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      HELLO! Thanks for choosing to read this book, the 4th book in The Beneath the Southern Cross - Dawn of A Sunburned Land Series. I hope you enjoy it and are blessed by it. To gain maximum enjoyment, it’s highly recommended that you read the first three books in the series (Love’s Unwavering Hope, Love’s Rebellious Spirit, and Love’s Distant Dream) first.

      As this story is set in Australia, Australian spelling and terminology have been used throughout.

      I hope you enjoy Harry and Clara’s continuing adventures and are blessed by their story, and be sure to follow their journeys on the map on the next page. You can also download a printable, coloured map here.

      
        
        Happy reading!

        Juliette
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Broome, June 1914

      The steamer’s shrill whistle pierced the morning air, jolting Clara’s heart against her ribs. She gripped the ship’s rail as salt spray misted her face, washing away the lingering taste of inland dust that had coated her throat for days. The sea breeze carried unfamiliar scents—brine, fish, and something spicy and foreign that whispered of adventure.

      Ten-year-old Eleanor pressed against Clara’s side, her eyes wide as she took in the sprawling township with its jumble of corrugated iron and sun-bleached timber. “Is that it, Mother? Is that Broome?”

      “Yes, sweetheart. We made it.” Clara looped an arm around her daughter’s shoulders, her own losing some of their tension.

      Seven gruelling days by horse and cart from Goddard Downs to Wyndham. Then another week aboard the coastal steamer as it chugged along the coast. During the darkest nights, when the twins’ restless whimpers echoed through their cramped cabin, she’d questioned Harry’s plans. But now, as the township drew closer, something inside her unfurled like a parched flower sensing rain.

      “Are those the pearling boats you told us about?” Eleanor bounced on her toes, pointing to the fleet of wooden vessels bobbing in the harbour.

      “Yes. They’re called luggers.”

      Eleanor hugged herself, eyes shining. “They look so romantic.”

      “I’m not sure the divers would agree when they’re fighting currents and sharks, but they do cut a fine figure against the water.”

      Clara touched the silver locket at her throat, the one she hadn’t removed since Barbara slipped away. The metal warmed against her skin, a constant reminder of the tiny weight that should have been in her arms. Inside lay a curl of the baby’s fine hair, russet brown, like Harry’s, the only keepsake of their daughter who’d drawn just three days’ worth of breath. The grief still ambushed her at unexpected moments, but standing here with salt wind clearing her head, surrounded by her living children’s chatter, the ache gentled to something she could carry without buckling.

      Harry appeared at the rail with their other children in tow—nine-year-old John, seven-year-old Matthew, and the five-year-old twins, James and Ruby. Ruby huddled into Clara’s skirts, her thumb finding its way to her mouth as she stared wide-eyed at the approaching shore.

      “Dad! Are those the pearl divers you told us about?” John had claimed the best spot at the bow, leaning so far forward that Clara edged closer, her hand ready to snag his collar should he lean too far.

      Harry’s palm settled warm and reassuring against the small of her back. “Those are them, son. Japanese and Malay divers, mostly. Men who can hold their breath longer than seems humanly possible.”

      The steamer’s engine sputtered as they approached the wharf. Broome unfolded before them in a vibrant whirl of colour and sound. Asian faces mixing with European, Aboriginal stockmen loading cargo alongside turbaned Afghans with camels, children darting between stacked crates with fearless abandon that made Clara’s maternal heart both clench and envy their freedom.

      Matthew’s fingers twisted into the fabric of Clara’s skirt. “It’s very loud, isn’t it?”

      His voice quavered, so she crouched to his level and smoothed back the cowlick that defied her efforts. “Towns often are, sweetheart. But brave explorers like you adjust.” She tapped his nose, earning a smile.

      When Eleanor drifted off, Clara grasped Harry’s hand, her fingers finding the callouses and scars from years of station work. “I still can’t believe you arranged all this.”

      “You needed a change. We all did.”

      The gangplank lowered with a groan of metal and timber. Harry shouldered their largest bag while Eleanor helped with the twins. They made their way towards shore, where a woman waited near a horse-drawn cart, her greying hair pinned beneath a hat.

      The woman stepped forward with a warm smile. “Mrs. Goddard? I’m Ada Walker from the Mangrove Guesthouse. Welcome to Broome.”

      Clara accepted her outstretched hand. “Thank you. We’re so pleased to be here.”

      Behind the woman, a girl of about Eleanor’s age hung back, her dark hair caught in a thick plait, shy curiosity in her dark eyes.

      “This is my daughter, Isobel.” Ada drew the girl forward with gentle hands on her shoulders. “She helps me run the guesthouse.”

      Eleanor waved. “Hello. I’m Eleanor.”

      But before Isobel could respond, John pushed past his sister. “And I’m John.”

      Clara exchanged an amused glance with Harry. At nine, their eldest son was hardly old enough for romance, but something about his sudden eagerness suggested Isobel Walker had made quite an impression.

      “Hello.” Isobel darted her gaze between Eleanor and John before settling it near her feet, a shy smile lifting her mouth.

      “Right, then.” Ada’s voice carried a hint of amusement. “Let’s get you all loaded up. The guesthouse isn’t far, and I imagine you’re ready for solid ground and a proper meal.”

