock is two or three miles in circumference. I can’t keep an eye on you,’ said Da. Without enough men to help, all the sheep were boxed in one large flock and each side had to be constantly watched. It required constant riding at almost racing speed.

‘I can take care of myself,’ muttered Connie, but from the looks on her mother’s face, she knew better than to keep pushing.

Connie felt an unexpected sadness sweep over her as Da and her brothers left to tend to the horses. It was quicky replaced by anger. She spun around and faced her mother, the tears burning her eyes with misery and shame. ‘What good am I, Ma? I’m of no use to anyone here.’

‘Shush now, Connie. Ye put people at ease, make them feel happy and at home around ye. That’s a special gift. You will pass that on to yer own wain when ye become a mother.’

‘Not much of a gift if you ask me.’

Her mother softened under Connie’s scowl.

Mr Noble had given her a gift of a ball made from the inflated bladder of a dead bullock that still stunk of stale urine when she kicked it across the dry lawn of tightly packed spinifex. It wasn’t very round, so when she kicked it, she had no control over where it would go. Now she knew how that ball felt.

‘In yer soul is everything that can happen to a wee girl, and the tears of sorry and all the enemies of joy, but ye give us a reason to smile every day, by sharing yer life with us. Yer more important to me than ye can ever know. One day, when yer older, ye will understand.’

Connie sat on the spiky grass, lowered her head and let the tears fall. There were times at Bream Creek when things seemed to be trying to tell Connie their secrets, like Ma’s sea chest or Da’s tools, or the tiny graves marked with wooden crosses. It seemed as if they had a frantic whispered story to tell and they desperately needed Connie to understand.

Something licked her face. Dog stood beside her, wagging his tail. Connie threw her arms around his neck. At Wild Horse Plains, there were no empty spaces at the table. There were no reminders of where bed rolls used to be. The home was made by the hands of the people who would live in it and who found rest and comfort within its walls. There was no sadness in a house that had no memories. But there were still secrets.


CHAPTER 12





Dreams


Most nights, Da feel asleep at the dinner table as Dog lay sleeping under his chair. Dog’s legs twitched as he seemingly dreamt of following Da on a chase. He would growl or bark and wake himself up from the dream. Perhaps it was of food or fire. They were his favourite things.

Connie soothed him with a loving hand, playing with his ears and patting his scrawny body, trying at the same time to avoid Da’s heavy boots.

Ma held her nose and snored loudly, her impression bringing peals of laughter from the children.

Da woke with a snort, and for a split second, his eyes were full of fear. Da had bad dreams, even when he was at the dinner table.

‘It was just a dream,’ said Ma. ‘Time for bed.’

‘You are my storm and my sanctuary. What would I do without you, Emily?’ He sighed as he stood, and his arm rested heavily on the curve of her hip. Ma was his wife, mother to his children, and a worker on his land. There would never be a world without Ma in it.

‘And yer mine, it is as simple as that, ye great twit. ‘

That night, a fretful full autumn moon played hide and seek with clouds that held no promise of rain, and Connie heard Silas creep past her towards the door. ‘Where are you going?’ she asked.

‘Fishing. Go back to sleep.’

The pale shadows lit the world outside, and through the open door, Connie could see he had a piece of stringybark and some long grass that he used to catch eels. The eel would bite the earthworms he used for bait and hold on just long enough for Silas to throw it up onto the bank.

‘I can’t sleep, either,’ she said.

‘If either of ye wake yer father, ye can both sleep outside for a week.’ Ma’s low-pitched warning was still effective.

‘Come on, then,’ whispered Silas, and Connie slipped on the boots that squished her toes and then followed him into the darkness.

The moon seemed to be holding its breath, waiting for something to happen. On nights like these, the hard, dry earth didn’t seem so mean – it was just in pain and waiting for relief, like the people who lived on its surface. Connie almost felt sorry for it.

‘Tired?’ asked Silas, slowing his pace towards the creek.

‘Nah.’ Connie smiled, stifling a yawn.

‘I am,’ said Silas. ‘I’m already tired of this place.’

‘Why? After all the trouble it took to get here.’

‘Trouble!’ Silas laughed for the first time in a long time and tied the worm to the end of the long grass. The wind blew his hair into his eyes, but he kept his head down. ‘You and your questions, Connie. Remember when we used to play in Buckley’s empty hut, the one with the two windows and a chimney? John and me would make you sit inside, and we would run around and around, trapping you and not letting you leave, like you were a prisoner? I feel like I’m the one sitting in that hut.’

Half a sky full of clouds raced across the moon, and even when he looked at her, Connie couldn’t see his face. ‘We are free. Da said so,’ she said.

‘Being free means having choices. It means being able to be yourself and follow your own dreams. We’re not free.’ The change in his voice was like the spring of a beast.

Silas was a jagged silhouette against the silver sky as the moon danced in the water.

‘One night, I fell into Bream Creek when I slipped off the crossing log, and I broke the moon into ripples. The next night, it was there all whole and shining, as if nothing had happened. I don’t want to live a life like that. Like nothing I do matters. Like I don’t matter.’

‘But you’re a boy. Don’t you get to choose?’

‘There are lots of different lives for boys, Connie, but not everyone gets to choose, or change. This poor worm here hasn’t got a choice about being a worm, and now he’s bait. He’s going to die, and he has no say in the matter. He doesn’t even get to choose that.’

Silas flicked the stick towards the creek, and Connie waited for the plop to break the silence.

‘Are you alright, Si?’

An eel tugged, and he yanked it up onto the bank, bashing its head with a rock to stop it from squirming. ‘Night-time is the only time I feel like I can breathe. The world pushes back a bit, and the darkness gives me room to spread out. Listen.’

The darkness was deafening, full of the cries, chirps and calls of unseen animals. Connie’s eyes were wide as they passed back and forth between the smashed eel and her big brother’s rock.

He stopped and put the fishing line down, picking her hands up instead and gently rubbed his strong grubby thumbs into her calloused palms. The pressure against her fingers pushed on her heart. ‘I’m talking nonsense, Connie. Don’t listen to me. Thanks for coming fishing with me.’ Silas gave her a quick kiss on the forehead and turned away from the light.

In the darkness, Connie shivered, but she stayed, listening to the throaty coughs and growls of the possums playing in the trees as she fell asleep with her head in his lap. Somewhere, deep inside, no matter how scared she was, she knew she would always follow Silas into the darkness.


CHAPTER 13





Mount


When Connie woke the next morning, Silas was hitting his axe against the side of the tree, obviously more to hear the cold thwack rather than for any practical purpose Connie could understand. He was licking the salt from the sweat on his lips, and she knew he was swallowing his thoughts.

Dough for damper had been set the night before, and it was her job to kneed it again and bake it in the coals for breakfast. Water was set to boil and tea mashed. Silas came inside to eat his porridge but then left without saying a word.

With good management, Da’s flocks had increased, and after having shorn the sheep, finished the lambing and rain having fallen, the wool was ready to be sent to the coast for sale via Cunnamulla. Plans had been made for Da and John to travel without delay, only stopping at a reliable waterhole on the Warrego River that was at the intersection of two major stock routes running east-west from St George to Thargomindah and south-north from Bourke to Charleville. The returning wagons would bring provisions enough to last the wet season, as well as newspapers and treats. Silas would look after things while they were away.

As Connie walked towards her brother, letting her eyes flit from building to building and out beyond, she thought about how much had changed in the last year. Wild Horse Plains was as much a home as she had ever known, but on still summer days, she had the strangest feeling she was sitting atop a burial mound, bright in the sun but held up by the shadowy bulk of secrets. Her midnight talk with her brother had only made it worse.

