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    It’s 1841 and Letty must leave her job on the sheep-run because of the drought. Together, she and the Grey family set out over the Blue Mountains. When disaster strikes, Letty needs to be stronger than she could have imagined…will Letty ever see Sydney –or Lavinia – again?


    Join Letty again on her adventure in the final of four exciting stories about a free-settler girl and her new life in a far-off land.
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      THE STORY SO FAR

    


    
      Letty’s life has changed dramatically since the day she went down to the docks to wave goodbye to her sister Lavinia. If she hadn’t followed Lavinia’s hope chest on board the ship, she would never have ended up sailing to Australia. She wouldn’t have met her friend Abner, or worked at Fry’s Bakery, or gone to live beyond the Blue Mountains. Though life on the land hasn’t been easy for Letty, helping catch some bushrangers has made her feel more useful. But times are tough, and there might not be room for her at the Greys’ sheep-run after all… Will Letty ever belong anywhere again?
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      The Sheep-Run
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      A HOT wind blew across the Greys’ sheep-run. It blew riffles of dust around Letty’s feet. It blew grit into her mouth, and into baby Victoria’s eyes. It blew no good to anyone, Mary said.


      In the first days of November, the paddock grass had faded from green to gold. Letty had watched the tussocks sway on the ridgeline, like ladies bowing in a dance. Then the sheep had eaten the grass into clumps of short bristles. The water in the creek got low and soupy. Still it didn’t rain. The sheep kept eating, until they’d chewed the land down to its bare bones.


      That was when Letty’s boss, Clem Grey, had said their time was up.


      ‘I’ll sell the flock now,’ he told Mary. ‘I’d rather not watch them starve, and have them eaten by the flies.


      ‘Mightn’t it rain?’ Letty had asked. ‘And then the grass would grow?’


      ‘Not enough,’ Clem had said. ‘The pasture’s already thin from last year’s drought.’


      Mary had sighed, but she hadn’t argued. Letty didn’t like to see her shoulders slump like the worn hills of the farm.


      So a month earlier, Clem, Abner and the kelpie had herded all but the best of the flock onto the road, and set off for Goulburn. Letty was sorry to see the sheep go. She’d got used to their baaing and chomping. She missed watching the lambs skipping around their mothers. They were like part of the family.


      Letty was even more sorry that Abner had gone along to help with them. Mary missed Clem too. Harry did not know what to do without the men or the sheep to follow, so he misbehaved. Harry had accepted Letty as part of the household, but they weren’t really friends. He often ran away from her.


      Letty was looking for him now. It ought to be easy to find him in the empty paddock, Letty thought, but it wasn’t.


      ‘Harry? Harry!’ Letty wandered along beside the creek until it bent into a patch of reeds and tangly bush. She didn’t want to go in there, because she didn’t like snakes. Letty went around the bushes, towards the road. She had a feeling he might be there, even though she couldn’t see him. The thicket of whiteblossomed shrubs was one of his favourite places.


      Letty sat down. If Harry didn’t think she was looking for him, he might come out to surprise her. He was that sort of boy – Letty could never make him do anything.


      Letty took a worn letter from Lavinia out of her pocket. She knew it off by heart, but she liked to look at it when she felt lonely. The graceful, swirly writing reminded her of her sister. Don’t come back to Sydney now, it said. Plenty of girls can’t find good work here.


      I suppose I’m lucky, thought Letty. I have a job that I mostly like. I’d better get on with it.


      There was still no sign of Harry, so she tried a different trick.


      ‘What a shame,’ she said aloud. ‘By the time Harry comes for tea, all the jam and damper will be gone.’


      Leaves rustled and dry branches cracked behind Letty. Harry crawled out on his hands and knees. Letty grabbed at him as he tried to squirm past.


      ‘Let me go!’ he demanded.


      ‘First you have to tell me what you were doing,’ Letty said. ‘It’s not fair when you hide on me. Your mama gets worried.’


      Letty was afraid that Harry might get lost. Harry didn’t see the bush as strange. Unlike her, he was born here. The bush was part of his home.


      Harry’s eyes slid away. ‘I was watchin’,’ he mumbled.


      ‘What is there to watch in a patch of prickly bushes?’ said Letty, annoyed.


      Harry gave her a sly look. ‘Stuff,’ he said. Suddenly he pointed at the road. ‘Look!’


      Letty refused to look. She thought he was trying to get away again. But Harry began to wave and yell. ‘Hey!’


      Letty looked up. Someone stood on the road with the sun behind him. He was waving his hat, and his hair made a flaming copper halo. Letty knew who that was – her friend Abner. He was back! Clem was beside him on his horse, waving too.


      She let go of Harry. He burst up the hill on short, strong legs. Letty hurried after him, wondering what kind of news Clem and Abner might bring from town.
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      It was too hot to eat in the kitchen. The household ate their damper and jam together on the verandah. Now the sheep were gone there’d be less meat on everyone’s plates. And Clem wasn’t happy about the price he’d got for his animals.


      ‘Nobody wants livestock,’ Clem said. ‘I had to sell them all for tallow.’


      ‘Why do sheep want tallow?’ Harry asked.


      Abner laughed.


      Letty wasn’t sure what Clem meant either. She only knew that tallow was the smelly brown stuff used for making candles and soap, and Mary had plenty of it already.


      The corners of Clem’s mouth turned down.


      He seemed thinner, and there were lines on his face tracing downwards from his moustache that Letty hadn’t noticed before.


      ‘They don’t want it,’ he said. ‘They get turned into it. Wethers, ewes, rams, lambs – the lot. All slaughtered, then boiled down in iron cauldrons big enough to fit you in.’


      ‘Don’t frighten the boy,’ said Mary.


      ‘Good thing none of you saw it,’ said Clem gloomily. ‘The fires burn all day long. Goulburn stinks like death. And some cove is getting rich, on other men’s ruin.’


      Abner made a face. ‘Aye, a stench to reach heaven, it makes.’


      ‘Da da daa,’ said Victoria cheerily, waving a squashed piece of damper in her fist.


      Letty smiled. But Clem looked at his daughter without really seeing her.


      ‘Mary, we saw blokes there who sold their last sheep,’ he went on, ‘then they went and blew the money at the pub. But I didn’t.’ Clem passed the rest of his damper to Harry. Mary looked at her husband with concern.


      ‘I’m going to hang in here, for you and the little ones. I swear it, Mary.’ He hugged her to him. ‘I’ve been thinking it through all the way home. This is good land; it’s just a bad year. I’ve decided: I’m going to Sydney with the wool clip, to make sure we get the best price.’


      Letty knew the wool from the spring shearing was still in the shed, waiting to be sold. Between the wool bales was another of Harry’s favourite hiding places. Letty had a thought: if Clem was going to take the wool to Sydney, perhaps he could take something small for her.


      ‘Would you mind carrying a letter?’ Letty asked. ‘Actually two – one for my sister Lavinia and one to send to my papa in England?’


      Clem gave Letty an unhappy look. She was surprised. She didn’t think it was a lot to ask.


      ‘I just want to tell my family I’m fine,’ she explained.


      Clem shook his head. ‘I’m real sorry, Letty. But I’ll be taking you and Abner to Sydney with me. I have to lay you off. I can’t afford to pay wages anymore.’


      ‘Oh.’ Letty was losing her job. She stared at her boots.


      Of course, it should be wonderful to see her big sister again. Except that in Sydney Letty would be without a place to belong or a way to make a living. Lavinia would not know what to do with her. Letty thought it would be much better if she stayed with the Greys, even if times were hard. ‘We can work for nothing,’ she suggested.


      Clem rubbed his chin. Mary looked at him hopefully.


      ‘I don’t feel right about that,’ he said. ‘There’s less work now the shearing’s over and most of the sheep are gone. Less work, less money and less food to go round.’


      Mary sighed.


      ‘Sorry,’ said Clem.


      Letty blinked away tears. She hated the thought of leaving. It made her feel lost and unwanted, all over again. Just when she was happy. It didn’t seem fair. Stupid, awful drought, thought Letty.


      Abner put down his plate. He didn’t ask for seconds like he usually did.


      ‘What will you do?’ Letty asked him. If he didn’t work on the land, Abner would probably have to go on another ship. He might sail off to China or England. She would lose him, too.


      ‘Don’t fret now.’ He laid his freckly hand over Letty’s. ‘I’ll find something, right enough.’


      Abner smiled at her, but it only hurt all the more, knowing he wouldn’t be around much longer.


      ‘If you, Letty and Abner are all going, I’m not staying here on my own,’ Mary announced.


      ‘But Mary,’ Clem argued, ‘we’ll be back after Christmas.’


      ‘Exactly.’ Mary’s eyes flashed. ‘I’m tired of being left behind. So’s Harry. We’ll all go together and have a proper Christmas with George.’


      ‘What’s Christmas?’ said Harry.


      Clem looked down at his son.


      ‘You see?’ said Mary. ‘Last Christmas – I was sick. The year before that –’ she glanced across the paddock to where a little wooden cross leaned into the hill. The year before, Letty knew, Mary had had another baby, who died. That obviously hadn’t been much of a Christmas.


      ‘Christmas is a fine time,’ said Abner, with a faraway look. Letty wondered if he missed his family.


      ‘I want Christmas,’ said Harry, sticking out his bottom lip. ‘Or I’ll run away.’


      Everyone laughed.


      Harry crossed his arms, just like his father. ‘I will!’ he insisted.


      ‘No need to do that,’ said Clem. ‘I’d be glad of your company on the road. The new convict can look after our last few sheep. But you realise we can’t afford coach seats this trip?’


      Letty remembered the bouncing, jolting stage-coach that had brought her here. It hadn’t exactly been a feather bed. The Greys’ cart wouldn’t be any worse, she thought. And at least this journey wouldn’t be cold.


      Letty and Mary nodded.


      ‘I’ve hired Cabbagetree Bill,’ Clem told them.


      Letty giggled at the name. So did Harry.


      ‘We’ve got a couple of days before he comes,’ Clem said.


      Such a short time, thought Letty sadly.
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      Packing
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      SURE enough, a few days later, Harry spotted a cloud of dust rising above the road. Everyone rushed out to the front verandah. Over the ridge, Letty could hear the crack of a whip, a man’s shouts and the rattle of chains.


      ‘That’ll be Bill’s team,’ said Clem.