      They piled into the cart, the children pointing and exclaiming at every new sight. Clara leaned into Harry’s solid presence. Ada’s commentary faded to pleasant background noise as Clara breathed in the salt air and something stirred within her chest, something she’d feared had been buried alongside their tiny daughter.

      Hope.

      Hope for more than this respite from station life, for something deeper. As if God had guided them here not just for rest, but for restoration. For a reminder that His world extended beyond the boundaries of their grief, vast and filled with possibilities she’d forgotten to seek.

      The cart’s wheels crunched over crushed shell and coral as their host drove them through streets alive with commerce and conversation. The silver locket warmed against Clara’s skin, no longer a weight but a reminder. Barbara would always be part of them, but it was time to let her family and her heart expand again. She slipped her hand into Harry’s. His fingers closed around hers, strong and sure, and Broome opened before them like a book waiting to be read.
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        * * *

      

      The Mangrove Guesthouse sat back from the main street, its whitewashed walls and wide verandahs offering sanctuary from the heat. Harry helped Clara down from the cart. Her shoulders had relaxed during the short ride through town, and colour had returned to her cheeks. From the sea air or relief at reaching their destination, he couldn’t say. But for the first time in months, a genuine smile softened the grief on her face.

      Since Barbara’s death, Clara had withdrawn into a world he and the children couldn’t breach. She’d performed her duties, but without joy. She worshipped on Sundays, but with her eyes dull. He often found her staring into the distance, her journal open, but the pages empty.

      How he missed his strong, brave wife who’d defied her parents and travelled the continent with him on horseback to help establish Goddard Downs. The baby’s death had drained the life from her. He prayed God would use this holiday to restore her. Perhaps He already was.

      The children scrambled down, boots thudding on packed earth as Eleanor helped Ruby while John jumped with both feet, landing with nine-year-old exuberance. Matthew descended carefully, eyes wide as he took in their surroundings.

      Ada led them up the timber steps and ushered them inside. They entered a spacious reception area where polished floorboards gleamed and a cooling breeze flowed through well-positioned windows. A desk of rich jarrah wood dominated one corner, while rattan chairs invited weary travellers to rest. The walls displayed locally crafted paintings of pearling luggers and coastal vistas, giving the room Broome’s distinctive character. Beyond an archway, crisp white cloths adorned the tables in a dining area.

      “I’ve prepared two adjoining rooms on the second floor with bay views and a private sitting room.”

      Harry rested a hand on the small of Clara’s back. “It looks wonderful.”

      Ada checked a piece of paper on her desk. “Leave your bags. My husband, George, will carry them up shortly.”

      “That’s kind, but we have two strong boys who can manage them.”

      The boys shot him a look he ignored.

      Ada bustled to the foot of the staircase. “George would appreciate that. He’s not getting any younger, but he can bring up whatever’s left. Now, I’ll show you your rooms.”

      They followed her upstairs to a landing where picture windows revealed the bay spreading before them. The children clustered at the glass and gawked. Harry patted Clara’s back. She, too, was mesmerised.

      The view was worth every penny he’d saved for this holiday.

      Ada strode down the hallway and stopped before an open door. “This is the master bedroom.”

      Harry paused in the doorway, taking in the whitewashed walls, the canopied bed, the polished floorboards, but his gaze was drawn through the French doors to the glistening sea beyond. If this view didn’t help draw Clara from her melancholy, nothing would.

      “The children’s room is through here.” Ada opened a connecting door to another room containing two sets of bunks and a single pull-out bed.

      John and Matthew climbed onto the top bunks and claimed them before the others had a chance.

      Harry waved them down. “We’ll discuss sleeping arrangements after you bring the bags up.”

      Ada led them into another adjoining room with white cane furniture and a writing desk positioned beneath the window. “And this is your sitting room.”

      Clara moved to the desk and ran her fingers along its polished surface. “How lovely.”

      Was she already imagining the letters she might write here, perhaps even some of her poetry? What an answer to prayer that would be.

      “The shared bathroom is down the hall. Fresh towels are in the hall cupboard, and I’ll have hot water ready whenever you need it. Dinner’s at six, but I can bring tea and biscuits to your room if you’d prefer to rest first.”

      “Tea sounds wonderful.” Clara smiled her thanks.

      As Ada bustled away to prepare refreshments, John and Matthew retrieved their luggage, and the twins explored their new surroundings. Eleanor organised their belongings while Clara found her way to the verandah and gazed across the water.

      Harry joined her at the rail. “It’s really something, isn’t it?”

      She nodded. “I’ve never seen so many boats, even in Sydney Harbour. Or so many different kinds of people.”

      Through the open door, he could hear Eleanor helping Ruby unpack, her voice gentle and patient. With Clara withdrawn from her usual self, Eleanor often stepped in to help with the younger children. God knew they’d need a responsible eldest child.

      As the afternoon sun slanted across the verandah and distant waves provided a counterpoint to his family’s voices, something eased in his chest. They’d carried Barbara’s loss like a stone for nearly a year, all of them in their own way. But here, with salt air washing away the dust of their grief, perhaps they could begin to heal.