Silas had talked Da into allowing her to help him break in the brumbies while the others were gone. The brumbies were heavy and clumsy but painfully beautiful. There may have been a day when, as long-limbed colts, they had run over the green plains, but the memory was fading as they became beasts of burden. The sweat dried on their bodies as they waited for Silas to mount and tighten the reins, telling them once more to strain against their instincts.

By the back fence, Horse stood, tethered and still.

If Connie was quiet and considerate, Silas would teach her more. He had a wonderful way of handling an animal, and like Connie, much preferred their company than those of humans. He rode horses that bucked so high he could scoop the stars up in his hat.

Dressed in her regular blue serge shirt, breeches, boots and spurs, she looked just like the other workers, and Si treated her the same. There was only one rule – Connie had to do exactly what he said, without question or hesitation.

‘Why do you want me to mount from this side? Horse doesn’t mind, and I can—’

‘Constance. Shut. Up. Out here, a split-second delay could make the difference between getting thrown or kicked by a horse or stepping on a deadly snake.’

Connie held her tongue.

When he whistled to her, just as he did to the horses, and said ‘Mount!’, she had to forget her fear of the wild horse, its hard hooves and its bucking back and get her leg up and over, in one fluid movement.

‘Mount!’

She would try, just like he had taught her, but her legs were too short and her hands clumsy.

The furrows in his brow grew deeper. ‘Again. Mount!’ Silas made her practise it repeatedly so that she didn’t have to think, and she simply obeyed his command as soon as she spoke. It went against every stubborn instinct she prided herself on, but his patience was endless.

‘Am I broken in yet?’ she panted, sore after a morning of mounting and dismounting at his command.

‘I’m not trying to break you, Connie. And I also don’t break in the brumbies. It’s about trust. If they can come to trust me and do what I say, when I say, then they learn it binds me to them, just like it binds them to me. I’m trying to show you how important it is to make your own choices. To be the one in charge.’

Sweat dripped into Connie’s eyes as she stared up at her brother. ‘Me? Be in charge?’


CHAPTER 14





Accident


As Connie helped Ma with the day-to-day running of a busy household, she found more and more ways to make her own choices and to be in charge, just like Silas had told her to. She had been able to sow pumpkin, marrow, melon and potatoes in a small vegetable garden.

With her new dedication to feeling useful and constant excuses for wanting to be outside, they were well cared for and coming along beautifully. Digging in the red soil in the cool of the evening and watching things grow from seeds, creating something new and pure that hadn’t been there before was amazingly satisfying.

She was even allowed to help Silas with his work, as long as she promised to behave herself and not ask too many questions.

‘When is Da coming back with Mr Noble?’ she asked Silas. ‘Who is coming with him? Where will they live?’

Silas sighed. He was busy fixing a yard where he could break in the new brumby that had adopted him more than the other way around. ‘Years ago, Mr Noble sent two of his children to live with his sister up north when their mother had died. Now that they’re grown, they are coming with him to live next door at Grassmere Plains. I think their names are Robert and Jo. Robert is married and will make his home at a place near Cunnamulla that he’s calling Charlotte Plains, after their mother.’

‘Why don’t you ever go into town with Da?’ asked Connie.

Silas shrugged.

‘It would be nice to get away from the sickening sight of John mooning around the place, doing more wooing than working. Doesn’t he know he’s blowing a kiss to a red-bellied black snake?’ Connie replied with a smirk. She was playing in the nearby shed as they chatted, jumping from the stack of wheat to one of hay, with all necessary farming implements and utensils jutting up from in between.

She whooped as she jumped. ‘The sunrise by the creek had the red glow again,’ she called and waited longingly for him to answer her, like she had waited for the warm rise of the sun to shine on her.

Silas only tilted his head in her direction as he hauled the logs into the holes their father had help him dig before they left.

As she leapt from one stack to the other, Connie said, ‘I nearly stepped on a python when I carried the water home.’

Jump.

‘I half-thought of putting it in Minnie’s bed.’

Silas laughed at this.

Mother wouldn’t wash the clothing at the river, insisting that her own mother would disown her if she found out she washed their smalls out in the open for all to see. She wouldn’t let Connie wash them either, doing it herself in the shade of the cookhouse then hanging the clothes to dry on a clothesline strung between the stables and the well. Even when the well had water in it, Connie still brought water from the creek. She didn’t mind.

On the next jump, her foot slipped, and she let out a yelp, struggling to miss the points of the pitchfork as she thrashed to gain traction on the topside of the bale.

Silas turned and started for her out of instinct, dropping his hold on the log and trapping his foot between it and the hole. ‘Yaaar! Get John!’ He gasped between long gravelly yells.

By the time Connie had scrambled back to safety, Silas was trapped from the knee down and grimacing in pain. Connie called for John as she raced towards Silas, already sobbing from the fright she had experienced. She called again for John, this time unable to control the desperation in her voice.

John arrived from the back of the station, with Minnie in tow. One look at his brother’s face clearly gave him an urgent sense of the severity of the situation. With Minnie pretending to help, he pulled the log upright, allowing Connie to help drag Silas back, pulling his leg roughly out of the gap. ‘Is it broke?’ asked John.

‘Don’t be thinking you can put me out of my misery because of a broke leg, brother,’ quipped Silas, but his face was grey.

Connie searched up and down the length of his leg for any protruding bones.

Ma had heard the commotion and ran to them faster than Connie had credited her for, shrieking like the cockatoos nesting overhead. Her dainty hands searched his leg, then his whole body and head. Pushing his hair roughly back from his forehead, she planted a curt kiss before giving him a swift clip over the ear. ‘I’ve been waiting for that first broken bone in Queensland, ye numpty lads, but it’s not a competition to see if ye can do it first!’

‘It’s not broken,’ said Connie. ‘Nothing is poking out of the skin, and I can make up a salve to help the skin heal quicker.’

Swishing her skirts, Ma grabbed Connie by the arm and led her back towards the kitchen, obviously sensing that the mishap must have had something to do with her. Before Ma could dish out the wooden spoon as punishment, brown dust rose from the hazy line where the red land met the blue sky.

Someone was coming.


CHAPTER 15





Jo


‘They’re back!’ Connie shouted and ran as far and as fast as she could away from her mother before losing her breath.

Da and Mr Noble were riding hard back to the homestead. Each of them had a belt that held an axe, a brace of pistols and a long knife, while Da had slung over his back a serviceable-looking rifle. As she got closer, he pulled her up into the saddle, and she rode back with him, glowing from the honour.

Connie looked around for the lost sons they had gone to fetch but saw none. There was only a girl, about the same age as Silas, who was dressed in a loose red shirt, battered corduroy trousers and dusty high boots with spurs. Her dark hair hung wild down her back. She shared the same shaped lips and eyes as Mr Noble, but her skin was darker. Connie was too surprised to speak, but the girl hadn’t introduced herself anyway, being much more concerned with tending to the horse.

Silas was still in pain, limping badly as he made his way to the stables. Head down, he bumped into Mr Noble’s youngest child. Silas grunted in apology, but when he looked up, his blue eyes seemed to lose themselves in a deep brown pair.

Connie giggled as the girl squirmed uncomfortably, obviously trying to politely pass him.

‘Ji, hi mame. Mi. Silas,’ he stuttered.

The girl nodded but didn’t answer and hurried off to the homestead where Ma was waving. She walked with long strides, her thoughts evidently too busy to notice the stares following from behind.

That night, they joined Mr Noble for a big fire by the river to welcome Jo to her new home. On either side of the camp rose tall stringy-bark and other gum trees that had not been used in the construction. Their curious narrow leaves afforded scarcely any shelter from the rays of the vertical sun, and bark hung in ragged masses down the huge white stems. The koalas had climbed down and were looking clumsily on the ground for fern shoots and thistles.

The meat, flour, tea and sugar were all gone, as Da and Mr Noble had said town was out of supplies. Baked bandicoot and wombat ham made a successful substitute, with damper smothered in wild honey that the girl had found shortly after her arrival.