      Oh no, thought Letty, they’re convicts. Abner had told her about chain gangs working on roads. He said they were a sad sight. She hated the thought of travelling all the way to Sydney with a gang of criminals. And she couldn’t imagine how a team of men could carry the wool all the way over the mountains. Each one of the square white bales stood almost as high as Letty and was several times heavier than she was. Even Abner couldn’t get his arms around one to lift it by himself.


      Harry jumped off the bottom step, squirmed under the yard gate and ran for the road.


      ‘Harry!’ Mary had Victoria on her hip. ‘Letty, can you –?’ Letty would rather have stayed in the shade. But she chased across the paddock after Harry. She wished, for a second, that the little boy wasn’t coming to Sydney with them.


      By the time she caught up, he had stopped, and was staring at the road.


      ‘Hurrah!’ said Harry. ‘They’re here!’


      But the team were not men, as Letty had expected. They were four pairs of beasts strung out in a line, with a flat wooden tray on wheels behind them. Letty had never seen so many animals pulling one vehicle. They swung their huge heads as their feet sent up puffs of dust. Their long ivory horns curved wickedly outward. Only one man walked beside the animals, swinging a very long whip. Clem had hired a team of oxen, Letty realised, not convicts. That made her feel better.


      ‘Aren’t they something?’ Letty said to Harry.


      ‘Course they’re something,’ said Harry. ‘They’re bullocks, that’s what.’ But he looked very impressed all the same.


      Letty soon found out that the flat cart was called a dray, and it was going to carry the wool to Sydney. She and Harry watched the next day as the men loaded the bales one by one, balancing a long pole through the fork of a dead gum tree like a lever. Each bale was tied with ropes, then hooked upwards and lowered onto the dray.


      And each bale brought her closer to leaving the sheep-run, Letty thought. The farmhouse was small and rough, but in Letty’s mind its three rooms were richly decorated with memories. They held hours of baby gurgles and cuddles, of watching f lowers grow in Mary’s lace, of sitting around the evening fire with Abner and the Grey family. Letty didn’t want to leave all that behind. She was sure Mary didn’t want her to go. She hoped Mary could change Clem’s mind.


      Mary called her inside. In her hand she had a sheet of blue notepaper with scalloped edges.


      ‘I’ve written you a reference,’ Mary said.


      ‘What’s that?’ said Harry, reaching for the paper.


      ‘It’s for Letty,’ Mary said. She gave Letty the note. Letty read:


      
        To whom it may concern,


        Letty Beddows has been in the service of Mr and Mrs Clement Grey, in the Abercrombie District. She is of excellent character, being honest, hardworking and careful. We let her go with great regret.


        Yours faithfully,

        Mary Grey

      


      Letty’s hands trembled as she read. Mary was letting her go.


      ‘I’m sorry I can’t do more,’ Mary said. She gave a little shrug, as if there was a weight on her shoulders she couldn’t get off.


      Harry jumped for the piece of paper.


      ‘Put it somewhere safe,’ Mary suggested, picking Harry up to keep his hands away.


      Letty took the note into the bedroom and stashed it in her bundle of things. Then she went out and sat in the shady corner behind the shearing shed, by herself. She hunched her knees into her chest.


      The dray in front of her had become a square mountain. Abner was working his way around it, tying down the ropes that held the wool bales on.


      ‘Aye-aye, Letty,’ he said in greeting. He stopped and looked at her. ‘What’s on you-er mind?’ he asked.


      ‘I feel like that wool,’ Letty told him.


      ‘How’s that?’ Abner asked.


      ‘Always being picked up and dangled and plonked down somewhere else.’


      ‘Aye.’ Abner gave the rope a tug. ‘That’s so.’


      ‘I wish it wasn’t,’ said Letty.


      ‘Hmm. Maybe you-er even more like the wool than you thought,’ said Abner with a grin. ‘Goin’ off to become something even more useful and fine-looking.’


      Letty supposed it was very nice of Abner to say so. She supposed it was also kind of Mary to write the reference. But Letty wasn’t much comforted. She wished the whole world could stop still for a while, so nothing would change and she wouldn’t have to go anywhere.


      But of course the world didn’t stop. Day cooled into evening. Early the following morning, Cabbagetree Bill went out in the paddock and yoked his bullocks pair by pair. Clem packed the cart, too, with blanket swags, a water barrel, flour, salt mutton and his rifle – everything they would need for life on the road. Letty and Abner added their bundles. They were really going.
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      On the Dray
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      IT was hard, travelling in the heat. The Greys rode in the horse-drawn cart, ahead of the bullock team. That way the dust churned up by the animals didn’t choke them as much. The bullocks seemed to be in no hurry. They plodded along, barely lifting their hooves over the stones. Cabbagetree Bill walked slowly on their left side. He had a hat that drooped to his shoulders, and his long whip trailed behind him in the dust. Letty thought he was just like his animals, bony and silent. Nobody felt much like talking. The heat seemed to dry up their words.


      By the second day the bush had thinned, and the road had levelled out. On straight stretches, Cabbagetree Bill perched on the pole that stuck out the front of the dray because there were no seats. Harry wanted to ride along with him. He pestered Mary into letting him. Letty had to go with him to make sure he wasn’t naughty. Her work for the Greys wasn’t over yet, not until they reached Sydney.


      Letty felt nervous. They had to sit next to Bill on the pole. The mountain of wool rode at their backs, and she could see rocks crunching beneath the dray’s enormous wooden wheels. Harry, however, was bursting with questions.


      ‘Why are you called Cabbagetree Bill?’ he wanted to know. ‘You don’t look like a cabbage.’


      ‘Me hat,’ said Bill.


      ‘But it’s not a cabbage,’ said Harry. ‘You can’t eat it.’


      Cabbagetree Bill chewed on his pipe. Letty could almost imagine him chomping slowly on his hat brim, just like his team chewed their cud.


      ‘Cabbage palm,’ Bill said. ‘If the drought keeps up I might try it yet.’


      Harry laughed. Bill looked as if he didn’t know what a joke was.


      ‘How do you steer the bulls without reins?’ Harry asked.


      ‘Bullocks,’ said Bill. ‘They’re smarter than you, most like. They move where I tell ’em.’


      The road curved slightly left, and Bill took his pipe out of his mouth to call the team. ‘C’mere, Wellington. C’mere, Boney.’


      The bullocks’ ears swivelled at the sound of Bill’s voice. Harry watched with interest.


      ‘What are their names?’ he asked.


      ‘Gawd, you talk, don’t ye?’ said Cabbagetree Bill. Actually, Letty thought, Harry didn’t usually talk that much. Especially not to her. Often he slipped away into his own little world, which Letty was not part of. But something about the bullocks had caught his attention.


      Cabbagetree Bill pointed his pipe at the first pair. ‘That’s Wellington and Bonaparte, cos they’re the leaders.’


      Letty had heard of General Wellington and Napoleon Bonaparte. They led armies against each other, in the war before she was born. So Cabbagetree Bill had put them together. He was a strange man, Letty thought.


      ‘What about these ones?’ Harry pointed to the deep-red backs of the closest bullocks.


      ‘They’re the polers – Star and Cherry.’


      ‘And the other ones?’


      Letty nudged Harry with her elbow to stop pestering the man. Harry just elbowed her back.


      ‘Hume and Hovell,’ said Bill, naming the famous explorers, ‘cos they like to wander in the bush. The pin-bullocks are Gin and Brandy.’


      Harry watched their big haunches heave in slow rhythm. He asked another question.


      ‘Why do you put them in the same places every day?’


      ‘Shh!’ said Letty, who thought Harry would annoy the bullocky. She couldn’t tell the difference between the animals, let alone remember if they had an order.


      ‘Ah,’ said the bullocky. He shoved his hat up his forehead so he could look at Harry. ‘Now, that’s a question.


      ‘See Brandy and Gin,’ Bill continued, ‘they’re the strong spirits. The ones with kick in ’em. So I put ’em as pins – that’s second to the load – where they’ve gotta take the most weight …’ And he went on explaining to Harry how the team worked, until eventually he got off the dray to take it around a tight corner.


      Once he’d called the whole team around the bend, Bill came back to Harry. ‘They’re a good tough team,’ he said. ‘Good tough life too, boy. Ye could do worse when ye grow up. I’ll take ye, when yer bigger; if yer want.’


      Harry’s little face lit up. He pretended to crack a whip through the air: ‘Wha-cha!’


      Letty grabbed him around the waist to make sure he didn’t fall.


      She wondered whether anyone would ‘take’ her when she got to Sydney. She felt as if life was carrying her along like the dray, trundling and churning in its own direction, and she was powerless to control it.
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      For five days the bullocks and the Greys plodded through an endless arch of trees, in and out of sun and shade, hills and dips. On the sixth day they reached Hartley. Hartley was the village where Letty and Mary had got off the Sydney coach, when Victoria was newborn. She had first met Clem and Harry here, in winter.


      In early summer, Hartley was like a cattleyard. The air smelled of cow manure, and it was thick with flies. Bullocks lined the street, swishing their tails. Teamsters slouched against their animals.


      ‘Whoa!’ Bill called his team to a halt.


      ‘Time for a break,’ Clem told his family. ‘Cabbagetree’s going to let his animals rest up for tomorrow, while we arrange for a double to join him.’


      ‘What’s a double?’ Harry asked, as his father went off to talk to the other bullockies. Letty didn’t know.


      They found out next morning. Harry stared at the sight with his mouth open: a second team of bullocks were being chained in front of Bill’s. A new bullocky leaned his shoulder into one of the near-side animals, shoving it under the wooden yoke.


      Clem explained the second team was for extra pulling power.


      ‘We-er going over the mountains?’ Abner asked.


      ‘Yep. The Blue Mountains,’ Clem said, and hitched his thumbs through his belt.


      Mary pulled the ties of her bonnet tighter. ‘So this is the bad bit,’ she murmured. Letty wondered what that might mean.


      ‘Ready?’ Clem called to Cabbagetree Bill.


      Cabbagetree Bill nodded. At least, Letty thought he did. It was hard to see much of his face under his hat. ‘Oi, you.’ He crooked a finger at Letty.


      Letty looked around to see if he meant someone else.


      ‘Letty. C’mere.’ Letty had the feeling he was calling her like one of his animals. She felt odd, but she obeyed. ‘Keep the little fella clear,’ Bill said, from under the shadow of his brim. ‘Steepest pinch in New South Wales, this one.’


      Letty sighed. Riding on the dray had made Harry happy the last few days. Keeping him apart from the bullocks wouldn’t be easy.