      And God willing, Clara would rediscover her joy.
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      Clara removed her sandals and stepped onto the sand. The grains pressed warm between her toes, still holding yesterday’s heat despite the early hour. Salt tang filled her lungs, crisp and clean, nothing like the red dust that had coated her throat for years.

      The sea stretched before her, an endless shimmer of blue beneath the brilliant morning sky. Gulls wheeled above, crying out in the salty breeze, and the children ran ahead, their laughter rising over the quiet rush of waves.

      “Not too far!” She shaded her eyes against the morning glare as Eleanor and John chased each other towards the water. James and Ruby trailed them, their small hands clutched together. Matthew had stopped halfway to dig his heel into the sand, distracted by a perfect shell catching the light like a jewel.

      Harry came up beside her, his trousers rolled to his knees, boots dangling from one hand. “They’re loving this already.”

      Her chest tightened, not with grief this time, but something lighter, more buoyant. She couldn’t look away from them, these children of hers discovering wonder with every step.

      “First time playing in the sea.” Her voice caught. “They’ve been watching it from the steamer all week, but it’s different to feel it between their toes.”

      He nodded, his gaze following their eldest daughter as she bent to examine something in the shallows. “I remember my first time wading into the ocean. That mixture of excitement and uncertainty. The steamer journey prepared them for the sight, but nothing compares to experiencing it firsthand.”

      “It seems so long since we left Sydney.” The words stirred memories she’d kept buried. The harbour glimpsed from carriage windows, the forbidden beaches near Rose Bay that her mother deemed unsuitable for young ladies. How different this was, this freedom to wade and splash and laugh without restraint. “I remember begging Mother to take me to the beach when I was Eleanor’s age. She always said it wasn’t proper for children to be exposed to so much… wilderness.”

      He chuckled. “Your mother would have apoplexy seeing you now.”

      Clara looked down at her rolled-up trousers, her bare feet sandy, and laughed. “She certainly would. But I prefer this version of myself.”

      His fingers threaded through hers. “You’ve carried more than your share this past year. It’s good to see you smile again.”

      She swallowed against the sudden tightness in her throat. Eleven months since Barbara had slipped away. The calculation came unbidden, as it always did. In her dreams, their lost daughter had her eyes and Harry’s stubborn chin, growing from infant to toddler to little girl in an endless cycle of what-ifs. But here, with the sea’s steady rhythm washing over her feet, the ache had loosened its grip a little.

      “Mum, look!” James’s delight cut through her reverie. A small wave had caught him unaware, soaking his rolled trouser legs and sending him scrambling towards shore with Ruby giggling in his wake.

      Eleanor waded deeper, her natural caution warring with curiosity in the pull of the tide. “It’s pulling me somewhere!” Wonder and slight alarm mingled in her voice.

      “That’s the current, sweetheart.” Harry approached them. “The sea’s always moving, always changing. That’s what makes it alive.”

      John, knee-deep, bent to scoop up handfuls of seawater and let it stream through his fingers like liquid diamonds. “Dad, how deep does it go?”

      “Deeper than you can imagine. Deep enough to hold mysteries we’ll never solve.”

      Matthew, still focused on his treasures, had collected a pile of shells and smooth stones. When a wave reached his feet, he looked up with quiet thoughtfulness. “Do you think God walks on the water here, too, like He did for Peter?”

      Clara ruffled his hair. “I think He’s in every wave, sweetheart. In every breath of wind.”

      Hers and Harry’s gazes connected over their son’s head, a shared recognition of the significance. These were the conversations that shaped faith. Not grand theological debates, but quiet questions asked while standing ankle-deep in God’s creation.

      “Want to join them?” Harry nodded to where Eleanor was helping James build a sand fortress on the water’s edge.

      Clara hesitated, but only for a second. Hitching her trousers legs up, she ran into the sea with Harry. The water swirled around her ankles, then her shins, the current tugging like playful fingers.

      Her laughter rose like a song, surprising her with its freedom. How long since she’d felt so unguarded, so present in a moment of pure joy?

      They spent the morning exploring the beach, collecting shells and smooth pieces of coral, and watching tiny crabs scuttle sideways into their holes. Ruby discovered the magic of footprints filling with water, while John appointed himself guardian against the more adventurous waves. Eleanor organised their treasures with efficiency, and Matthew found a perfect sand dollar that he cradled like a prayer.

      When the sun grew too warm, they made their way back through town. Broome sprawled before them in fascinating layers, a cultural mosaic unlike anything they’d experienced. Pearl luggers bobbed at anchor, their copper-helmeted divers preparing for the day’s work. Malay voices mingled with Cantonese and Aboriginal dialects, while proper British accents drifted from The Continental Hotel’s wide verandah.

      The children stared at the diversity. Afghan camel drivers watered their beasts at public troughs, Japanese pearl divers mended nets in the shade, and Chinese merchants arranged exotic goods in their shop windows. Harry put words to what they were all thinking.

      “It’s like the whole world decided to meet in one place.”

      They passed a milliner’s shop where wide-brimmed hats decorated the window like exotic flowers, a bakery where the aroma of fresh damper made their stomachs rumble, and a café where Chinese lanterns swayed in the breeze. Clara noted it all, planning the adventures they’d share throughout the week.