Connie had watched her as she spotted a bee sucking the juice from the flowers outside Ma’s kitchen window. ‘What are you doing?’ she had asked.

The girl didn’t answer. She hurried to the drinking bucket and filled her mouth with water, waiting patiently for the arrival of the bee. The moment the bee approached, she blew that water from her mouth all over it, stunning it slightly and giving her time to carefully catch it before it recovered. With gum, she fastened a tuft of white down to its legs, which she had taken from the trees beside the cookhouse. The bee flew in a straight line towards its nest, with the white down serving to impede its progress, making it easy for Connie to keep it in view until it reached its home.

‘The bees will tell you, if you watch them, that these are the finest of the big honey trees. There is plenty of honey in the hollows of the trees, you just need to know where to look, and the bees know best. Hi. I’m Jo. Johanna Sophia, to be exact, but everyone calls me Jo. You must be the Connie I have heard so much about.’

Around the campfire that night, Jo chatted away to Connie like she was family.

Connie beamed brighter than the embers.

‘It’s a shame you’ve got a lame brother. Is he soft in the head, too?’ Jo clucked, nodding towards Silas.

Silas spat his drink all over John, who was also sitting within earshot.

‘Poor bugger can’t even drink properly. Be kinder to put it out of its misery, eh, I reckon.’

A shout of laughter echoed from beyond the creek. A gigantic kingfisher sent out another peal of mocking laughter in answer to the kookaburra, followed by the loud screams of a flock of cockatoos and the whoops of the family, filling the twilight with such noise and joy that Connie couldn’t help but feel that with Jo around, things were going to change.


CHAPTER 16





Sydney


John had chased Minnie until she caught him. Both nineteen years of age, they planned on having a property of their own and were to live at Coongoola Station, north of Cunnamulla. The Harding family left Mr Noble and Jo to run the property and travelled back to Sydney by boat for the wedding, staying at Petty’s Hotel. A trousseau was purchased at David Jones Store, and Ma took Connie and Minnie for a picnic at Hyde Park instead of having a bridal shower.

As they walked past the Mint and the Governor’s house to the newly created paths and plantings, Ma kept lifting and tugging at her skirts. ‘Mind ye don’t walk in any puddles. Ye never can tell if they are made of water in this town.’

Ma might have been exaggerating, but Connie had thought more than once that when the wind was blowing a certain way, Sydney smelled like an outhouse. Silas had told her to watch out for the obelisk facing Bathurst Street, as it was actually a vent for the underground sewer.

Ma hated Sydney. She had hurried the girls past the taverns and cottages of George Street to where the Waterloo warehouse, five storeys high, loomed over the market.

Connie saw a woman in a dress with seven full flounces, each of a different colour, decorated with flowers and beads. A peacock plume stuck up from her frazzled red hair, the same colour as Connie’s, and her great googley eyes rolled about the street. ‘Is that what a princess looks like?’ asked Connie.

‘All the duchesses, countesses, baronesses, lady mayoresses and princesses in the world would naught be caught dead in that getup,’ Ma said with a snicker, grabbing Connie roughly by the forearm and leading her into the market.

Every time a Royal Mail coach passed with a painting of a kangaroo on the side, Ma crossed herself and said a prayer under hear breath. ‘Let’s make this quick.’

Hardworking young girls with freckles, sharp chins and wide foreheads were mostly ignored by the respectable women passing by, but Ma took the time to talk politely while purchasing provisions to take home with them. She wanted to buy Constance her first pair of pantyhose to wear at the wedding. Connie was hoping they were all sold out.

‘Six shillings!’ said the girl at the market stall.

‘Four and six,’ said Ma, who knew the price to a penny.

‘Then five shillings and sixpence to you, Mrs.’

‘Four and six,’ said Ma coldly.

‘Be a sport and split the difference, five bob!’

‘I said four and six, and I mean four and six,’ replied Ma. A scowl was offered as an answer, and Ma – with a faint shrug of her shoulders – walked quickly away, but not far.

‘Mrs, one moment. Take ’em. They’re the last pair.’

Ma smirked and winked at Connie. ‘If you know something to be true and right, my love, don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.’


CHAPTER 17





Wedding


The young couple were married in a simple service at St Mary’s Cathedral, if there was such a thing as a simple Catholic service. Connie was surprisingly happy that Jo didn’t come. If she had been there, it would have been impossible to not giggle the whole way through the ceremony. Even though Jo was a year older than Silas, she had never been inside a church before and had asked Connie to remember every detail to tell her when she got home.

This was also Connie’s first time. The walls and columns were made of warm sandstone, the ceiling vaulted in timber, and looking up towards the ceilings, Connie noticed more of the saintly heads she had seen on the outside walls.

She watched as Ma’s hands rubbed gently along the hardwood pews, her face calm and her body relaxed, walking slowly and deliberately as if she was stepping on a floor that could be easily broken. To Connie, this was a building, but to Ma, it apparently stirred up buried memories of a time when she was part of a large family that supported her, instead of the other way around. It took a long time for her to leave after the ceremony, but Connie waited patiently for her.

As they walked to the reception, Ma spoke softly of the church she had visited after first arriving in Port Phillip. ‘I went there to try and get the wickedness of the place out of me hair. The sounds of fighting and cries of robbery had kept me awake nearly all night, and I needed to visit a place of peace.’

Ma spoke of the stone church building with such love, as if it were an old friend she missed. ‘The windows filled the floors with light, colouring it as it passed through them, and just where the sun fell, the women were painted red, yellow and blue in patches. Even in the heat, their sleeves had been long and tight on their arms bent in prayer. There were no frills, flounces, pleats or embroidery, and Irish crochet was a substitute for lace.’

Connie laughed. Of course her mother would have noticed every detail of what the ladies were wearing. She was probably designing hats in her head to match. ‘What hat did you wear, Ma?’ asked Connie

‘It was a smart handmade bonnet with a neat-fitting polka made like the body of a lady’s riding habit. I remember that the rustle of heavy skirts broke the silence as we all stood, and a short man with a puckered face, sour eyes and white beard read from the bible in no more than a half-hearted muttering, but then the singing gradually shaped itself into a well-worn hymn, and we sung, not in tune, but all in time, with thin lips to keep the flies from our mouths. It felt a bit like a funeral.’ Ma’s eyes were damp when she turned away from the sky and slipped her gloved hand into the crook of Connie’s arm. ‘Let’s go see your big, big brother, aye?’

As a surprise, Connie’s oldest brother Samuel had met the family in Sydney and told Da he had found some small success on the gold fields. At the reception in a nearby pub, he also introduced Ma to his new wife, the former Miss Simper.

‘My father is Reverend Simper of the Collins Street Independent Church in Melbourne; she beamed. Ma gasped and the young girl mistook it as admiration instead of shock, encouraging her to continue with renewed excitement.‘Samuel is a well-known cross-country and steeple-chase rider and member of the Hunt Club. He rides on the same field as the poet Adam Lindsay Gordon, you know. You must be so proud. I wasn’t in favour of us moving to Queensland, on the account of it being so backwards, but when he told me he was leasing Kent’s saleyards at the corner of Adelaide and Albert Streets, I knew it couldn’t be as bad as all that. After all, we will still be living with decent English-born folks,’ Samuel’s wife said.

Connie thought Ma had choked on the wedding cake. Her face was as red as flame trees. ‘Do ye mean to tell me, her father isn’t a Catholic priest then?’ Ma asked Samuel, raising her hand to his bride’s face in an effort to make her stop talking.

The young Mrs Harding rubbed her swelling belly and smiled sweetly at Ma. ‘Oh, I know what you are thinking. We were married long before I fell pregnant, I can promise you that. The baby isn’t coming until the end of summer. I have six sisters, and I’m an auntie already myself.’

Ma took Connie’s hand and squeezed it so hard she thought her fingers might fall off.