      For the hundredth time, Letty wished she wasn’t going to Sydney.
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      ‘GEE off!’ the new bullocky shouted. He cracked his whip across the ears of the front bullocks. The animals leaned their bulky shoulders into their harness. The dray creaked. The wheels began to turn, inch by inch.


      Just out of Hartley, the mountains were a wall of green in front of Letty and her companions. The dirt road veered straight up. This is the bottom of what Cabbagetree Bill calls the ‘pinch’, Letty thought. Sitting backwards in the Greys’ cart as it bounced ahead, all she could see of Bill was his white hat, moving along his team.


      Letty, Abner and Harry watched the bullocks strain against their yokes. The road wasn’t only steep. ‘It zig-zags like a dog’s hind leg,’ Clem said, ‘all the way to Victoria Pass.’ The higher they got, the more the road fell away at the edge. Letty held her breath each time she saw the dray round a corner, with the wool tilting out over the drop below.


      Even their cart came uncomfortably close to the edge. For once, Harry held onto Letty as he peered over.


      ‘What’s that?’ Harry pointed down the slope. A bad smell rose from somewhere in the thick bush. Letty could hear flies buzzing, too.


      ‘A dead kangaroo, most like,’ said Abner.


      ‘No, it wasn’t,’ said Harry, sticking out his lower lip. Letty wasn’t interested in dead things. She wanted a drink. They weren’t allowed water while the cart was moving, because it was too precious to spill.


      The boulders on the road got so big that Clem stopped under a shady cliff-face.


      ‘Better you get out than be tipped out,’ he said to them all. ‘Stay clear of the wheels.’


      When everyone was out of the cart, Clem led the horse. In her long skirts, Mary often tripped over the rocks. Abner offered to carry Victoria for her. Letty took a firm hold of Harry’s hand. With her other hand, she swatted at the flies that stuck to Victoria’s little damp lips.


      ‘Nang, nang, nang.’ Victoria grizzled for a bit, then slept on Abner’s shoulder.


      The baby had it easy, compared to everyone else. After hours of walking, they rounded a hairpin bend, into full sunshine. Letty felt the sun burning through her bonnet. It scorched the backs of her hands and bounced into her face off the dirt road. Cicadas started up around them, dinning into Letty’s ears. Harry hung on her arm and dragged his feet. It felt impossible to move through the wall of heat and noise.


      To keep herself moving, Letty fixed her eyes on a pile of white bones on the roadside, not far ahead. She made herself walk that far. The bones were thick and smooth as the branches of a gum tree. Harry wanted to stop and look.


      ‘Don’t touch,’ said Letty. ‘They’re dirty.’ She pulled him on.


      A short distance on there was another pile. By the time they drew level with this heap of bones, Letty knew what they were. Not a kangaroo at all. She looked at Abner to see if he had noticed. He was also looking at the wide skull with holes for eyes, and the unmistakeable curve of horns.


      ‘A bullock,’ whispered Harry.


      The further they went, the more carcasses littered the roadside. Letty shuddered to think that so many animals hadn’t made the journey. Fearful thoughts began to buzz around her head like flies. What if their bullocks didn’t make it either? What if she couldn’t make it? Letty swatted the thoughts away.


      ‘Po-er things,’ said Abner.


      Harry nodded and held Letty’s hand tighter.


      ‘How far is it to Christmas?’ he asked.


      Abner smiled. ‘Christmas isn’t a place exactly.’


      ‘It’s a day,’ Letty corrected. ‘The twenty-fifth of December.’


      ‘Less than a couple of weeks away,’ Abner said encouragingly.


      Although it felt much, much further. Christmas seemed half a world away to Letty – away from the bush, the heat, the insects and this never-ending mountain. Christmas belonged with her family in England, in winter. ‘This isn’t much like Christmas,’ she murmured to Abner.


      ‘Oh?’ said Abner. ‘Thinking the opposite, I was.’


      Abner’s neck was sunburnt and his hair was damp with sweat. He didn’t look any cooler than Letty felt. She didn’t know what he meant. Maybe walking through the bush made you go a bit strange, like Cabbagetree Bill.


      ‘We-er a bit like the holy family, in the Christmas story,’ Abner explained. ‘We’ve got a horse and cart instead of a donkey, but we-er travelling a long road, not of ou-er choosing. We’ve even got a mother called Mary and a babe.’ He patted Victoria on the bottom.


      Letty had forgotten that part of Christmas.


      Abner began to sing a carol: ‘He came down to earth from heaven –’


      ‘Don’t care,’ Harry interrupted. ‘I want a rest.’


      Letty agreed. It was well past lunchtime. Not far ahead the road seemed to broaden and straighten out. She looked behind them. The long line of animals snaked down the hill.


      As she watched, one of the lead bullocks staggered and fell to its knees. Its pair halted. The animals behind nearly walked into it, until the whole team was bunched up and stopped. The dray’s right wheel was balanced on a large rock. The pile of wool bales tilted at a precarious angle, out over the drop.


      The new bullocky walked up to the fallen animal, turned his whip handle around and hit the bullock across the nose. The bullock swung its head away, with a deep, mournful low. It hurt Letty to see such a powerful animal fallen down and helpless. Harry stiffened. Abner winced. Cabbagetree Bill didn’t seem to like it either. He muttered and stomped along the train of animals.


      The bullocky hit his beast again.


      Suddenly Harry let go Letty’s hand and ran down the road. He planted himself between the animal and the man, and yelled, ‘Don’t do that!’


      Harry was standing so close that the bullock’s horns towered over him. Letty was afraid it would gore him.


      ‘Harry!’ Mary screamed.


      The fallen bullock’s pair shied away, startled. It backed into the animal behind it. The rest of the team shuffled and twisted in their yokes, trying to move out of the way. A jerky ripple went down the line. Letty saw the pole pair step sideways. The dray tilted further. The wool bales were about to topple over the edge.


      Letty dashed forward and lunged for Harry. The front bullock lumbered to its feet, as she pulled the little boy away. The dray’s wheel slipped on the rock. The dray came down on the road with a tremendous ‘crack’. The noise echoed off the mountains, and the pile of wool bales shuddered – but stayed upright.


      Letty’s heart thumped. Even though Harry had come to no harm and the dray’s load was safe, it had been a very close thing. Mary scooped up her son and held him tight. Letty saw that her fingers had left a mark on the soft skin of Harry’s arm, so she gave it a gentle rub. Abner gave a long sigh of relief.


      But the bullockies didn’t. Ignoring Mary and the children, they strode down to the dray. There they lay on their backs in the dust, looking underneath. The new bullocky began to swear black and blue. Cabbagetree Bill shoved his hat down on his head and trudged up to Clem.


      ‘Axle’s broken,’ he said.


      Clem frowned and crossed his arms.


      ‘What’s a axle?’ Harry whispered to Abner.


      ‘The part that turns the wheels,’ Abner answered.


      Bill unchained his team from the vehicle. So the dray wasn’t going anywhere. Were they stuck here, in the middle of nowhere? Letty wondered. That would be even worse than having to walk.


      ‘That’s the top of the pass ahead there,’ said the second bullocky. ‘There’s water for camping. We can move the bloody load with the cart, then tomorrow cut some timber to fix the damn dray.’


      Letty licked her lips at the mention of water. Her feet hurt. A camp sounded good.


      But Clem didn’t seem to appreciate his precious wool being called a ‘bloody load’. Cabbagetree Bill wasn’t going along with the other man either.


      ‘That’s drummy ground,’ Bill grumbled. ‘The bullocks will bolt.’


      In the end there wasn’t really a choice. As everyone stood on the road, arguing over what to do, they heard the jingling of a harness. Clem’s horse began to toss its head and pull on the reins.


      ‘Someone comin’,’ said Cabbagetree Bill.


      It turned out to be the Sydney coach, on its way to Bathurst. The coach driver threatened that he’d report Bill and Clem to the troopers for obstruction of the mail if they didn’t clear the road.


      Eventually, they did. Letty, Harry and Mary walked the last mile, with Victoria awake and crying. Abner and the men untied the bales. They moved them to the cart two at a time, then carried them on past Mary and the children, to the head of the pass.


      In the late afternoon, Letty finally came out of the tangled forest and reached the open campsite. What a site it was, Letty couldn’t help thinking. She had never felt so high in her life. A mountain range spread at her feet. She stood on top of a long ridge, edged with big orange stacks of rock. Valleys were scooped out on either side of her. Shadows of wispy clouds moved across the forest below like swirling inkblots.


      Letty took a long drink from the tin cup Mary handed her. She felt the water soak inside her, and the Blue Mountains bathe her heart with their beauty.


      ‘Near as good as being at sea, this is,’ said Abner.


      ‘Better,’ Letty said. She was happy the dray would take a day to fix. She didn’t want to move.
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      AROUND the campfire that night, Letty could hear the bullock bells donging. The bullocks lowed to each other through the darkness.


      ‘Bloody animals are more conversational than you, Bill,’ said the new bullocky.


      ‘It’s been a long day,’ said Mary. ‘I’m sure we’re all tired.’


      ‘The worst of it is over,’ said Clem. ‘From here we go along the ridge, then downhill to Sydney.’


      ‘If we get that far,’ said Bill. He stamped one heel in the dirt. ‘Drummy ground.’


      ‘What’s drummy ground?’ Harry lifted his head from his father’s lap.


      ‘Hollowed out underneath like,’ said Bill. ‘An Aborigine bloke told me it’s haunted. Got ghosts. Bullocks don’t like it neither.’


      ‘Will the ghosts stop us getting to Christmas?’ said Harry, in a shaky voice.


      ‘Course not,’ said Clem.


      ‘I know a story to keep ghosts away,’ said Abner. ‘A holy one, from the Bible.’


      ‘I don’t hold with religion,’ said the second bullocky. ‘It’s all mumble jumble.’


      Harry glared at him. ‘Does the story have animals in it?’ he asked Abner.


      ‘Yes,’ said Abner.


      ‘Then tell me.’ Harry snuggled into his father.


      Abner began, in his funny Welsh voice that rocked gently like a ship at anchor. ‘A long, long time ago …’ Abner told the story about Mary and Joseph: how they travelled to Bethlehem, and how when Jesus was born he had to sleep with the animals, because there was no room anywhere else.


      Abner’s voice carried Letty across time and space, not to Bethlehem, but back to England. She remembered going to church on cold Christmas nights, with Lavinia, Papa and all her family. She remembered hearing that same story. Letty missed her family so much. She wished she had never left them.