      That afternoon, while the family rested on the guesthouse verandah—John and Matthew playing tiddlywinks on the floor, Eleanor sketching the sea, the twins dozing on a daybed—Clara let her mind drift. Words began to form, not quite a poem, but the seeds of one. Something about the way grief and joy could exist in the same breath, like waves that both gave and took away.

      A soft knock interrupted her musing. Isobel stood in the doorway, balancing a tray with delicate China cups and a plate of golden shortbread. “Mum thought you might like some tea.”

      “How thoughtful of her.” Clara accepted the tray. “Your mother has been nothing but kind to us.”

      Isobel gave a shy smile as she placed it on the wicker table.

      “Hello, Isobel.” John popped up and stood behind Clara. His attempt at nonchalance failed.

      Clara bit back a smile.

      The girl tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear, her cheeks flushing pink. “Would you like to see our chickens? Henrietta laid an egg this morning bigger than my fist. Papa says it’s a double-yolker.”

      John’s face lit up as if she’d offered him buried treasure. “May I, Mum? Please?”

      “Of course. But mind your manners.”

      The pair disappeared from the room with John telling Isobel about the chickens they kept at Goddard Downs while she listened with patient attention. There was something sweet about the friendship forming between them, innocent and uncomplicated in the way only childhood connections could be.

      Harry joined Clara on the verandah, his hair damp from his wash. “Young love in bloom?”

      “Hardly love at nine years old. Though he is rather smitten.”

      “Reminds me of someone I once knew.” Harry settled beside her and reached for a piece of shortbread. “A certain young lady who caught my eye on a Sydney tram.”

      Clara laughed, warmth spreading through her chest. “That was different. We were adults.”

      “You were seventeen. Not many years older than Eleanor and John.”

      He was right. The children were growing up. The thought sobered her. Eleanor, growing up and catching some young man’s attention as Clara once had. And John…

      Harry dunked his shortbread in his tea and sank back on the lounge. “Ada mentioned there’s a fellow in town, Mr. Huang, who’s quite the photography enthusiast. She thinks he might be willing to take a family portrait for us.”

      “A photograph?” Clara’s hand went to her locket.

      “It might be something special to send to my parents since they’ve never seen the children. Or you.”

      A family portrait would be wonderful, but it would also highlight Barbara’s absence. Five children, when there should have been six. Yet Harry’s parents deserved to see their grandchildren.

      “That’s a lovely idea. Your parents would treasure it.”

      He squeezed her hand. “I’ll ask Ada to arrange it.”

      A short while later, John reappeared, his face flushed. “Mum, Dad, you have to see Henrietta’s egg! It’s enormous! And Isobel says her father might take us out on a pearl lugger if the weather holds.”

      Behind him, Isobel followed at a more sedate pace, but a spark lit her dark eyes. “My dad knows one of the captains. He said if you agree, he might arrange a short trip to see how the diving works.”

      Clara pressed a hand to her chest. The stories she’d heard about pearl diving accidents were enough to make any mother’s heart race, but how could they turn down such an opportunity? “It sounds wonderful. We’ll talk about it with your father.”

      The afternoon passed in comfortable contentment. Eleanor abandoned her sketching to join the others in a game of spillikins on the verandah floor. Harry dozed in his chair, one hand resting on Clara’s shoulder, his face relaxed in a way she hadn’t seen for months.

      When evening approached, they prepared for dinner at the Seaview Hotel. Clara chose her best dress, a blue cotton with tiny pearl buttons that Harry had admired when she’d sewn it, while the children fussed over their appearance with unusual care. Even James attempted to tame his unruly hair, though with limited success.

      Isobel joined them, having received permission from her parents to accompany them after John pleaded with Harry and Clara to include her. She looked lovely in a pale lemon dress that contrasted with her dark hair.

      They strolled to the Seaview Hotel as the sun lingered above the horizon, painting the sea and sky in vivid colours. Clara held Harry’s hand, a warm contentment and gratitude sinking in. The melancholy since Barbara’s passing was lifting, replaced by peace and the knowledge that their tiny daughter was in the arms of the Lord. Letting go of her anger with God for taking the innocent babe hadn’t been easy, and each time Harry had uttered that platitude, she’d looked him in the eye and told him she’d rather Barbara were in her arms, not His. But God had been patient and allowed her to grieve, and now she felt ready to rejoin her living family.

      In Seaview Hotel, Chinese paper lanterns swayed overhead, their jewelled glow dancing across pressed tin ceilings, while the eclectic mix of patrons—pearl divers, merchants, government officials, and adventurous travellers—created a symphony of languages and accents.

      Their table in the middle of the dining room wobbled on the uneven floorboards, but nobody seemed to notice. Ruby sat wide-eyed while Matthew and James helped themselves to the fresh bread the waitress delivered in wicker baskets. Matthew’s hand hovered over the butter dish until Clara’s raised eyebrow reminded him of his manners.

      Eleanor sat beside Ruby, helping her pour water into her glass.

      John sat straight as he attended to Isobel’s needs.

      Harry leaned close enough that his breath tickled Clara’s ear. “He’s smitten.”

      “It’s sweet. Look how he’s buttering her bread.”

      “A little young for courtship, don’t you think?”