‘I’m very pleased for you. We all are, aren’t we, Ma? It will be good to have you living closer,’ Connie said, but she didn’t let go of Ma’s hand. She watched Ma’s face, and it reminded her of the pacing female tiger she had seen at the zoo at Billy Goat Swamp in Moore Park, operated by the Zoological Society of New South Wales.

Ma growled Gaelic words under her breath that Connie had never heard before and made her father blush.

How many other women have a tiger tamed within them?

‘How sweet. That’s Scottish, isn’t it? What does it mean?’ asked the young Mrs Harding.

Connie wondered how many calm women boiled like her mother under the surface, trying not to let it spill over.

‘Welcome to the family,’ said Da, releasing Ma’s grip from Connie and leading her away to the bar for a whisky.
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Growing Up


Jo had become Connie’s new fascination, and she was constantly amazed by Jo’s knowledge of the land and the signs it gave those respectful and humble enough to look for them. As her shadow fell on the water, the black duck gave a warning to her striped white and grey family, and in an instant, they had disappeared under the leaves and weeds.

‘Big rain coming,’ Jo said, pointing at a nest they had found on an exploration south, following the river. ‘Emus will only lay their eggs if they know it will rain soon.’ She took three emu eggs and placed them end to end on top of each other, holding the top and bottom ones in each hand, the pressure holding the egg in the middle in place. The centre egg started to spin around and around. ‘Fresh,’ she mumbled. ‘If it had no spin, it had no life left inside it.’

It was late for Connie to be out of doors, but no one at the station seemed to mind if she was with Jo. The night was muggy, and it was too hot to sleep. Jo had been hunting for possums, and Connie had been searching for more ingredients to make Ma a tea that helped her sleep at night.

It was Connie’s favourite adventure, searching for flowers as Jo stalked the short-legged little animal with a furry tail that they used to hang from the branches of trees and race among them. These animals were fond of hiding in the holes of decayed trees and were easily captured during the daytime, with the bright light puzzling them and confusing their escape.

Connie wasn’t allowed to go with the men when they hunted, but Jo was. With Silas and Jo’s help, Connie was becoming a more skilled rider. Just by looking at a beast for a few moments, she could judge its correct weight quite closely, but there was more to learn.

She would watch Silas closely, fascinated while he called the horses over with a whistle or groomed them with the currycomb, all the while soothing the animal with a gentle ‘s-s-s-s’. All animals responded to his touch.

‘Why do the horses listen to Si like that?’ Connie asked Jo.

‘Animals don’t pretend. They either like you or they don’t. Only people pretend. Everyone except, Si. That’s why they like him. That’s why they like you, too.’

They stopped near where Dog had found a hole in the ground. He had been sitting still, watching it carefully. Wherever there was a hole, there must be something in it, and whenever there was something in it, it was Dog’s job to find out what kind of something it was.

Connie was never happier than when she was free to adventure outside the confines of the house. Da had not let her go with Silas into town to collect provisions for the upcoming wet season. It was also the start of the sheepshearing season, and men had travelled from shed to shed southwards, looking for work. Silas rode down to hire men or arranged to have them sent. Bush men moved readily from one job to another, spending their money and then moved on.

When she returned at dusk, she would be confined to the house. Ma needed help keeping up with the donations of free rations of tea, sugar and flower for the travelling swagmen, and Da had decided it best that she wasn’t running about the property when the men arrived. She would be thirteen next month and wasn’t a little girl anymore. The older she got, the more helpless and useless she felt. Other girls her age had already been sent away to school, but Da wouldn’t agree with Ma. He knew that sending her away would break her, and like Silas, his need to keep her whole was his way of showing he cared.
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Horse Trading


As they arrived back at the homestead, a German horsetrader was speaking with Da on the veranda. A big man with a great mop of wavy hair, he wore a billy pot hat, and his slow, broken English made Connie laugh.

‘He gal-opped and gal-ooped and in half a mi-nute, he was from de top fence to de gate!’

The smell of beer in his clothes was strong, and Da was quick to finalise their business and send him on his way to Limestone.

When they had found their places at the kitchen table, Da said, ‘Stay away from men like that.’

‘He’s very old and very big,’ said Connie. ‘What would I want with a man like that?’

Silas and Jo laughed and looked at each other in a way that squeezed Connie’s heart. It was different than it had been between John and Minnie, but Connie could see themselves losing a part of themselves and giving it to the other, and to her it seemed to make them less somehow, not more. Her mother had given so much of herself to Da that she was no longer who she had been before. Connie never wanted that to happen to her. Ever.

‘Don’t worry, Da,’ said Connie. ‘I’m never getting married.’

‘I nearly forgot to tell ye. It seems Miss Harding here, during her residence on the Mungallala, is the only unmarried lady on the Creek,’ said Mr Noble, who had been waiting for Jo and decided to stay for dinner.

‘Says who? So then, what am I?’ asked Jo. ‘Chopped liver?’

‘Marry-able, lady,’ Mr Noble said with a snort, turning to address Connie again. ‘Men will be looking to marry an Australian-born girl such as yerself. Girls born here are self-reliant and less interested in issues of class and status than those from the Mother Country, giving more men a chance at being accepted. Ye are headstrong, Constance, but ye can ride a horse and stay calm in the face of trouble. An independent and adventurous girl won’t make a dependable, reliable woman. One day, ye won’t be so feisty and ye can marry and mother the next lot of colonisers.’

Connie’s face felt numb. ‘Do you really think that’s all I’m good for? Marry and make babies?’ Tears welled in her eyes, and she could feel her heart clawing at the inside of her chest. The tiger was waking.

‘Aye, I think ye would make a wonderful wife and mother one day. Do I think there is a man in the whole of this filthy country that deserves ye? Nah.’ Mr Noble laughed and put a comforting arm around her shoulder and patted Connie’s back as she doubled over with relief.

However, she still felt like she might vomit.

‘Connie, come now. Wildhorse Plains is over two hundred miles from the nearest township of any note. Are ye happy being the only girl?’ asked Ma.

‘Hello! I’m standing right here,’ said Jo, slapping her hand on her hips.

‘It must be a very lonely life for a young girl.’ 

‘Lonely?’ asked Connie.

‘Don’t you feel very isolated? There is no station near you, no friends your own age? No other girls?’

‘Seriously?’ barked Jo, throwing her hands in the air.

‘I have never really thought about it. I lived with a girl once, and she wasn’t particularly nice to me. The thought of becoming like Minnie makes me feel sick. Anyway, Jo’s kind of like a girl.’

‘Thank you!’ shouted Jo. ‘I think.’

‘She doesn’t need to go to town to buy dresses that you can’t work in or go to parties with people you don’t like. I’m not lonely. I don’t need a man to make me useful or happy, and I won’t be traded like a horse. I’m a Harding woman, like you, Ma. I can take care of myself.’

Ma clapped her hands over her mouth, but Connie was sure she could see a smile poking out the sides.

‘You certainly are a Harding woman, and a Mackenzie on Ma’s side, which makes you a force to be reckoned with,’ shouted Silas, scooping her up around the waist, waltzing with her around the dining table. ‘Look out, world!’

Connie growled like a tiger.
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Sisters


The seasons were much wetter than at Bream Creek, and there were often few rations, owing to flooded creeks and boggy roads on which no one could travel across. Supplies were sometimes delayed months on the road, and Da couldn’t spare any men to go and collect it.

Wild Horse Plains was nearly reduced to pigweed and fathen, which grew almost everywhere, and were a good substitute for cabbages. It had been a whole month without any flour at all, and Ma had only about two pounds of sugar left. And, worse by far than all, they had no salt. Da had divided all that was left among the family and the workmen, who had started to suffer from dysentery.