      ‘Letty?’ Mary said softly. Abner had stopped speaking. Harry had fallen asleep.


      ‘Yes?’ Letty’s voice felt gravelly with tiredness and homesickness.


      ‘Tomorrow can you please –’


      Letty didn’t feel like thinking about tomorrow.


      ‘– can you please keep Harry out of the way? I know he’s not an easy child. It wasn’t your fault he made things worse today with the bullocks and the cart. I just don’t want Harry around while they fell a tree. I know I can trust you. Do your best.’


      ‘Yes, ma’am.’ Looking after Harry wasn’t something Letty wanted to do. But someone had to.


      [image: image]


      Not long after sunrise, cicadas woke Letty. With the insects singing so early, she knew it was going to be very hot. The bullocks lay in the grass like boulders, not moving except for the slow chew of their jaws. At least nobody had to walk today, Letty thought.


      After breakfast Abner found a shady spot to sit and splice rope. The men would need the rope later, for binding a tree trunk to the broken axle. Letty and Harry went to keep him company. Abner let Harry hold the end of the rope. But Harry soon got bored. He wandered off into a glade of long grass.


      ‘Don’t go too far,’ Letty called.


      Harry shrugged his shoulders and went further away.


      ‘No need to be craxy with ou-er Letty, now,’ Abner chided. ‘Only lookin’ out for you, she is.’


      Harry came back towards them a bit. Letty was grateful to Abner.


      ‘Ach, I need to sharpen this knife,’ said Abner. ‘Back soon.’


      As soon as he saw Abner stroll back towards the cart, Harry’s wanderings got further and further from Letty. When she couldn’t see his little dark head above the bushes, she had to go after him.


      ‘Harry!’


      ‘Come here, Letty!’ Harry’s voice came out of the bushes. They were the same sort of white-flowered bushes that Harry hid in on the sheep-run, Letty noticed. She looked back. Abner hadn’t returned yet.


      ‘What are you doing in there?’ she asked.


      Harry crawled out on hands and knees. ‘It’s a secret,’ he said smugly. ‘But …’ He eyed Letty. ‘If you’re not craxy with me, I’ll tell you.’


      ‘Oh, really!’ she said with a smile. ‘Well, a secret might be fun.’


      ‘Yes!’ said Harry, his eyes sparkling. For once she had said something to please him, she thought. ‘Come in here.’ He beckoned.


      Letty followed him into the bushes.


      ‘On your tummy. Shh!’ Letty did as she was told. ‘Now look close,’ Harry whispered.


      Letty looked. Dozens of little butterflies flitted through the bushes. They were the purple-blue of an evening sky, dusted with gold. The edges of their wings were scalloped like lace.


      ‘Aren’t they beautiful?’ she said.


      Harry nodded solemnly. ‘They’re my friends,’ he said. ‘They sit on my hair and kiss me.’


      The butterflies danced about like coloured fairies. Letty and Harry watched them together. Harry lay completely still, the flitting wings of the butterflies reflected in his eyes. Letty could hear him breathing, soft and steady.


      ‘We’d better go,’ Letty said after a while.


      ‘Why?’ said Harry. ‘Don’t you like them?’


      She did, but the others didn’t know where they were.


      Letty wriggled backwards. Mary’s letter fell out of her pocket. Harry saw the blue paper fall before she did. He grabbed it and held it up over his head.


      ‘A big butterfly!’ he said, pinching the letter between his fingers and fluttering it through the air.


      ‘No, that’s mine!’ said Letty.


      Harry laughed. He scuttled away from Letty, further into the bushes.


      ‘You can’t catch me!’


      ‘Yes I can, Harry Grey. Now, you come back!’


      But Harry just laughed again and squirmed out the other side. He took off down a wallaby track between the trees, keeping one eye on Letty and still flying his ‘butterfly’.


      Letty had to run after him.


      ‘Harry!’


      Letty was catching up, but Harry didn’t stop. He was giggling as he ran. Letty worried that he would crumple the letter and ruin it. She needed it to get another job – she had to get it back. Letty ducked under a branch, her eyes fixed on the blue paper in Harry’s hand. Too late, she realised they had come to the rim of the valley. Right in front of them the ridge dropped away to thick forest. Letty grabbed at Harry’s smock. He jerked away. Then they both lost their balance, and fell.
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      LETTY’S feet slid out from underneath her. She skidded down the slope, over smooth, dry leaves. She crashed past a hanging fern. She clutched at a frond. It ripped through Letty’s hands, but it did slow her fall. She hooked an arm around a shrub, and came to a halt, gasping for breath.


      Below her, she could see Harry tumbling, round and round, down and down. Finally he slumped against a fallen tree. For a second, there was silence. Letty felt sick. What if he was dead?


      Then Harry began to cry – a muffled, faraway wail. Letty shuddered with relief. She had to get to him, even though it meant going further down the steep slope. Maybe he was hurt.


      ‘I’m coming!’ Letty’s voice sounded strange in the forest. The tall trees and the carpet of leaves seemed to soak it up. Carefully, she let go of the plant she was holding and slithered on her bottom and all fours, like some kind of odd, upside-down spider.


      When she came near, Harry sat up. Tears ran down his face.


      ‘I hate you!’ he said. ‘You’re horrible!’


      Letty was so taken aback she stopped. What had she done to deserve that?


      Harry wouldn’t even look at her. Instead he climbed to his feet and began to stumble down the hill, still crying.


      ‘Harry, wait!’ Letty called. Harry only hurried away quicker. Despite his small size, he was just as fast as she was, on this steep slope where she couldn’t run properly.


      Uncertain of what to do, Letty looked back over her shoulder. They had come so far so quickly. The top of the ridge was a long way up. Getting back there would be much harder. Well above her, Letty could see a torn piece of Harry’s smock, snagged on a bush. Mary wouldn’t be happy. Letty would offer to mend it later.


      But first she had to get Harry to stop. For a second she lost sight of him amongst the ferns. Letty was suddenly frightened – worse things could happen out here than torn clothes. Then she saw him again, scrambling over a log. He was like one of the little lambs on the sheeprun, when they had lost their mother, running about in a panic.


      ‘Harry, come back!’ she yelled. ‘You’ll get lost!’


      Harry stopped. He looked back at her. But the moment Letty moved towards him, he started off again.


      Letty realised it wouldn’t take long at all for both her and Harry to get really lost. There was no road to follow back, only trees in every direction. Their coloured clothes were the only things that stood out in the dim, green forest.


      That gave Letty an idea. Not one she liked to do – Lavinia would scold her no end for spoiling another dress. Letty would never have dreamt of doing such a thing in England, or even Sydney. But if she didn’t … Letty sat down and, with her hands and teeth, tore a strip off her blue skirt. She tied it at headheight around a bare branch. If she did this often, it would be like a road – a trail of markers to show where they’d come from.


      Then she slithered downwards again. She was just in time to see Harry skid on a patch of moss and tumble between two large rocks.


      She tied a couple more tags quickly, and hurried after him. The rocks were taller than Letty’s head and she scraped her knee and her knuckles climbing down to Harry. He was still there, lying on a pile of leaves.


      ‘Puh! Puh!’ Harry spat. His mouth was crusted with dirt. Letty wiped his face with the hem of her petticoat.


      ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.


      ‘Go away!’ he said, and curled himself into a ball. But Letty didn’t go away.


      ‘What’s the matter, Harry?’ she asked.


      ‘You hurt me!’ he said. ‘You pushed me down!’


      ‘I didn’t!’ said Letty hotly. All of a sudden, she was really annoyed. She had spent the last half year chasing Harry around, trying to be patient and careful, while he was as carefree as the butterflies. And then he blamed her! ‘How could I push you?’ she said. ‘I wasn’t even near.’


      ‘At the top you did!’ Harry insisted.


      ‘I’d never do that!’ Letty said. ‘I was trying to hold on to you, to stop you falling. You’re always running off, and one day you’re going to get hurt.’


      ‘I am hurt,’ said Harry in a low voice.


      Letty was exasperated. ‘Well, there you are, you see!’


      Harry curled himself up tighter. His little shoulders were shaking. Letty looked at him. She remembered herself hunched up on the bunk of the ship, crying, all those months before, and how her not-very-good friend Jemima hadn’t helped. She remembered what it was like to be alone and sad. Harry did cause problems, but he didn’t mean to, Letty thought. If she was cranky with him, he’d only be angry and frightened, and shut himself up more.


      ‘I’m sorry, Harry.’ Letty lifted his tangled hair off his face. ‘Can you show me where it hurts?’


      Slowly, he stretched out a foot towards her. ‘Don’t touch,’ he said.


      Letty examined his leg, without touching. His knees were grazed and dirty. He also had a jagged scratch along one shin.


      ‘Blood!’ he whimpered.


      It didn’t look like a very bad cut, but Letty wasn’t sure. It was so hot, even in the thick shade of the rainforest, that it was hard to think. Her lips felt dry and cracked. As she tried to work out what to do, she realised that somewhere below she could hear an even, musical murmur.


      ‘Listen,’ she said. Could it be water?


      Harry listened, then licked his lips. ‘I’m thirsty, Letty.’


      ‘Well.’ She offered Harry a hand. ‘Upsy daisy then.’


      Harry took her hand. But he cried out as she tried to pull him up and crumpled back onto the ground.


      ‘My foot ouches,’ he said.


      ‘Can’t you stand?’ Letty asked.


      Harry shook his head.


      Letty sighed. If Harry couldn’t stand, he certainly couldn’t walk. That meant he couldn’t climb back up, either. Letty hoped the adults would rescue them. She was glad she had made that trail of blue ties.


      ‘How about I carry you?’ Letty suggested.


      Harry shook his head.


      Letty thought of the carcasses beside the road up the mountains. Even great big bullocks died without water. What hope did small children have? Harry needed her help. But how could she get him to accept it? Giving him orders didn’t work. She squatted down and looked into Harry’s face.


      ‘Imagine …’ she began. Harry’s blue eyes fixed on hers. ‘Imagine you’re a fine trooper and I’m your horse –’


      ‘My racehorse,’ Harry interrupted.


      ‘Yes, and we’re going for a ride.’


      Harry sat up.


      ‘Now hop in the saddle.’ Letty turned around so Harry could climb on her back.


      Harry clasped his hands around her neck. ‘Giddyup!’ he said.