      “It’s only for a few weeks. It won’t do him any harm.”

      The waiter arrived with their meals, fresh barramundi with Asian influences, the fish flaking under Clara’s fork. The children attacked their meals, the sea air having worked wonders on their appetites.

      “Mrs. Goddard,” Isobel said during a lull in the general chatter, “Mum told me you write poetry. I think that’s wonderful.”

      Clara dabbed her mouth with a napkin. It had been many months since she’d written a line, let alone an entire poem. She’d mentioned in passing to Ada that she was starting to feel inspired to write again. She smiled at the girl, who seemed so much older than her ten years. “I dabble. Just thoughts that seem to need putting down on paper.”

      “If you wouldn’t mind sharing, I’d love to read one or two.”

      “Of course. I’d be happy to show you some.”

      But not every poem. The ones filled with grief and anger with God would remain private. Not even Harry had read those.

      As the evening progressed, Clara studied the faces around her. Her children’s animated expressions, Harry’s relaxed smile, and Isobel’s shy contributions to their conversation. These were the moments that mattered. Not the grand gestures or perfect circumstances, but the joy of sharing a meal.

      James declared the apple snow pudding that concluded their dinner “better than Christmas pudding,” which, from a five-year-old, constituted the highest possible praise.

      They wandered back through Broome’s lamplit streets, the children’s voices carrying in the warm night air. Someone was playing a fiddle in a nearby courtyard, the melody mingling with the ever-present whisper of waves against the shore.

      Isobel bid them goodnight at the bottom of the stairs, dipping into a graceful curtsy that made John stand taller. The girl walked down the hallway after a final shy wave, leaving him staring at her disappearing figure.

      “Come along, Romeo.” Harry slipped his arm across the boy’s shoulders and guided their lovesick son upstairs. “She’ll still be here tomorrow.”

      Later, after the children were settled in their beds, Clara stepped onto the verandah. The dream-worthy day would live in her memory long after they returned to the red dust and endless horizons of home.

      She wrapped her shawl around her shoulders and let the peace wash over her. Grief hadn’t left her entirely. She didn’t suppose it ever would. But it no longer felt like something pressing the life from her chest. More like a shadow walking beside her, no longer blocking out all the light.

      Behind her, Harry moved around their room, preparing for bed. In the children’s room, someone murmured in their sleep, probably Matthew, who often talked to characters from his drawings in his dreams. These ordinary sounds of family life had become precious to her in a way she’d never appreciated before Barbara’s death.

      Her fingers found the locket at her throat, her eyes closed, and her prayer whispered into the darkness. “Thank You, Lord, for this family You’ve given me. For this peace I thought I’d lost. For teaching me that joy and sorrow can dwell together in the same heart.” She listened to the waves. “Help me remember this feeling when we return home. Help me carry this lightness with me.”

      The sea answered with its eternal song, and she drank it in until Harry’s gentle hand on her shoulder drew her inside.
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      The next evening, Harry tugged at his shirt collar, the starched cotton scratching against his neck as he emerged onto the verandah where Broome’s last light painted the corrugated iron rooftops in copper and gold. The sun had surrendered to the horizon, but its warmth lingered in the timber boards beneath his boots and in the salt-tinged air.

      The rustle of fabric drew his attention. Clara joined him, her fingers smoothing the skirt of her pale blue dress, its tiny pearl buttons catching the fading light. His heart jolted, not the eager quickening of a young man’s pulse, but the deep, reverent ache that only twelve years of loving the same woman could bring. She was still beautiful, though the years had marked her. Lines feathered the corners of her eyes from countless hours squinting against the Kimberley’s harsh sun, and her hands bore the callouses of a woman who didn’t shy away from hard work. Yet, standing here in the gentle evening light, she looked almost like the girl he’d first seen on that Sydney tram.

      She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and released a breath that seemed to carry months of tension with it.

      He stepped closer, his hands finding her forearms. “You look beautiful, Clara.”

      A soft smile parted her lips. “You don’t look too bad yourself.”

      “Why, thank you.” He rubbed her arms. “It was lovely of Ada to mind the children tonight so we can dine alone.”

      “She’s been such a wonderful host. We couldn’t have asked for better.”

      As he breathed in the scent of her perfume and gazed into her hazel eyes, love swelled his chest. Reaching into his jacket pocket, his fingers closed around a slim velvet box. “For you, my love.” He presented it. “Happy anniversary.”

      Her breath caught as she lifted the lid. A delicate strand of pearls gleamed against the dark velvet, each one lustrous as a full moon, creamy with the faintest blush of rose. Beside them nestled matching teardrop earrings, simple yet elegant. Nothing ostentatious. They couldn’t afford such luxury, but the finest he could manage in this pearl capital of the world.

      “Oh, Harry…” Her fingers hovered just above the necklace as if afraid to touch something so beautiful. “They’re exquisite.”

      “I thought they might suit you.” He watched her face for each flicker of emotion. The wonder in her eyes made every pound he’d spent worth it. “Pearls endure, Clara. They grow more beautiful with age and wear, layer upon layer of beauty built through adversity.” His thumb brushed her wrist. “After everything the past year has held, losing Barbara, watching you carry that grief, I wanted you to have something to remind you that strength can be forged through hardship. That beauty can emerge from pain.”