Thanks to Connie’s garden, there was an abundance of vegetables, especially swede turnips, some of which were very large, and she supplied the neighbouring stations with them for free. They made tea from a pot on the fire and drank it without milk. Ma read their prayers before the sun went down, and they went to bed to rise with first light.

Connie took every opportunity to spend time with Jo.

The creek was now too full and fast to walk safely across, and Connie couldn’t swim. Jo passed first to see how deep it was, then helped Connie make her way across the slippery smooth stones under the fast-moving water, and they made it to the other side without falling.

Jo returned for their clothes, holding them high above her head to keep them dry.

As they both lay drying themselves on the bank like lizards, Connie turned her head to Jo and asked, ‘What’s it like?’

‘What’s what like?’ Jo answered.

‘Being Jo.’

Jo balanced her slim naked torso on one elbow, playing with the ininti seeds on the string around her neck and looked at Connie. ‘Why do you think being me is different to being you?’

‘Because …’ Connie stared at the sun, unable to meet Jo’s big brown eyes that were framed with long dark lashes trimmed with diamond drops of water. Jo’s chest and arms were strong, and her legs were long and slender. The colour of her skin was sun-kissed silk, and her hair was chocolate-brown, wavy and long. ‘Because you are beautiful. I was just wondering what that felt like.’ She waited for Jo to laugh, but she didn’t.

For a long time, Jo didn’t say anything at all.

Connie busied her eyes, looking at the sun lighting up the red and white flowers, the whirring insects skating over the surface of the water and the occasional rise of a bubble that hinted of life below.

Finally, Jo sighed, and Connie slowly grew brave enough to look at her again.

‘Out here, right now, do you think it matters much to be beautiful? Can beautiful keep you from drowning in that creek? Can beautiful stop you from stepping on something that will kill you with one bite? Can beautiful get you home from the middle of nowhere on a cloudy day? There are more important things than being beautiful. You, sister, are more than beautiful. You are smart and kind and good to people.’

Connie looked away again. A grey kangaroo watched from behind the boulders. The sheen of gold in the water rat’s fur was caught against the light as it squatted on a fallen log in the creek. Kookaburras laughed at his failed attempt at catching a lizard. ‘I’m your sister?’ she whispered.

‘Did I say you were smart? I might have been wrong.’ Jo laughed.

Connie joined in.

‘You are my sister, and we need to look out for each other. No more of this silly business about being beautiful. I’m just Jo and you are Connie, and we gotta stay smart to make it around here. Okay?’

‘Okay.’

‘Stay a thousand miles away from prettiness. You shine out and people see you clearly, and you make them happy being exactly who you are. People hardly ever see me for who I am.’ Sitting tall with her back to the running water, Jo crossed her legs and closed her eyes. ‘I was born by a creek,’ she whispered. Her tangled mass of long brown hair fell over her shoulders, and slowly opening her eyes, she seemed to search for secrets in the water. ‘Caterpillars go to sleep one thing and wake up another. Even after I dream, I wake up just as who I was when I went to sleep. I can’t change who I am, and I can’t change how other people see me. You and me need to be strong enough to see everything in the world as it really is, not how others imagine them to be. Not things that are disguised by prettiness. Do you understand?’

‘So, I’m a caterpillar?’ said Connie, scratching at a mosquito bite on her thigh.

Jo laughed. ‘You could be. You are history. I am memory. Just like you and me, history and memory are close sisters and can happily exist together, but they are not the same. I don’t have many happy memories, so I see things in black and white, with no shades of grey.’

Belief, memory, and even opinions were nothing more than what Connie had been told and taught to think, always changing depending on the story of the person recounting them. ‘Everything I know is coloured by what other people have told me,’ said Connie. ‘Maybe it’s time I started to decide what I want on my own.’
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Flood


The water was rising higher than they had ever seen it, and Connie insisted that Jo stay at Wild Horse Plains while Mr Noble moved the stock and equipment to the highest paddock. Da was still unconvinced of the danger and didn’t think there to be any need for Silas to accompany him, until when he woke up the next morning to find the big flood had really come and they were already completely cut off.

From the minute Connie woke up, she was drenched in sweat. It seemed no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t get dry. They were in sight of the river and were watching the water rise.

‘It is very hard to realise how much we be needing until they be taken away,’ Da said.

Connie wasn’t sure if he was talking about supplies, or Mr Noble, who was on the other side of the flood waters. To find overnight that they had no immediate contact with the rest of the world was undoubtedly troubling him.

The usually life-giving rains had brought floods and complete isolation.

Ma looked at the rising water and crossed herself. ‘I would trust yer judgement on this, Elias, but it seems we are in more danger than we thought,’ she whispered. The paint was wearing off her special prayer beads, and her knees were red and surely sore from kneeling.

Da took her hand in agreement. ‘I better get some sleep, while I can.’

As quiet as she could, so as to not wake Da, Ma kept preparing the house for the flood waters to reach it; however, Da didn’t sleep for long. Everything they had collected over the past three years had to be dealt with somehow. Pieces of timber, old furniture, tools, wheels, even the boxes of rubbish had to be prevented from being swept off across the yard. Da lashed things together and put them up high.

Silas realised that the chooks were still in their henhouse and waded in waist-deep water to drag the half-drowned birds out, rubbing them down and settling them in the high yard with the horses., They retired under the assorted bundles of tools and feed that had been bought up from down by the creek. One promptly laid an egg, much to Connie’s delight.

The next morning, the sun was reflected on a world of water. The level had dropped during the night, and they looked out onto what Ma called the Great Australian Loch. Calm surrounded the house, covering all they could see on their side of the river. Up on the roof were eight white hens clucking happily and preening themselves in the sun.

‘Ye canna say it’s no very peaceful!’ joked Ma, nervously.

Then came the animals.

Joeys washed from their mothers’ pouches, wombats and echidnas drowned in their burrows, swollen bandicoots and native rats were floating among the fragments of their destroyed habitat. Waterlogged birds unable to find food flocked to the dead carcasses.

Silas called loudly for his father, ‘The sheep!’

Da came running, neck straining madly to catch sight of the flock.

But all they saw was the hundreds of white wet woollen shapes floating past his homestead.

‘We are ruined,’ he exclaimed.
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Rainbow


The summer haze shimmered expectantly but there was nothing natural or safe about Ma lying down before lunch.

When a rainbow stretched from one end of the horizon to the other, Jo assured them the worst was over.

‘How do you know so much about the flowers and the bees and all the animals? Did someone teach you?’ Connie asked.

‘Not teach, show. It has been part of my life since I was born to understand the earth and my place in it. Look at the rainbow!’

‘Minnie says it’s a leprechaun’s secret hiding place for his pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.’

‘What?’ Jo laughed so hard she had to sit down to catch her breath.

Blushing, Connie threw a rock into the fast-flowing creek, cursing herself for saying something foolish in front of Jo. ‘I knew she was lying. I swear I did.’

‘Two people can look at the same thing and see it very differently. Just like the rainbow. Two people looking at it from different places will not see it the same.’

‘I never saw anything the same as Minnie.’

‘She didn’t grow up like us, Connie,’ said Jo. ‘All of this would have been strange to her. She wasn’t used to the smell of the animals, the heat of the sun and walking everywhere. Girls like her don’t know about those things.’

‘We know about them and we’re girls.’ Connie pouted, kicking the rocks with a scuffed boot toe.

‘That’s the funniest thing I’ve heard all year. You and I are no more like girls like Minnie than Si is a fancy gent from one of your Ma’s stories.’

Connie turned from kicking the rock to sinking her boot into the trunk of a hollow tree. She winced.

‘We were born here, you and me, and here is part of us. It’s not pretty, or comfortable and neither are we.’

Another kick. Jo put her finger under Connie’s chin and lifted it high, looking directly into her eyes.

‘Listen to me. You are strong, and not many girls are like you. That’s a good thing. You can be whatever you want to be. Try to be kind.’