      Letty struggled to her feet, then did her best to neigh and prance. Harry giggled. He leaned his face against hers. Harry’s cheek was velvety, like Victoria’s. At last he trusted her. It was a good feeling, even though he was hot and heavy and made Letty’s knees ache.


      The ground began to flatten out. Letty could smell the sweetness of the water. They had reached the bottom of one of those deep valleys she had seen from the top of the pass. A creek ran over rocks and gurgled through the black earth.


      ‘Hooray! Here’s lots of water, Harry.’ She set him down on a rock in the stream. They cupped their hands in the clean water, again and again. Then they washed their faces and cooled their necks. Letty took off Harry’s boots and washed his shin and swollen ankle.


      Harry was happy watching the water run around his feet. He didn’t want to take them out again.


      Perhaps they didn’t need to move, Letty thought. Surely Abner and the Greys must be looking for them by now. Letty had been careful to leave lots of blue tags, which they could follow. Her dress was so shredded, there was more petticoat than skirt now, Letty thought ruefully.


      It might take time for Clem and Abner to catch up. The campsite on the ridge was miles away. But they were tall and strong. They could travel much faster than she and Harry.


      ‘Let’s wait here for a while,’ Letty said. ‘Your papa will come looking for us, for sure.’


      Letty and Harry rested with their backs against a giant tree trunk. Harry became very still, then fell asleep. Letty saw how the forest was incredibly green, everywhere. Green moss grew on the rocks. Green vines looped from high branches. Lichen traced delicate collars on the silver throats of gum trees. Being in the forest was like being inside a tapestry, thought Letty, a tapestry in shades of green and charcoal. Threads and tendrils ran all over the place. It wasn’t at all like England.


      Letty felt the forest go very quiet. She couldn’t hear any kookaburras calling or little birds twittering. The forest seemed to be gloomier, too. When she looked straight up through the treetops, the patches of sky above had deepened into a purple colour, like that of the butterflies in the morning. Was it nearly night already? Letty wondered. Did that mean the adults couldn’t look for them anymore? Would they give up in the dark?


      Off in the distance, beyond the burble of the stream, Letty thought she heard a roaring sound. It wasn’t the sort of noise made by people. Letty was uneasy. She assured herself that the others would be here soon.


      Leaves began to scatter around her like rain. Tree branches creaked, and the tops of the trees tossed and swayed. The weather had changed, Letty realised. The roaring noise was a wild wind.


      Soon Letty felt like she was at the bottom of a stormy sea. At ground level, the air hardly stirred. But out in the open, Letty imagined, it would be a gale. She hoped Mary and Victoria were all right. Letty suddenly thought that Clem and Abner might turn back to look after them and the wool bales. She and Harry might be out here all night, or even longer … Letty didn’t want to think about that.


      Thunder rumbled across the valley. Lightning flashed. Single drops of rain started to fall like long spears into the forest.


      ‘Harry.’ Letty woke him gently.


      Harry opened his eyes and shut them again. He grumbled. ‘Where is my papa?’


      Letty didn’t know how to answer.


      ‘Letty, I don’t want to be here.’


      Neither did she. She didn’t want to be stuck in the dark, in the lightning and rain. They needed shelter, she decided. Perhaps those big rocks that Harry had fallen between could give it.


      ‘We’re going to find a hiding place,’ she said. ‘Come on, Mr Trooper.’
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      ONE of the rocks leaned over like a broken fence. Letty and Harry got out of the rain by huddling under it. They didn’t stay dry for long though. Water ran down the stone and dripped on Letty’s neck. At first she didn’t mind, but then she began to feel damp. If she and Harry got soaked, Letty thought, they would also get cold. They needed to keep dry, especially if –


      Letty did not want to consider that ‘if’. But she had to. She had to look after both of them – especially if no one came for them before nightfall.


      ‘I’m getting wet, Harry. We need to move further under the rock,’ she told him.


      Harry tried to shift further back, but winced as his foot hurt him. He shook his head. ‘You move under,’ he said.


      Letty tried very hard to forget what she knew about snakes, and looked into the low, dark space. She couldn’t see anything nastier than moss and a spider. She could see better than she expected, actually. It was almost like there was daylight coming from under one end of the rock. She lay on her tummy and wriggled inwards. She wriggled further. There was a gap under the rock.


      ‘Oh my goodness!’ she exclaimed.


      ‘What?’ said Harry.


      Letty heaved herself through the gap with her elbows. Her head came out into a cave. Not a little one, but a cavern of orange rock as high as a cathedral. A shaft of light came in through its ceiling. Where the light fell, lime-green treeferns opened in starbursts.


      ‘What, Letty?’


      ‘I’ll show you,’ she offered. ‘Lie down and keep your head low. This might hurt a little bit, but be brave.’


      Harry did as Letty asked. She pulled him through by his arms.


      His eyes went big and round as he saw where he was. ‘It’s a treasure cave, Letty! Where bushrangers put their loot!’


      ‘Mm,’ said Letty, who didn’t think so. Unfortunately they were too far away from the road, and the bush was too thick here, even for bushrangers. There weren’t even any signs that Aborigines had been in here. No, she and Harry were all alone.


      ‘Let’s explore,’ she said quickly. ‘And see what we can find.’ She helped Harry climb down into the cave.


      As she expected, they didn’t find treasure. But they did find a cosy nook with a floor of soft dust. They also found a fallen branch with lots of dry leaves. She must do the best she could, Letty thought. And then hope. She turned around to Harry.


      ‘How about we pretend,’ she said.


      Harry looked at her with interest.


      ‘We’ll pretend we’re good bushrangers,’ Letty continued, ‘and we’re going to camp in our hideout tonight.’


      So they made themselves a ‘nest’, as Harry called it, in the corner. They used leaves to sleep on, and sheets of bark for blankets. In the middle of the cavern, rain poured through the hole in the roof. Letty could still hear the wind thrashing the trees outside. She thought their nest could have done with a featherbed. But at least it was dry and still.


      The light was fading when she finished preparing their bed. Harry and Letty snuggled together under the bark.


      ‘I’m hungry, Letty,’ Harry moaned.


      ‘I know,’ she said. ‘So am I. Try not to think about it. We’ll have dinner when we’re found.’


      Letty knew in her heart they wouldn’t be found in this cave tonight. Maybe in the morning Clem would organise a search. But it was too dangerous for anyone to stumble around in the bush at night with only candles to see by. Even if they decided to try, no one would see Letty’s trail in the dark. Letty wouldn’t hear their voices calling in the rain and wind either.


      ‘I didn’t want to get lost,’ Harry said tearily. ‘I only wanted to play.’


      ‘I know. Harry, you have been very brave.’


      ‘Like a trooper,’ sniffed Harry.


      ‘Oh, braver. Like …’ Letty was thinking of Abner. She wished he was here.


      ‘Like my papa!’ said Harry.


      ‘Yes.’ Letty put her arm around him.


      ‘I like you when you’re not bossy, Letty.’


      ‘Yes,’ she answered, ‘and I like you when you don’t run away.’


      Letty meant it. She felt she had found more than the cave in this strange forest. Letty had also found the way into Harry’s own world, where a treasure of insects and animals and imagination was hidden. Letty thought it was a big shame it had taken so long. They hadn’t liked each other until now, and she would soon be leaving him, in Sydney. Or possibly, just possibly – Letty barely gave this thought room to breathe – She’d never leave him, because they’d never be found.


      She hugged Harry. ‘Shall I tell you a story like Abner?’ she offered. Her voice echoed in the dark.


      ‘Did Mary and Jesus camp in a cave, too?’ Harry asked.


      ‘I don’t know. Maybe. There wasn’t room for them in the inn. Oh!’ Letty suddenly remembered. ‘Abner left a bit out. About night-time. And sheep.’


      ‘Sheep?’ said Harry.


      ‘On the first Christmas night, a long, long time ago,’ she began, ‘some shepherds were watching their flocks in the fields. Then suddenly, a host of angels appeared in the sky, singing “Glory in the highest”.’ The words came back to Letty from deep in her memory.


      ‘What does that mean?’ Harry interrupted.


      ‘I don’t know,’ said Letty. There were lots of things she didn’t know. ‘But it sounds nice.’


      ‘Mm,’ agreed Harry.


      ‘“This very night,” the angels said, “the Christ-child has been born to you.”’ Letty remembered that from a Christmas song, which she had sung with her family. ‘And the angels told the shepherds how to go to Bethlehem.’


      Letty stopped. She couldn’t remember anything else.


      ‘Letty!’ Harry breathed in her ear. ‘There they are!’


      ‘What?’ said Letty.


      ‘On the rocks,’ whispered Harry.


      Letty looked into the darkness of the cavern. In the depths, away from the palegrey glimmer of the sky, pin-pricks of light glimmered on the rockface.


      ‘The angels!’ Harry said.


      Letty wondered if angels shouldn’t be bigger. But they were mysterious and unearthly, those tiny lights.


      ‘Do you think –’


      ‘Shh, Letty. They’re singing!’


      Harry listened to the ‘angels’, as he lay scrunched up against her, until he fell asleep.


      Letty wished that Abner could hear the angels, and know where to find her. Letty and Harry weren’t Aborigines; they didn’t know how to live off the bush. And Harry couldn’t possibly climb back out of the cave and walk up and over the cliff. If nobody found them, Letty knew, they would die out here.


      Letty thought about the trail of markers she had made. She hoped they would withstand the rain and wind. Then, as she thought all the way back to when they’d fallen from the ridge, Letty realised there was a gap in her plans – at the beginning. There was no marker at the top of the cliff. The cloth tags were all in the forest below. That was why nobody had followed them. None of the adults or Abner knew where they’d gone over the edge. The Greys wouldn’t know where to start looking in the huge wide mountains. They’d never find the blue strips of cloth. And they’d never find her and Harry.
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      HARRY was so tired he fell straight asleep, and didn’t wake while Letty shook with sobs.


      She and Harry weren’t going to be rescued. They were both going to die. Already Letty felt hungry, tired and weak.


      She thought how Mary, Clem and Victoria would not know how courageous their little boy was. Mary would lose another child because she, Letty, hadn’t been able to save him. Abner and Lavinia would be very sad, but they might also think she was careless and silly. They wouldn’t know how much she loved them all. It was too, too terrible.


      Letty felt like she was never good enough. It was a familiar feeling. She had often made mistakes. She had made so many this year, starting off with the awful mix-up that got her on the ship.


      She stared up at the little lights twinkling on the cave roof. They reminded her of the stars at sea, and Abner talking about Almighty God. Abner never doubted God, no matter how far he was from home. He never doubted her, either.