      She looked up at him, eyes glistening. “They’re perfect. But, Harry, the expense…”

      “Worth every penny to see that look on your face.” He took the necklace from the box. “Turn around.”

      She obeyed, scooping aside her hair in a gesture so entirely hers, his chest constricted. His fingers were gentle while he clasped the necklace behind her neck. They lingered as he pressed a kiss to the bare skin beneath her ear. She shivered and rested back against him.

      “My beautiful wife.”

      She turned in his arms, and her palm came up to cup his cheek. “I love you, Harry Goddard. Sometimes I can hardly believe that cheeky young ticket collector on a Sydney tram became this wonderful husband who knows what his wife needs, even when she doesn’t know it herself.”

      He leaned into her touch. “That cheeky young ticket collector knew he’d found something precious the moment he saw you. I thank God every day that you saw something worth loving in return.”

      “Always.” She stretched up to kiss him.

      When they broke apart, he helped her fasten the earrings, his fingers skimming her neck as she tilted her head this way and that to catch their gleam in the lamplight.

      “How do they look?”

      He stepped back to admire the full effect. The pearls glowed against her skin, and their elegance somehow made her natural beauty shine brighter. “Exquisite. Now, shall we venture out?” He offered his arm, and she slipped hers through his.

      They made their way down the stairs and onto the street. Chinese lanterns shone in restaurant windows, spilling coloured light onto the streets. Somewhere, a violin played a melancholy tune, mixing with the distant laughter from the hotel bars and the splash of waves against the shore.

      People passed in twos and threes—pearl divers still in their work clothes sharing pipes and stories, well-dressed couples heading to dinner, children darting between the shadows before their mothers called them home. Shopkeepers shuttered their stores with the finality of another day’s end, while fishing boats bobbed at anchor.

      Harry breathed it all in, this snapshot of a town balanced between the outback and civilisation, between East and West. How different their lives had become from those early days in Sydney.

      “Do you ever miss the city?” Clara must’ve been thinking along similar lines.

      A shrug rolled his shoulders. “Sometimes. But I don’t miss the crowds or the noise or the feeling that we were just two faces in a sea of strangers.”

      “I don’t miss it at all. I love Broome, but Goddard Downs is home.”

      That made his heart sing.

      He grinned. “Who would ever have thought Miss Clara Wilson of Rose Bay would become the mistress of a huge cattle station in the Kimberley?”

      “Not my parents, that’s for sure.”

      Her parents. Since leaving Sydney on horseback twelve years ago, she’d written to them twice but had no return correspondence. He prayed for reconciliation, though they didn’t know if her parents were still alive.

      The restaurant Ada recommended stood tucked between the post office and a general store, its modest exterior giving little hint of what lay within. Tables were scattered beneath a corrugated iron roof, where hurricane lamps hung from brass hooks, their warm pools of light creating a cosy, romantic ambience. The ideal venue for an anniversary dinner.

      The aroma of sizzling fish, garlic, fresh herbs, and something indefinably Asian tightened his stomach with anticipation.

      A Chinese cook worked behind a half wall, his movements quick and precise over blackened woks and sputtering pans. The mingled scents depicted Broome’s multicultural heritage, European techniques meeting Asian spices, creating something new.

      They were shown to a corner table where an oil lamp flickered between them, its golden light playing across Clara’s face until the pearls at her throat seemed to glow from within. A breeze rolled in from the sea, warm and salt-tanged, carrying the evening calls of gulls and a distant song in what might have been Malay.

      They said nothing, soaking in the atmosphere and the rare luxury of being alone.

      “I can’t remember the last time we dined out like this.” Clara toyed with the menu but kept her gaze on him.

      “Longreach. The day you bought your first pair of trousers and shocked that poor shopkeeper.”

      Clara laughed. “How could I forget? So much has happened since then.” Her expression clouded, so she must be thinking of Barbara.

      He reached across the table and clasped her hand. “Wonderful things have happened since then. God has blessed us with an amazing home and six beautiful children, one being cradled by Jesus Himself. I’ll never forget that precious little baby, and I know you won’t either. But it’s been a joy seeing you come out of your fog, darling. I thought I’d lost you.”

      Her eyes moistened. “I’m so sorry I went into myself. But thank you for being patient with me.”

      “Always.” He lifted her hand and pressed it to his lips.

      The waiter, a young Asian man, appeared at their table with a notepad and pencil. “Are you ready to order, sir?”

      Harry released Clara’s hand and picked up the menu. “Ah, not quite. What do you recommend?”

      “The barramundi, sir. True Broome style, mixing the best of many cultures.”

      “Two barramundis it is, then.”

      While they waited for their meals, raised voices from a nearby table interrupted their conversation. Two men, one a local with sun-darkened skin, the other dressed in a button-up shirt, vest, and tie—a visiting merchant perhaps.

      “Shot dead, they say.” The local man’s voice carried across the tables. “In Sarajevo. Some Serbian fellow with a grudge.”

      Harry exchanged a glance with Clara, whose brow had creased.

      The merchant shook his head. “Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife. The telegram came through this morning on the steamer from Darwin.” His voice lowered. “Mark my words, this will mean war. Germany’s been looking for an excuse, and Austria won’t let this stand.”