The current swept past carrying all manner of remains. Great trees flicked by like twigs.

Jo sighed. ‘When I see the rainbow, I think of a better life.’

‘What was your life before you came here?’

Silas whistled for them from the homestead.

‘Different. Silas wants us. Let’s head back.’

He had more bad news. Only half of the horses had returned, with Horse leading the pack. ‘We will need to replace them. Horses were very dear before the flood. As high as thirty and forty pounds for good hacks, and draught horses could command almost any price. Da won’t leave Ma, with her sick in bed, so I will have to go to town and find out for myself.’

‘Good idea,’ agreed Connie.

‘Would you like to come?’

‘What’s the catch?’ she asked, noticing his sideways glance at Jo and the smirk on her face.

‘You have to wear a dress.’
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Town


The skirt stuck to the back of Connie’s legs, and she resisted the urge to reach around to untangle it from her underthings. She didn’t want to draw attention. After wanting to visit the town with Silas for so long, she now couldn’t wait to get home.

‘Sixty pounds a ton!’ whistled Silas.

The demand for supplies of all kinds was so great that the store in town was packed with customers. There were traces of copper in the raspberry jam, plaster of Paris mixed into the poor-quality flour imported from America, and sand was in the brown sugar, but nobody dared complain.

Silas had no cash left to buy the flour. ‘Would you take an IOU?’

The shopkeeper rolled his eyes. ‘You and almost everyone in that line are asking for credit. These IOUs are getting ridiculous.’

The settlers had asked for so many IOUs that they were quite useless, being that they couldn’t, unless things got better for all of them, pay them back.

With a twitch of his moustache, the shopkeeper went to put the supplies away behind the counter.

Connie reached out and placed her hand delicately on the bag of flour. ‘Sir, would one bag of flour be aimable, just to make some damper for the hardworking lads on the property, for sustenance?’ She smiled sweetly, as she had seen Minnie do with John when she wanted something.

The moustache stopped twitching. The hands that had held back the supplies now pushed them forward, delicately grazing her fingers in passing.

Connie shuddered.

‘Your father is a good man. I’m sure an exception on this occasion is warranted. Constance, isn’t it?’

She smiled again, and Silas stepped slightly in front of her to bundle the provisions.

‘Many thanks, George. We’ll be going now.’

As they walked past the line of customers to the door, Connie could feel the shopkeeper’s eyes on the sweaty skirt stuck to the backs of her thighs. Spinning in a semi-circle, she turned to wave goodbye with one hand, desperately tugging the fabric out of the crack of her bottom with the other.

The man who had been in front of them in the queue was out the front of the store, loudly offering his wife for sale. The wife lashed a big black handbag across her husband’s forehead.

‘I will bid sixteen pounds and a yard of cloth,’ called a man with a long grey beard that he could tuck into his belt.

‘Sold,’ shouted the husband, rubbing the bloodless patch on his forehead where a thin red line was slowly growing larger before another smack sent him reeling. This time, the handbag cut across his face, and the woman stumbled with her efforts. Her husband lifted a hand to his bleeding head as he collected the money, and she waddled away.

When Silas described the whole event to Ma that evening, dinner rose back up into Connie’s throat.

Silas saw her frowning face and smiled. ‘We could make do, and for the record, you wouldn’t have fetched the price I needed for both the horse and the saddle I had my eye on.’

Without the aid of a handbag, a closed fist toppled Silas backwards off his chair, his boots in the air and his laugh chasing the wisps of flame as they shot up the chimney.
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Fever


Fever followed the flood. Mosquitoes and sandflies were buzzed swarms, driving the horses frantic and Connie crazy from the scratching. Fires were made of manure and kept burning day and night to allow the people and the horses to rest. Da carried his lighted fire stick everywhere, holding it up to the wind, and there was so much to be done that he didn’t have time to go into town for supplies.

Flies also were in the millions, and Connie found them simply unbearable. It was almost impossible to ride a horse with any comfort or get him to stand still to be saddled or mounted. Grasshoppers too were in clouds.

‘They are maddening the horses by striking them in the faces, making them rear and bolt,’ said Silas. ‘You might want to have a break from riding Horse for a spell.’

All the horses were well fed on the budding rich grass, which made them extra spirited, uncomfortable to ride and troublesome to manage.

Mr Noble had sent word back via Jo that he had received an update from Coongoola Station. Minnie and John were taking more interest in entertaining and social life than in running the property. John was easily swayed by Minnie, and he would do anything to make her happy.

‘It is a fine property with an excellent woolclip. Perhaps we should find a manager to help?’ suggested Da.

‘Perhaps ye go there and give him a good spanking like the child he is,’ grumbled Ma. ‘And give that Minnie a talking to while yer at it.’

The conversation fractured like a split clay pot as they walked out into the cool of the evening, hand in hand, to the line of trees behind the house. Connie crept the other way around and climbed a tree to stay in earshot of her parents. There had to be more they weren’t telling her.

‘Aye. It’s time,’ said Ma, resting her head on Da’s shoulder and wrapping her hand around his arm.

Occasionally, Da had made the trip eastwards himself on business, or for extra equipment or supplies. He was impressed by the potential of the Limestone district, which was rapidly becoming a prosperous area.

‘It’s a much more settled area, Emily. You can still have a home, but you can have an easier life, too.’

‘We always seem to be running for our freedom, as if it was something we weren’t entitled to, and it keeps getting taken from us.’

‘Every place is home,’ said Da with a faraway look in his eyes, ‘if you try to make it so.’

‘There is a hole in yer memory, Elias, and the little things keep leaking out so that only the big things remain. Those little things are what haunt you at night. We can’t keep running from the past.’

‘The past doesn’t feel so much as a far-off place as it once did, but a way of understanding our place in the world. It has brought us here, and it will push us along.’

‘Aye. Things were as they were and how they were; it will not change what has happened by crying over it. I’ve no more tears to give to the past,’ Ma replied.

Da scooped Ma into his knotted arms.

The trees stood listening, with Connie high up in their branches, breathing in their thoughts and whispering their knowledge back so that the whole forest was aware of their presence and their plans. Perhaps something was hunting them, or someone, and Connie was powerless to help, like so many times before.

‘Are we leaving again?’ she asked, climbing down and wrapping her arms around Ma’s waist.

Ma kissed her cheek. ‘No. We are home.’

It seemed impossible for that much meaning to fit into such a small word without bursting it open like an overripe berry.

Home.
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Trouble


Mr Noble had seen the tracks of some wild cattle, and he and Silas decided that it would be worth seeing if they were branded or not, so they could muster them back to the station or at least ‘borrow’ a couple for fresh meat. Jo was going, and Connie was asked to join them for the first time.

‘There really was no point in not asking her,’ explained Silas. ‘She was going to be up and dressed to come anyway.’

‘I’m eager to see for myself the impact of the flood further out on the land,’ said Mr Noble. ‘I’ll keep an eye on her.’

In less than half an hour from the homestead, Connie caught sight of four head of wild cattle. As they approached, the cattle started pawing the ground, sticking out their tails and looking anything but friendly.

‘They will charge if we don’t take care,’ said Jo.

‘Shout and crack your whips, as that will make them show us their flanks,’ called Silas.

The cracking of the whips and loud shouts at length frightened three of the bulls, and instead of running away, they turned to face the riders. Mr Noble had out his gun in readiness as they made chase.

A sole wild bull broke free from the three and turned on Connie, who was riding on the far flank. Every muscle in Connie’s body was tight, her own whip at the ready. Her instincts told her that showing fear meant death. Fear crept towards her, and it didn’t blaze with red anger. It came coldly, without mercy.

She expected at any moment to see the bull charge and rip open the insides of her horse with his powerful horns, and she knew she could be gored or trampled to death. Without warning, the bull came thundering at her. She turned Horse, whispering to her to ride for her life. The bull was quick, despite its size, and it touched Horse’s back, nearly sending Connie over her head as Horse kicked out viciously to defend herself.