      That made her think: since leaving England she had actually done many things that seemed impossible. She had made friends with Abner, the boy she once called ‘Freckle-head’. She had helped Mary give birth, and got herself a new job. She had reached the troopers and saved the Greys from bushrangers.


      Her papa’s last instructions to Letty were to be good, and stay by Lavinia’s chest. But waiting, fearfully and obediently, hadn’t helped her then. It was unlikely to help now. Abner wasn’t here to save her, nor Papa, Clem Grey, Lavinia or anyone.


      She must do something herself.


      ‘You can, dear Letty,’ the stars seemed to whisper. ‘We know you can.’


      [image: image]


      In the morning, Letty told Harry she had to leave him.


      Harry looked scared. He frowned. ‘No, Letty. Don’t go!’


      ‘I’m going to get help,’ Letty told him.


      ‘Take me too!’ said Harry.


      ‘I can’t carry you out,’ Letty explained. ‘You’re such a strong, brave boy,’ she said. ‘I know you’ll be all right. Think of all that time you spent by yourself on the sheep-run.’


      ‘But I wasn’t by myself then. The sheep and the butterflies were there.’


      ‘And the angels are here,’ Letty said. ‘Perhaps you can’t see them in daylight, that’s all. You listen for them.’


      Harry peered at the roof, listening. He gave a little smile.


      Letty kissed him on the forehead and climbed up to the crack in the rocks. She pulled herself out under the slab, into the rainforest again. It was cooler than the day before – cool enough to make her shiver. It looked different, too, with the sun slanting in from another direction, glinting off water droplets and shiny leaves. Letty couldn’t figure out which direction the camp might be. But just where She’d left it, near the cave entrance, she found a soggy tag of cloth, bluer than ever now that it was wet.


      Letty searched ahead of her. She couldn’t see another tag anywhere. She wanted to run upwards in panic, but she made herself climb on top of the rock instead. She took a deep breath and had another look. There was the next marker. It was above and to the left, almost behind a tree trunk. Such a tiny thing in all this vast forest.


      Letty began to climb the steep slope. With every step she took, the soles of her boots slipped backwards. She had to grab low branches and prickly bushes to haul herself up. Soon her boots rubbed blisters on both ankles. Letty stopped to take them off. She was dismayed that she could still see the rocks that marked the entrance to the cave. She had so much further to go.


      Letty tied her bootlaces together and strung them around her neck. They banged on her chest. So she hung them from a branch, thinking another marker wouldn’t hurt. Then she made herself keep going. Now she had to move even slower, to avoid sharp sticks under her bare feet.


      Letty’s knees shook and her head felt like it was spinning. She worried about Harry waiting below and hoped he wasn’t too frightened. She thought of the night they had just spent together, and pinpricks of hope and determination flickered inside her, like Christmas candles in a dark church. She would not give up. She could not give up. The words began to march around in her head, keeping time with her heaving breath.


      Wouldn’t; couldn’t. Wouldn’t; couldn’t. Letty made her feet plod upwards. She stumbled on a vine, tripped and fell on her knees. ‘Help!’ she called. Her voice sounded weak and fluttery. Calling was no use. She must keep going. She stood up. But the stone she stood on came loose and slid out from under her. Letty yelped as she lost her balance and slid several feet back down. The stone went crashing away below her, breaking ferns and sending cockatoos screeching.


      The stone stopped. There was silence for a moment. Then Letty heard, ‘Coo-ee!’


      Letty’s heart jumped. ‘Coo-ee!’ she called back. But it sounded high and squeaky, like it wouldn’t go any distance. She couldn’t see anybody, but somewhere not too far away in the bush was another human. She had to draw them to her.


      Letty picked up a pebble and threw it as far as she could in the direction of the other voice. The pebble didn’t make as much noise as the rock, but once again it disturbed a whole lot of birds, and even a wallaby this time. Letty hoped that whoever it was, they might be able to see the birds flapping upwards.


      ‘Coo-ee!’ came the call again, closer this time.


      ‘Here!’ yelled Letty. She threw another pebble.


      And then, suddenly, there was Abner’s coppery hair, bobbing above a bush.


      Letty waved both arms above her head.


      ‘Here!’ she wanted to yell, but it came out as a croak, and all she could do was rush madly up the slope towards him. Clem and Abner both came into sight. They saw Letty and began bounding down the hillside towards her, swags of blankets bouncing on their shoulders.


      ‘Letty!’ Abner was grinning madly. He folded his arms around her as soon as they reached her. ‘Aye, mun, it’s you, praise Heaven.’


      Letty leaned on his shirt, sweaty as it was, and cried in relief.


      ‘How did you find me?’ she asked when she could speak.


      ‘A little blue paper perched on a branch, there was,’ said Abner. ‘All wet and inky, but Mary Grey swore it was yours. And a trail of broken bushes, like you’d gone right over the edge. Had to rig up a line of rope to get down that cliff, we did. But then we found your bits of dress.’


      Clem put a hand on Letty’s arm.


      ‘Letty,’ he said urgently, ‘where’s Harry?’


      Letty wiped her eyes and smiled at Clem.


      ‘I’ll show you,’ she said.
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      In Town
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      HARRY could not stop talking about the treasure cave all the way back to the top of the pass. When Mary saw them again, she came running, her long skirts billowing around her legs. Harry didn’t squirm away from his mother, but nestled into her lap and rested against her. When Clem explained how Letty had looked after him, Mary’s eyes filled with tears and she hugged Letty too.


      Even Cabbagetree Bill took his pipe out of his mouth. ‘Glad you little tackers are found,’ he told Letty, before going to finish the axle repairs.


      ‘Bloody sure you were dead,’ said the second bullocky, which got him angry looks from all the Greys.


      They set off for Sydney next day. Except for the second bullocky, who took his pay and his team back to Hartley. The rest of the journey went much faster. The road was downhill, the Greys were happy to be together and Harry was excited about Christmas.


      Letty longed to see Lavinia now. Abner got quieter, the closer they got to Sydney. Letty could guess why. Like her, he had nowhere to go.


      ‘Come and stay with us,’ Clem invited them all. ‘We’ll make George find room for a few more swags on his floor. He’s got plenty of bread to share.’


      Letty and Abner accepted, of course. Cabbagetree Bill didn’t. He couldn’t wait to get back to the bush. But neither Letty nor Abner could stay with Mary’s brother George forever. Letty was still alive, and that was wonderful, but the bush wasn’t the only place you could die of hunger. Both she and Abner had to work for a living.
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      The cart and the dray rolled into the city a week before Christmas. Clem went down to the docks immediately to arrange the sale of his wool. Abner went with him.


      George welcomed the rest of them at the bakery with a string of swear words.


      ‘Sorry, Letty,’ he said, wiping his hands on his shirt. ‘I’m so pleased to see you all, y’know. It’s darn lonely by myself. Would you like me to go find your sister?’ he added hopefully.


      ‘You can give me a hand,’ said Mary, passing him Victoria, ‘so Letty can go and see her sister.’


      Letty walked along Cumberland Street to the big house where Lavinia worked. Not much had changed since Letty first came to Sydney, except that one of the houses was boarded up. The streets were as crowded and busy as ever. After half a year, Letty was back where She’d arrived, still homeless and still looking for work.


      Lavinia answered when Letty knocked on the back door of number 200. She threw her arms around her little sister. Both of them burst into tears.


      ‘Oh, Letty, why did you have to come now?’ sobbed Lavinia. ‘Didn’t you get my letter?’


      ‘Yes,’ said Letty, breathing in the lavender scent of Lavinia’s dress, so familiar and soothing.


      ‘Then why didn’t you do what I said?’


      ‘I can’t always do what you say, Lavinia,’ Letty answered. ‘I had to leave the Greys’ farm. The drought is very bad.’


      ‘I’ve heard of the drought.’ Lavinia sat down in a kitchen chair. Her lace handkerchief was already on the table, Letty saw, and she was still crying. She hadn’t even noticed that Letty was wearing her old winter dress, instead of the ruined summer one. Something was wrong.


      ‘Money is tight here, too,’ Lavinia said bleakly. ‘I’ve been given notice, Letty. I finish on Christmas Eve. Christmas Eve!’ She tossed her head. ‘So they don’t have to pay for a holiday. The so-and-so’s!’ she added in a low voice.


      ‘We could go back to Mrs Chisholm’s,’ Letty suggested.


      Lavinia shook her head. ‘I’ve already been there. Mrs Chisholm is advising girls to go to Port Phillip, where there are more opportunities. But I don’t feel like doing that.’


      ‘Why?’ asked Letty.


      ‘Just because,’ said Lavinia. ‘I prefer it here.’


      Letty wasn’t sure that was a good reason. Letty would have preferred many things to be different, but they weren’t. She went back to the bakery with a heavy heart. So Lavinia was out of work soon, too. Letty did not know what to do. She didn’t even have a decent dress to present herself in. They might have to go to Port Phillip.


      Clem and Abner were back.


      ‘Hold out your hand,’ Clem told his wife. He laid his hand over Mary’s palm and squeezed it. Letty heard the chink of coins. ‘That’s a bit of Christmas for the littlies!’ he said.


      Mary kissed him on the cheek. ‘You got a good price for the wool, then.’


      Clem nodded. ‘Abner’s done well, too.’


      ‘Aye, aye.’ Abner smiled. ‘I’ve got work already, Letty.’


      ‘Oh.’ Letty felt tears coming back. This was too much. Abner’s work always took him away. He was leaving her again. Maybe forever. It didn’t matter where she and Lavinia went, Letty thought. They’d be alone anyway.


      ‘On a ship?’ she asked.


      He nodded. ‘A tidy little schooner. And I like the First Mate. First run is to Newcastle, but not till after Christmas.’


      Letty could hardly bear to look at him. She didn’t see why he was so cheery.


      ‘A coaster, she is, Letty. She runs up and down the Australian coast, that means. I’ll be back in a couple of weeks. First Mate says if I’m a good hand, he’ll keep me on.’


      There was no better hand than Abner anywhere, Letty was certain. She would be very happy that he need never sail across the world again, if only she could stay in Sydney.


      ‘And he-er’s a gift for you.’ Abner handed her a rolled-up bit of sack. ‘Being Christmas. They-er’s one for Mary and Victoria, too.’


      Letty took the sack. It didn’t look very promising. It wasn’t big enough to be another door mat, like the one Abner had made on the ship. Lavinia was keeping the mat for her, because she still had nowhere to put it.