      “What’s that to do with us? We’re a world away from their troubles.”

      “Are we?” The merchant leaned back, his lips flattening into a grim line. “Britain won’t stand idle if the Continent erupts. And where Britain goes…”

      The implications hung heavy in the warm night air. Australia had sent men to the Boer War, young men who’d returned changed or hadn’t returned at all. If war came to Europe…

      His own thoughts reflected in her eyes. John was only nine, Matthew seven, James, younger still. Surely by the time they were old enough, any European conflict would be long resolved.

      Yet something cold settled in his stomach as he thought of his son’s eager face, his hunger for adventure and challenge. Boys who grew up on stories of brave deeds and noble causes had a way of seeking such opportunities when they arose.

      “Will it reach us, do you think?” Clara whispered.

      He kept his voice low. “I pray not. Europe’s problems have always been Europe’s problems. Surely this will be no different.”

      But did he believe that? The world seemed smaller these days, more connected. A telegraph cable linked Broome to the rest of the Empire, steamships carried news along with cargo, and young men with British blood in their veins had a way of answering when the mother country called.

      “Let’s not borrow trouble. Not tonight.” Clara’s voice was gentle, though her eyes had dimmed.

      She was right. Whatever storms might be gathering in distant lands, they were here now, together, with their children safe and their future still bright.

      Their food arrived—grilled barramundi that flaked at the touch of a fork, fragrant rice studded with exotic spices, and vegetables that somehow managed to be both familiar and foreign. The Chinese cook had delivered on his promise of “true Broome style.”

      “This is remarkable. I’ve never tasted anything quite like it.”

      Harry nodded, though part of his attention remained on the conversation at the other table. The men had moved on to discussing the implications for trade routes and shipping, but the undercurrent of unease remained.

      He forced himself to focus on Clara, on the way the lamplight bronzed her hair and lent her pearls a lustrous warmth. Whatever challenges lay ahead, they would face them as they always had—together.

      “A penny for your thoughts.”

      “Just thinking about the future. About the children, about what kind of world they’ll inherit.”

      “A better one than we did, I hope. One where they have the freedom to choose their own paths, pursue their own dreams.”

      “Like we did?”

      “You had that freedom. Your parents trusted your judgement, even when they worried about your choices. I had to fight for mine.” Her fingers found the pearls at her throat. “Had to choose between the life my parents planned and the one my heart wanted. That’s why I want something different for our children.”

      Harry stole her dainty fingers away from worrying the pearls. He brought them to his lips. “Whatever comes, we’ll make sure they have real choices. That they never have to choose between love and family approval.”

      They savoured their meal, both the food and the rare luxury of uninterrupted conversation.

      As they prepared to leave, he called for the bill and was surprised by its modesty. Even with their careful budgeting, this evening had been not only an extravagance but also what they both needed.

      Outside, the warm night enveloped them, and Clara’s hand tucked into the crook of his arm. The street was quieter now, most families having retired for the evening, but the adult world of Broome was just coming alive. Music drifted from hotel lounges, couples strolled the main street, and somewhere in the distance, a group sang in harmony.

      “Listen!” Clara stopped in the middle of the street.

      Harry paused, straining to catch what captured her attention. Then he heard it—a lone violin, playing a hauntingly beautiful melody that wove through the warm night air like something made of moonlight and memory.

      “Beautiful.”

      “It makes me want to write. Something about this place—the music, the mix of cultures, the way the sea meets the land—makes words want to flow.”

      He stopped them and brushed her cheek with his fingers. “Then you should write. Perhaps tomorrow, I can take the children out somewhere and give you some time alone.”

      “I’d like that. Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      The moon hung low and golden above the water, its reflection rippling across the sea like a trail of coins as Clara walked beside Harry, their hands joined, their steps soft on the sandy path skirting the town. Salt air whispered through her hair, and for the first time in longer than she could remember, her mind felt still. Not empty—never empty—but at peace despite the news from Europe now shadowing them with unspoken questions about what it might mean for their sons’ futures. But tonight, those worries felt distant, manageable. Tonight was about this—the warmth of Harry’s hand, the weight of pearls around her neck, the waves ebbing and flowing in the moonlight.

      Words were forming in her mind, not quite poetry yet, but seeds.

      Harry slipped his arm around her shoulders. “You’re composing, aren’t you?”

      She leaned into him. “You know me too well.”

      They approached the guesthouse.

      Ada, in their sitting room, stood when they entered. “Did you have a nice evening?”

      “It was perfect.” Clara ducked free of Harry’s arm. “Thanks so much for watching the children. I hope they weren’t any trouble.”

      “None at all. John helped me wash the dishes after cocoa, and the little ones were asleep before Eleanor finished their bedtime story. You have lovely children. You should be proud.”

      “We are.” Harry’s warm breath fogged over Clara. “Thank you for everything.”

      They bid her goodnight and checked on the children. They were sleeping, their breaths rising and falling in a rhythm.

      In their room, she opened the window, letting the sea breeze drift in. Behind her, Harry removed his boots, his actions unhurried and relaxed. She breathed in, savouring this peaceful joy, then turned from the window. “Harry?”