Silas was close behind and gaining, positioning the muzzle of a pistol at the bull’s head.

With a loud crack, Connie was safe.

Jo arrived in a cloud and dust. She leapt from her horse and pulled Connie down from the saddle, holding her in such a tight embrace that neither of them could breathe.

‘Si, can you save me from Jo, too, please?’

Jo laughed, and Silas walked over to them, shaking from the shock. Instead of prying Jo away, he placed his strong arms around them both and rested his forehead on Jo’s hair. Not one of them move for a long time.

In the distance, the sharp sound of whips mingled with a chorus of lowing and bellowing reaching them, but there was a new sound emerging from the scrub on the other side. It was the bleating and pattering of smaller hooves, every moment approaching nearer.

‘Mount!’ called Silas.

Connie was barely in her saddle when a swarm of sheep appeared from the other direction. Jo and Silas rode around to the right, cracking their long whips, rounding up the flock in a circular manner. Connie shouted, digging into Horse’s sides as she rode back and forth along the line until finally, she saw their woolly behinds.

They drove the mob until they reconnected with Mr Noble, who had stayed to keep an eye on the cattle.

For the rest of the day, the cattle were slowly and steadily driven into their respective paddocks. The cattle required for different purposes were driven into different compartments within their paddock. Some of the cattle would be used for beef, and Ma would have some new milking cows. All would be shared with Mr Noble.

Silas dismounted and slapped Connie on the back. He squinted into the sun and creased his brow, like he usually did when he was fighting an emotion inside him that was busting to come out. ‘I will not let anything bad happen to you. We are family. We look out for each other. But it’s good to know you can look out for yourself.’

‘What about the cattle? Don’t they already have a brand on them? Don’t they belong to someone else?’ asked Connie.

‘Yes,’ said Silas, putting a heavy calloused hand on her shoulder. ‘Yes, they do.’

He nodded before walking Connie to the shed that held their own iron brand hanging on the wall. ‘But desperate times call for desperate measures. Do you understand?’

Connie squinted into the sun that lit up her brother’s head like a halo, scrunching up her eyes in consideration as much as to stand the glare. ‘I think so.’

Silas smiled. ‘Family first. Remember that.’ 

‘Family first,’ repeated Connie.

Silas took her gently by the hand. ‘Always.’


CHAPTER 26





Thunder


‘Storms makes people crazy,’ muttered Silas to Connie as he squared his shoulders, looking into the double-chinned face of a man about three times his age. It seemed to Connie like the old man had swallowed the summer storm whole.

Thunderclouds swarmed in his beady little eyes. His craggy Adam’s apple jumped up and down in his throat as he clenched his fists in more of a tantrum than a fighting stance. A fierce flash of blood pooled on his face, spreading darkly through his neck and bruising underneath his eyes.

Connie couldn’t help but laugh.

‘Shut it. Where are my cattle?’ spluttered the man. He had been following them since they arrived in town and had cornered Silas outside the Post Office.

Silas shifted his weight to position his body between Connie and the man. He was not as muscular as their father, but they had the same thick chest, high forehead and good-natured water-blue eyes. He beared his wide, uneven smile as he rolled the sleeves of his heavy blue striped flannel above his elbows, exposing his corded tanned forearms.

‘Where are they?’

Connie thought it would be better for all involved if the old man would just walk away. She couldn’t meet his eyes.

‘You stole them from me. I want them back, you poxy thief!’

‘Are you talking to me or the dog?’ Silas replied with a smirk, stomping his hard-wearing blucher boots in the mud, finding his centre of balance. ‘I’m not a fighter, but I will knock some manners into you, old timer, if I have to, even if it’s through your backside.’

The growing group of station boys who had come to watch Silas in action broke out in fits of giggles.

Silas stood behind Connie and put a gentle hand on her shoulder. Connie was glad for the laughter, for it released the tension in the air.

‘Yer father stole from us. He thinks he is smarter than us, well he’s not. Yer trash.’

‘No one talks about my family like that.’ Silas stepped forward.

‘Yer family is not fit to clean my boots.’ The old man spat at them and then began striking out wildly with both fists, the thin muscles of his face tight and twisted in anger.

Silas now wore a forced smile, but his eyes were clear and fixed. He grabbed the man by both sides of the collar and pushed him off his feet, holding him backwards at eye level with his feet scrabbling to find traction on the ground. ‘So, you think you are smarter than me and better than my family? Get your facts straight before you start sprouting your smart mouth off about things you know nothing about.’ Silas dropped the man unceremoniously in the mud before placing a boot on his chest. ‘That is the first and last time I hear you talk about my family, understood?’

The old man started to cough and wheeze, snot running into his mouth and tears streaming down his cheeks. ‘Get offa me,’ he said, choking. ‘Tell yer da we are coming for what is rightfully ours.’

‘My father wouldn’t give a toss,’ Silas jeered. He wiped his boot on the man’s chest and then removed it, grabbing Connie by the arm as they turned to leave.

The old man’s mountain of a son chose that exact moment to come flying around the corner and was gaining on Silas, fast.

Silas pulled Connie close, kissed her on the forehead and looked her square in the eyes. ‘Mount.’

‘Not without—’

‘Do as you are told. Mount!’ he yelled, managing to trip the approaching giant with a spinning leg before he ran towards the police watch house.

With tears in her eyes, Connie did what she was told and rode as fast as she could towards Wild Horse Plains.


CHAPTER 27





Lightning


Lightning burst overhead with magnificent fury. Scrambling to get to her feet, Connie couldn’t tell whether the pounding in her head was the sound of hooves or the beating of her heart. Her chest heaved with every breath, and the air was wet with fog as she thrashed through the undergrowth.

Discarding Horse a mile ago, so that she was harder to track, tufts of grass tripped and tangled her feet while the sweat stung her eyes. As the thumping grew louder, panic grew in her belly. She couldn’t see. She couldn’t stop. Among all the trees, yelling was impossible.

A burning moan escaped her lips as she rose to her feet for one last break for Wild Horse Plains.

Not far behind her, she saw the stockhorses’ hooves flick mud and debris into the faces of the riders. Neither man nor beast were safe from the effects of the weather whipping around their flanks.

‘Yar!’ the men shouted, pressing the horses on after her.

This was her territory now, and she had seen almost every tantrum Mother Nature had thrown at it and lived to tell the tale. She felt as if the world was turning more slowly, giving her time to see every distinct raindrop as they fell from the dark grey sky. Each blade of grass glistened individually with dripping diamonds. Leaves seemed separate and detached from the low-lying shrubs, bending with the weight of the wind and the weather. They all combined to form a gleaming backdrop to her territory. With the torrential rain falling all around, she suddenly felt dry.

She could see the lights of home and called out through the wind to warn her family,

‘Da! Ma!’ Wind whipped around her head, rain blinded her eyes, yet she seemed to move without moving. It scoured the flesh from her face as she ran against it.

The horses behind her reared and bucked, visibly struggling against the wind.

Connie ran for the homestead, calling so loud she thought her lungs would burst.

Finally, the door opened, and there stood her mother, the light from inside the home surrounding her and making her look like an angel.

Through the wicked weather and with the chaos of stormwater rushing past her ears, it was impossible to tell if there were one or two gunshots.

Connie walked slowly, feeling the way with her feet. They were small, but they had carried her further than many men could walk.

Focusing on her fallen mother in front of her instead of the gunshots behind her, mind slowing, and body numb, Connie’s body seemed to dissolve into the heavy air, and she could see without looking at the other bodies of the station hands lying in the mud.

A mist rose and bound her arms to her sides, thickening and rising with every beat of her heart. She could no longer feel the sting of the rain, the roar of the wind or the fever in her head. She had nowhere to run. There was nowhere to go.