      ‘I pulled it from a crate,’ Abner explained. ‘Four or five crates-full, there were. Washed overboard in the storm last week. The agent on the dock says it’s ruined. But you and Mary know how to fix such things, I reckoned.’ He watched her keenly as she unrolled it.


      On the sack in Letty’s lap lay three twisted, salt-encrusted pieces of lace. Letty picked one up and tried to smooth it flat. It was a butterfly ornament. Its curved wings were bent and its delicate picots folded in.


      ‘Thought you’d like that one.’ Abner touched the butterfly gently with a calloused finger. ‘For when you get a new dress.’


      Letty smiled for him. ‘I do know how to fix this,’ she said. ‘It’s beautiful, Abner.’


      ‘The agent was going to chuck it,’ Abner said.


      ‘Really?’ said Letty. ‘It’s very expensive.’


      Abner shook his head. ‘Can’t sell it like that in the big town stores.’


      ‘They should pin it and wash it,’ said Letty. It seemed so wasteful to throw away something that could be so beautiful with just a little work. Especially when there were people, like herself, who had so little.


      ‘Not everyone’s as clever as you, Letty.’


      Letty blushed. Maybe it was true. Maybe she was good at some things that others weren’t.


      Then she gasped. ‘Oh, Abner!’ Letty was astonished at the size of the idea that had suddenly come to her.


      If she hadn’t faced ship’s fever, bushrangers and the mountain wilderness, she would never have dared dream up such a thing. Her plan was very bold, but she just might make it work. With some help. She had wages from Clem, and she knew she could rely on Abner, and maybe Mary and Lavinia, too …
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      Three days later, Letty was feeling almost giddy. She was both nervous and thankful for all the help She’d had putting her idea into action. She had used up all her wages, and Abner’s as well, because the agent on the docks had suddenly got cunning when he sensed he had a buyer for the goods. He charged all the money they had to transport the busted crates.


      Abner shrugged. ‘What’s money for? Glad to spend it, I am,’ he told Letty.


      Surprisingly, George gave enthusiastic support, too. He found a suitable place for Letty near George Street through one of his card-playing friends, and he paid the first month’s rent.


      He winked at Letty when she thanked him.


      ‘Struth, we’ve got to give you and your sister a roof over your heads,’ he said. ‘A Sydney roof, eh?’


      Letty had talked her plan through with Lavinia. Lavinia was very particular about the details, but then she was all for it.


      ‘I’m impressed, Letty,’ she said. ‘You’ve grown up so much since the beginning of the year – remember when you were too shy to stop yourself getting shipped off to Australia?’


      Letty remembered that too well. Many things had not worked out for her this year: the mix-up with the hope chest, which was now empty except for Abner’s mat; the rabbit pie; getting lost in the bush … But she had survived, and she had high hopes that this plan would be successful.


      ‘Now,’ said Lavinia, with that fiery look which usually meant trouble, ‘I’ll tell madam my employer that I’m finished with her! Finished as of today, so I can help you set up.’


      The sunny weather was perfect for washing. Even Harry helped with soaping up the water, while Mary sewed a large ruffle over the shredded lower half of Letty’s blue dress. When everything was ready, George placed an advertisement in the Sydney Gazette for Letty. She took the newspaper to Lavinia, who was giving the front room of their new place a final tidy-up.


      The newspaper read:


      
        Fresh Arrivals of New and Fashionable Goods


        The Misses L Beddows beg to inform the ladies of Sydney and the colony at large that they have received several cases of lace and ribbon. The quality and style of goods is first rate. The prices are very reasonable, in keeping with the colony’s difficult times. A brief list of goods includes: collars, cuffs, shawls, ornaments and Midlands lace by the yard. Customers are invited to Number 3 Jamison St, from the 24th day of December, 1841.

      


      ‘“The Misses Beddows”,’ said Lavinia. ‘I like that. I like being in charge of our own store.’ She did a twirl about the floor.


      Letty looked around her. The floor boards of their little shop were polished. The window panes sparkled. On the shelves behind the counter Lavinia had arranged the rolls of lovely, clean lace. She had left a short length of each lace trailing, soft as feathers, intricate as ferns. Letty thought the shelves were like a garden of white flowers. Above Letty’s head was draped a shawl of handmade Chantilly, the most expensive lace of all. It floated like gossamer, fine as a spider’s web, shimmering a little when the girls walked past. Their shop reminded Letty of the rainforest in a funny way – how there was something delicate and wonderful wherever she turned. It filled Letty’s heart with delight.


      Out the back were more boxes – enough lace to last them for a year. Later, Lavinia said, they could see about ordering some more. ‘Business can’t be bad forever,’ she was sure. ‘New people arrive in the harbour everyday, and some of them want nice clothes.’


      There was one thing missing, Letty thought. She went into the back room, opened the hope chest and took Abner’s rope mat out. Then she laid it at the front door, and they waited for customers.


      Letty’s heart beat faster when the shop bell tinkled. She and Lavinia had put so much work into this shop, and used up all their savings. If customers didn’t come, her plan had failed. They would be living on the streets.


      But the shop bell tinkled brightly over and over again. Many women wanted to buy things for Christmas; others wanted to see the new shop. All of them were pleased with the prices. Lavinia’s eyes sparkled like the silver coins she put neatly away in the cash box.


      Late on Christmas Eve, a tall woman and a young girl with blonde ringlets came in.


      ‘Letty Beddows,’ said the girl sweetly. The instant Letty recognised her, Letty felt as if she had somehow shrunk inside.


      ‘You remember my Jemima,’ said the woman.


      ‘She’s pretty hard to forget,’ said Lavinia with a professional smile. Letty completely agreed.


      ‘Can I help you with anything?’ asked Lavinia.


      ‘Dear girl, we saw your advertisement. We thought we’d like to help out our friends, didn’t we, Jemima? Do you have any Chantilly?’


      ‘Certainly,’ replied Lavinia. Ignoring the shawl, she took down a couple of rolls to show Jemima’s mother.


      Jemima fingered some of the costly lace. ‘Do you remember those ribbon rosettes you gave me?’ she asked.


      Letty nodded. ‘Do you still have them?’


      ‘Oo no!’ said Jemima. ‘They were too old. My father’s bought me three new dresses.’


      Letty said nothing. Those rosettes didn’t mean much to her now either. She had a whole shopful of her own trimmings. She didn’t want those roses or Jemima’s type of friendship anymore.


      ‘This is nice, Letty,’ Jemima said, holding a length of lace against her skirt. ‘Can I have some? Or –’ Jemima’s eyes fixed on the shawl. ‘What about that?’


      ‘Certainly,’ said Letty, just like Lavinia. ‘The shawl is ten pounds. The edging is nine shillings a foot.’


      Jemima put it back on the counter. Her mother chose the cheapest pair of machinemade cuffs, then asked Lavinia for a large discount. Lavinia arched her eyebrows, but agreed.


      ‘As a gift,’ she said, showing Jemima and her mother to the door. ‘Merry Christmas.’


      ‘And never again,’ she added, once the door was shut. ‘Don’t be unhappy, Letty. We can afford it. We’ve earned a month’s rent today.’
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      Christmas Day
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      THE next morning, the two girls tidied the shop again.


      ‘Nobody will come today,’ said Lavinia, when they’d finished. ‘They’re all getting ready for Christmas lunch.’


      Letty rested her arms on the counter. ‘Imagine what our family is doing now,’ she said. In her memory, Letty could see them crowded around a table set with the best china. ‘I wish they were here,’ she said.


      ‘I’m here,’ said Lavinia. ‘We have a very fine business and our own home in Australia.


      That’s something to celebrate. Though I wouldn’t mind a plum pudding, you know. We’ve been so busy I forgot about food.’


      On this day, especially, Letty missed her Papa and her little brother and sisters badly. Even though the shop was a success. If she and Lavinia had never left England, thought Letty, they would have a roof over their heads, plus pudding to eat, and more loved ones to share it with. To Letty that still mattered more than all the pretty things around them and the shillings in the drawer.


      But she didn’t want to start a row by explaining that to Lavinia. She laid her head on her arms.


      A muffled thud shook the front door. Letty looked up.


      ‘Is that a customer?’ she said doubtfully. Surely everybody but them was celebrating Christmas?


      Lavinia raised her eyebrows. ‘Maybe it’s a rich young man who forgot to buy his sweetheart a gift for Christmas,’ she whispered. ‘Shall we charge him double?’ She smoothed her dress, arranged her curls and opened the door.


      George stood there, spruced up in a clean shirt and waistcoat. A grin hovered on his face. He was holding something heavyish. A clean white tablecloth covered both the object and his hands.


      ‘What –’ said Lavinia.


      ‘I’ve come to wish the Misses Beddows compliments of the season,’ George said. ‘I’d take my hat off to you, but I’ve got my hands full.’


      ‘Come in!’ said Letty.


      George wiped his feet carefully on Abner’s mat. He carried the object through to the kitchen, placed it on the stove and dabbed at the trickle of sweat running into his collar. Then he whisked the white cloth off and flicked it over the table.


      ‘Christmas dinner!’ he announced.


      ‘George!’ Letty exclaimed. The object under the cloth was a beautiful pie, decorated with holly leaves and an angel, all cut out of golden pastry.


      ‘That’s quite something,’ said Lavinia.


      George nodded towards the front door. ‘Mary’s got the china and a pudding.’


      ‘Oh!’ said Letty and Lavinia together, as Clem appeared, loaded with plates. With Victoria on one hip, Mary steered Harry inside. Last came Abner, barefoot and carrying a sack over one shoulder.


      Abner held the sack out to Letty. ‘Oysters,’ he said. ‘Fresh off the rocks, they are. I got ’em at low tide.’


      ‘The rest’s all my work,’ George added, his chest puffing out the brocade of his waistcoast.


      ‘We hope you don’t mind company,’ said Mary.


      ‘As our Christmas dinner has gone walkabout,’ Clem said, ‘we thought we’d better follow.’


      Letty and Abner laughed. She was delighted to see them.


      ‘I guess you’d better sit down,’ said Lavinia.


      There weren’t nearly enough chairs, but Abner and Clem fetched one of the crates the lace had come in. They put that on one side of the table, then pulled the hope chest up to the opposite side.


      Lavinia frowned a little. ‘I’m sorry it’s not quite a proper Christmas setting,’ she said.