      “Yes?” He crossed the floor and reached her in three strides.

      She rested her hands on his chest and looked into his eyes. “Thank you for loving me through the darkness until I could find light again.”

      He stroked her cheek. “You don’t need to thank me for loving you. It’s like thanking me for breathing.”

      She pressed her face against him, breathing in the scent of him—woodsy cologne, starched cotton, and something indefinably Harry. “I lost myself for a while after Barbara died. But tonight, I remembered who I used to be. Who I still am, underneath all the grief.”

      He tipped her chin. “And who’s that?”

      Her chest swelled. “Someone who believes in adventure. In taking risks for love. In building something beautiful, even when—especially when—the circumstances seem impossible.” She touched the pearls at her throat. “Someone who understands that, through adversity, God teaches us more about Him. About ourselves.”

      Harry’s index finger traced her hairline. “That’s who you are. Who you’ve always been.” His hands framed her face. Then he lowered his mouth and kissed her with warm, lingering kisses, the kind that confirmed how loved she was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Morning light streamed through the lace curtains, stirring Clara from the most restful sleep she’d enjoyed since Barbara’s passing. She stretched in the pleasure of waking without the immediate demands of station life pressing upon her. The pearls from last night lay on the bedside table like captured moonbeams.

      Harry sat on the edge of the bed, pulling on his boots. He scooted over and kissed her. “Good morning, sweetheart.”

      She kissed him back, and if not for the children’s voices coming from the next room, she could have lost herself in him. Instead, she slid her feet onto the floor, pulled the curtains back, and admired the view. “What a beautiful day.”

      Harry moved behind her and slipped his arms around her. “I thought I’d take the children down to the harbour after breakfast and give you some alone time.”

      She leaned into him. “That sounds wonderful. Thank you.”

      “And then, this afternoon, the photographer’s coming.”

      The noise from the children’s bedroom escalated. Eleanor’s patient voice organising the younger ones, punctuated by James’s protests about something.

      Clara chuckled. “We’d better rescue Eleanor before she threatens to put James in the sea.”

      After breakfast, Harry herded the children out, a process that involved much excitement about seeing “real pearl divers,” albeit from the shore, and Eleanor’s instructions to the twins about staying close to their father. Clara found herself alone.

      She poured a glass of water and carried it to the writing desk beneath the window. The breathtaking view beckoned the imagination. In the distance, the endless blue of the Indian Ocean, dotted with pearl luggers at work, and nearer, the exotic skyline of Broome with its mix of Asian and European architecture.

      She opened her Bible to Psalm 30.

      I will extol thee, O LORD; for thou hast lifted me up, and hast not made my foes to rejoice over me.

      O LORD my God, I cried unto thee, and thou hast healed me.

      O LORD, thou hast brought up my soul from the grave: thou hast kept me alive, that I should not go down to the pit.

      Sing unto the LORD, O ye saints of his, and give thanks at the remembrance of his holiness.

      For his anger endureth but a moment; in his favour is life: weeping may endure for a night, but joy cometh in the morning.

      And in my prosperity I said, I shall never be moved.

      Lord, by thy favour thou hast made my mountain to stand strong: thou didst hide thy face, and I was troubled.

      I cried to thee, O LORD; and unto the LORD I made supplication.

      What profit is there in my blood, when I go down to the pit? Shall the dust praise thee? shall it declare thy truth?

      Hear, O LORD, and have mercy upon me: LORD, be thou my helper.

      Thou hast turned for me my mourning into dancing: thou hast put off my sackcloth, and girded me with gladness;

      To the end that my glory may sing praise to thee, and not be silent. O LORD my God, I will give thanks unto thee for ever.

      She bowed her head. “Thank You for turning my mourning into dancing. For lifting me up, for healing me. I praise You, Father, with all my heart.”

      Opening her leather portfolio, she withdrew her pen and a sheet of paper. Then she simply sat, absorbing the salt-tanged air, the calls of seabirds, the gentle creak of the building.

      And then the words flowed:

      Here, where the red earth meets the endless sea,

      Where pearls are born in darkness far below,

      I find my heart remembering how free

      Your grace can make a weary spirit grow.

      The ocean speaks Your promises each day,

      Its depths that hold both sorrow and love.

      In every wave, Your faithfulness holds sway,

      A gift of peace that flows from above.

      Like pearls formed layer by layer over the years,

      You shape my heart through trials both great and small.

      My joy, my children, laughter mixed with tears

      You hold them safe and secure, one and all.

      So let me gather precious moments as these,

      And trust Your hand that calms both hearts and seas.

      She set her pen down and read through the verses. She’d intended to write something simple about Broome. Instead, she’d explored the deeper currents of the past year. The pearl metaphor felt right, beauty created through pressure, layer by patient layer.

      A knock interrupted her reverie. She opened the door to find Isobel standing in the hallway, balancing a tea tray with care.

      “Mum thought you might like some fresh scones and tea.”

      “How thoughtful of her.” Clara stepped aside to let the girl enter. “Please, come in. Would you like to sit with me?”

      Isobel’s face brightened. “If you don’t mind, Mrs. Goddard. Mum’s busy with the washing, and I’ve finished my morning chores.”
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