‘Stop,’ she mouthed. ‘Please stop.’ She was turned around by a rough hand to face a familiar grin, a cross between the snarl of a dingo and the bite of a red-bellied black snake. It was the small angry man who had attacked Silas.

‘Tell yer da that Mr Campbell is here to speak with him about some missing horses.’

He shoved the pistol into her belly to push her back towards the house, stumbling forward but staying on his feet.

Connie turned with painful deliberateness, but Da was already before them.

‘Take me. Leave her,’ he shouted.

Connie couldn’t tell if the moaning was coming from the wind whistling up the bell tower or from her own throat.

The bell tower.

Connie backed away, dragging her feet through the mud to the long rope attached to the single bell that hung in the turret. She pulled and pulled and prayed that the sound would carry over the rain and the thunder.

As the bell rung, Da still stood but stumbled. He found his footing, placing himself between the angry men and the bell tower, only to be met with the butt of a rifle on his temple.

‘Shooting is too good for ye, thief,’ Mr Campbell said with a snarl. He threw the body of her father over the back of his horse and mounted with the rest of the posse, heading back towards town.

They didn’t look anywhere for money, or precious goods, or even take back the stock for his own. They had got what they came here for. Revenge.

Connie was alone in the bell tower. She waited for the man with the blood-stained boots to come towards her, so she could join her family in the place Ma called heaven. Through the haze, she could almost see the angel that looked like her mother floating to her through the darkness that threatened to swallow her whole. She could hear her name being called, but she couldn’t answer.

As her body fell to the ground, the angel cradled her head and stroked her hair as awareness fell away. Connie was disappointed. Heaven was empty.


CHAPTER 28





Limestone


The patchwork of her childhood was completed. Connie sat on the sill of the hotel’s downstairs parlour and turned her back to the window, both to catch the sun and to signal to the outside world that she didn’t feel like talking to anyone right now. ‘I hate the Campbells. I hate them all,’ she muttered, her voice hoarse and sore.

‘No, ye don’t,’ said Ma, limping towards her.

‘What’s done is done.’

Connie was full of anger, yet she felt empty, like a water tank scrubbed clean. It didn’t much matter. She wouldn’t be in town for long.

To her dismay, but not surprise, she was to be sent off to a finishing school for young ladies on Upper Wickham Terrace in Brisbane, even though she would be much older than the other girls. Minnie had refused for both her and Ma to stay with them at Coongoola Station and had organised for Connie to be dispatched as soon as the sale of Wild Horse Plains was finalised and the proceeds sent to John’s bank account. Ma was allowed to stay there to help with the grandchildren.

‘It’s for her own good,’ Minnie had written to Ma.

Even Connie had seen it for the lie that it was. Da would never have allowed it.

Connie had always wanted to be more like her father. She had grown up thinking he was an upright man of high principles, honesty and justice. He set his sons a fine example with his hard work and endurance, and his daughter a role model in having a loving and loyal partner to share so many years of his life. But where had that got him? He could be dead for all she knew.

‘Da is dead because of them.’

Ma sighed. ‘Ye will remember him how ye see fit. Memory is soft and bendy, but can’t be denied. History is constantly changed to suit the needs of those who were supporting it.’

‘All I have is memories,’ Connie lamented. ‘What about my future? I don’t want to leave. I don’t want to learn how to be a good wife.’ Connie finally understood what her brother was talking about down by the creek. They were not free to choose their own destiny. He didn’t have a choice being a bushranger’s son. Even if he wanted to, he couldn’t escape now. Neither could Connie. ‘I’m stuck in the reflection of the moon on the water. I can never be me.’

Her mother turned her face to the window, taking her walking stick in the other hand so she could better wipe her eyes with the silk scarf Da had given her on their wedding day.

‘Life is a collection of moments wrapped in silk scarves or potato sacks, depending on how you looked back on them.’ Ma turned back and hugged her close, but Connie didn’t move. ‘To marry a man of the land is something to be proud of indeed, and something to remember to be grateful for, all ye life.’ Her mother patted her on the head like she was a child again.

‘I’m not grateful. He was a thief.’

Before Ma could protest, Mr Noble walked into the parlour with Jo. Mr Noble was leaving her, too. He was older now and wanted to travel to Western Australia for possibilities of development and to finish the work there that his oldest son had started. He didn’t plan on returning. Jo wasn’t allowed to run the property by herself, so she had no choice but to go with him.

‘Stay here with Jo and I will take yer ma with me and finish up some business with the Constable,’ said Mr Noble. Mr Noble had helped Ma make cautious enquiries into the whereabouts of Silas and Da. Neither had been found, not even a body, and Connie was hoping to follow up on more leads when she was in Brisbane, even though it was where Minnie surely hoped that all Connie’s time would be taken up by the fancy private school, which would eventually ‘knock the country out of her’.

‘We won’t be long, and then we’ll get you ready to head to your new home,’ Mr Noble said.

Ma smiled as she turned to leave, and Connie forced a smile in return. She didn’t want to go to Brisbane to a school that would teach her nothing more than how to be the perfect wife.

Home didn’t exist as a place for her anymore. Her first home had been where Ma had planted a tree when each of them were born and under which her older sister and younger brothers were buried. Her second home had been where Da walked them around the border fences, beaming with pride at the land that he had named. Home had been where her brothers had schooled her, ignored her and made her feel safe and protected.

It wasn’t a place anymore, it was the people who had made their homes in her heart, and hers in theirs.

She never wanted to rely on anyone else to look after her. Never again.

‘What if Ma is right?’ she said to Jo, feeling like her chest was a balloon that inflated and shrunk with every new emotion. ‘What if all I am good for is being a wife ...’

‘You inherited a love of the land from your father, just like I did, and you are an excellent rider. Your Ma has also taught you to make your own judgements and stand up for what you believe to be right.’ Jo tucked a stray curl under her ear, then did the same to Connie.

She grabbed Jo’s hand and held it tightly. ‘Outside of Wild Horse Plains, there doesn’t seem to be a place for that.’

‘You’ll land on your feet, Connie. You have a good mind, and you are strong and fiercely loyal. If I have anything to do about it, I promise to help you have a life of your own making. Once I figure out mine.’ Her smile was warm, but her eyes reflected the emptiness of Connie’s. They were both trapped in other people’s plans for the future.

Unlike Jo, who was more than capable and simply not allowed, Ma and Connie couldn’t run a property on their own, without a man to help.

Memories of her time at Wild Horse Plains burnt like white fire from the sky, and the flashbacks blinded Connie for a moment. The dust floating along the band of sunshine from the window made her think of the wishes and desires she once had and about how the past had played out. If she remembered too much, her head would ache, and it hurt to breathe.

She started, one by one, to unpack her good memories and build them like bricks around her heart and make it easier to move on.

‘How is it possible to capture a memory that keeps creeping between sleep and waking?’ Connie walked to the window with her hands balled into fists, fighting back tears. ‘Why does the pain stay but the truth slips away?’

Jo hugged her tight.

Her past was a patchwork of smiles and tears, family and enemies, sunrises and sunsets over bark huts, homesteads and growing towns. Now that she was grown, the blanket was too small to fit over the person she had become.

Like a shield against the moments of sadness, she tried to imagine her and Silas and Jo together, living as a family somewhere safe, far away from Coongoola Station or Brisbane or even Wild Horse Plains. Lost in her daydream, she didn’t notice a shadow until it passed by the window.

Connie turned and looked out into the street.

A whistle carried on the wind and a familiar laugh followed.

Holding her breath, she leaned out of the window, looking to her left.

There he was, half-hidden in the shadow of the alley, a patch over one eye. He placed a finger to her lips and nodded his head towards her and Jo.

Silas then crept to the window and whispered in her ear, ‘Mount.’
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