      ‘I’d say it is,’ grinned Abner. ‘We could call the crate a manger.’


      Letty was glad for Abner’s odd way of looking at things. She sat down on the brassstudded chest next to him. Mary and Clem shared the crate with their children.


      George pulled out a chair for Lavinia with a flourish.


      Lavinia swept elegantly into her seat.


      ‘Thank you for this lovely spread,’ she said.


      George beamed. Letty thought how handsome he looked when he was happy.


      ‘Ahem,’ said George. He ran a hand through his hair. ‘Struth, if you’ve a mind to it, I’ll happily share a lifetime of dinners with you.’


      Clem and Mary exchanged smiles. Victoria gurgled.


      Lavinia went pinker than her dress. She looked both embarrassed and extremely pretty, Letty thought.


      ‘I can’t ask your father’s permission as he’s not here,’ George continued, dropping to one knee. ‘But I’m sure I’ve got Letty’s.’ He winked.


      Letty could hardly breathe, let alone speak.


      ‘Oh, you oaf,’ said Lavinia, twisting a curl rapidly around one finger. ‘I don’t want to marry. I came to Australia to find some independence. Now I’ve finally got it, I’m not giving it up.’


      George heaved a sigh. He bent over to Letty and whispered in her ear.


      ‘That’s what makes your sister such a damn fine woman,’ he said, just loud enough that everyone could hear. ‘I’m not giving up, either.’


      Letty laughed. If George kept trying this hard, Letty thought, her sister would soften. One day, she would become a very lovely bride, in a big dress with lots of lace, Letty was sure.


      Harry slipped off Clem’s knee. He climbed under the table, then wriggled up next to Letty on the hope chest.


      ‘We made it to Christmas, Letty!’ he said. Letty put an arm around him and held him close.


      Abner bowed his head to say grace. ‘We thank thee, Lord, fo-er this Christmas Day,’ he said. ‘We thank thee fo-er light in dark times, and fo-er friends in lonely places. Fo-er this year that’s been and the ones to come. Amen.’


      Letty nearly cried. She thought how it had been very hard since she left her home in England. She had often been so lonely and so frightened. She’d lost family and friends, and all their belongings in the hope chest. So much had gone wrong.


      Letty didn’t understand why she had been through all these painful things in one year. But she wasn’t too sad. Now she had so much. She had a shop full of beautiful lace and a plan for the future. She had a plate full of Christmas dinner. More than that, she had courage, she had Lavinia’s respect, and a parlour full of true friends. Through her worst days, she had found love.


      She watched Harry run his fingers round the brass studs of the hope chest. ‘You know …’ Letty said.


      ‘Aye?’ Abner shucked the last of the oysters.


      Lavinia stopped pouring tea for George, and looked at her.


      ‘Our chest isn’t really empty,’ Letty said. ‘It’s full of hope.’


      Lavinia blew her a kiss. ‘Happy Christmas, little sister.’


      ‘Happy Christmas!’ cheered everyone else.

    

  


  
    

    HOW I BECAME

    AN AUSTRALIAN GIRL


    by Alison Lloyd


    
      I am an immigrant Australian girl, too. I came on a plane from the USA, with my mum, dad and baby sister, for my dad to start a new job. We moved into a new house, in a new suburb, in the new city of Canberra. We owned more stuff than Letty, but not DVDs, a computer or a colour TV. Our backyard was a bare slope of orange clay, which my sister and I used for making mud pies. I also loved reading, playing dress-ups and pretending to live in the olden days. Nowadays I live in Melbourne.


      Writing Letty’s story felt a lot like those games I used to play with my sister and my schoolfriends. Writing is another way of travelling by imagination back into the past.

    

  


  
    

    HOW I BECAME

    AN AUSTRALIAN GIRL


    Lucia Masciullo


    
      I was born and grew up in Italy, a beautiful country to visit, but also a difficult country to live in for new generations.


      In 2006, I packed up my suitcase and I left Italy with the man I love. We bet on Australia. I didn’t know much about Australia before coming – I was just looking for new opportunities, I guess.


      And I liked it right from the beginning! Australian people are resourceful, open-minded and always with a smile on their faces. I think all Australians keep in their blood a bit of the pioneer heritage, regardless of their own birthplace.


      Here I began a new life and now I’m doing what I always dreamed of: I illustrate stories. Here is the place where I’d like to live and to grow up my children, in a country that doesn’t fear the future.
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    The World’s First Christmas Card
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    This was the first commercial Christmas card, printed in England in 1843. Many of our Christmas customs, such as Christmas trees, Christmas cards and Christmas puddings, became popular when Queen Victoria was on the throne (1837–1901) – an era which is often called Victorian times.

  


  
    

    
      DID YOU KNOW…


      Abner means ‘the father is a light’

      


      Alison means ‘of noble kind’

      


      Clem means ‘merciful, mild or gentle’

      


      George means ‘earth mover’

      


      Harry means ‘home ruler’

      


      Jemima means ‘a dove’

      


      Lavinia means ‘mother of the Romans’

      


      Letitia means ‘joy’

      


      Lucia means ‘light’

      


      Mary means ‘sea of bitterness’

      


      Victoria means ‘conqueror’

      


      Do you know what your name means? You could ask someone in your family or look it up online.

      

    

  


  
    

    What Life was Like in

    Letty’s Time


    In the early 1840s, New South Wales went through a bad drought. Farmers took many of their sheep to slaughteryards, where the sheep carcasses were boiled to get tallow. Tallow was a kind of grease used for making polish, soap and candles in the days before electricity. During the drought, many Sydney businesspeople also went broke.


    The Blue Mountains lie between Sydney and inland New South Wales. There are still large areas of wilderness there. A road was built over the Blue Mountains from 1814 to 1815. It was very rough, compared to today’s roads, so travel was very slow. Cars had not been invented and railways had not been built in Australia in 1841. People, furniture, food and wool were moved either on foot, on horseback or in vehicles pulled by animals. Teams of bullocks (male cows) were used to pull the heaviest loads, because they were so strong. Bullockies continued to live and work along Australia’s country roads, and cut timber in the bush, up until the middle of last century.


    Just outside the Blue Mountains National Park are the stunning Jenolan Caves. They were first discovered, by white settlers at least, around Letty’s time. It’s a very long walk from Katoomba at the top of the mountains to the caves (although some people do it). But maybe there are more glow-worm caves in the forest, still waiting to be discovered …

  


  
    

    the


    OUR AUSTRALIAN GIRL


    song
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    We are all Australian girls, each one unique


    Reaching out across centuries, far lands and seas


    And even though I might seem different from you


    If you take my hand let’s share history too.


     


    Each of our girls has a story to tell


    An adventure, a journey, a growing as well


    Each one of them shares part of our history


    Each one an Australian girl like you and me.


    
      If you’d like to hear the OAG song, you’ll find it on our website. Go to ouraustraliangirl.com.au

    

  


  
    

    [image: image]

  


  
    

    [image: image]


     


    [image: image]


    Nellie

    1849


    An Irish orphan in South Australia

    by

    PENNY MATTHEWS


    Meet Nellie O’Neill as she arrives in Adelaide, full of dreams.
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    It’s 1849 and Nellie’s left the famine in Ireland far behind her and crossed the world to find a better life. Now that she’s come to South Australia, Nellie hopes she’ll never be hungry again. She has other hopes, too – to learn to read, and to be part of a family once more. Most of all, though, she wants to be seen not just as an Irish workhouse orphan, but as a person in her own right.


    Brave, bonny and full of fun, Nellie is a girl you’ll never forget. Meet Nellie and join the adventures of an Irish girl with a big heart, in search of the freedom to be herself.
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    Alice

    1918


    A ballerina in World War One

    by

    DAVINA BELL


    Meet Alice Alexander, at home with her big family in their house on the banks of the Swan River.
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    It’s 1918 and Alice’s deepest wish is to become a real ballerina. But as the war in Europe causes problems in Perth, her family is torn apart. Alice must make difficult choices between the thing she loves and the people she cares for most. Can she really give up on her dreams forever?


    Loyal, lively and graceful, Alice is an Australian girl living on the edge of the Indian Ocean. Meet Alice and join in the adventures of a girl with a beautiful gift in a world at war.
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    Meet the other Australian girls and authors
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    A HOME FOR GRACE

    1808


    It’s 1808 and Grace loves caring for baby Alice and working with her mistress, Beth, on the property at Rose Hill. Grace tries so hard to be a good servant – but still her master, Tom, doesn’t trust her. Does he blame her for what happened to Glory, who is injured and growing sicker every day? Grace has to do something to help, but who can she turn to?


    [image: image]


    Sofie Laguna, author of the Grace books, is a highly regarded and award-winning writer of several books for children. Bird and Sugar Boy was shortlisted for the 2007 CBCA Book of the Year Award, Younger Readers, and Sofie’s adult book, One Foot Wrong, was longlisted for the Miles Franklin Award in 2009.
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    Poppy Comes Home

    1864


    It’s 1864 and Poppy, disguised as a lost princess from India, has joined a travelling medicine show. They’re about to enter the town of Beechworth, where her brother Gus told her he was heading months before. Poppy is so happy to think that that she might find Gus at last! But when she follows the clues, they lead her to the cemetery. Gus couldn’t really be there, could he?
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    Gabrielle Wang, author of the Poppy books, is a much loved writer for young people. Gabrielle’s recent books include her bestselling Young Adult novel Little Paradise, and the very popular Ghost in My Suitcase, which won the 2009 Aurealis Award for young fiction.
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    Rose in Bloom

    1900


    It’s 1900 and even the death of Queen Victoria can’t stop the growing excitement as Melbourne gets ready to celebrate Federation – on Rose’s birthday! Meanwhile at school, Rose loves being involved in the cricket team. She’s so focused on the game coming up that she almost doesn’t notice Abigail acting strangely. What’s wrong with Rose’s best friend? And can Rose help?
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    Sherryl Clark, author of the Rose books, is a prolific and popular writer for children. Sherryl’s most recent Puffin book is Motormouth, a companion volume to Sixth Grade Style Queen (Not!), which was an Honour Book in the 2008 CBC Book of the Year Award, Younger Readers.
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    Want to find out more?

    For all the latest news, behind-the-scenes

    information and to enter competitions,

    visit our website. We’d love to hear from you!


     


    Follow the story of your favourite Australian girls and you will see that there is a special charm on the cover of each book that tells you something about the story.


    Here they all are. You can tick them off as you read each one.
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    A girl like me in a time gone by
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