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Dedication

This book is dedicated to the men and women whose hard work, courage, and perseverance helped shape Australia into the country we cherish today. Your sacrifices built the foundations on which we now stand, and those of us who have come after you remain deeply grateful.

I also give thanks to my Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ — for His mercy, His grace, and His steady presence through every dark and difficult moment. His faithfulness is something I will always hold close.

And to those who may find hope or encouragement in these pages: thank you for allowing me to share the experiences that have shaped my journey.
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Introduction
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Some stories arrive quietly.

They begin not with grand events, but with a moment - a pause, a breath, a feeling that something long forgotten is asking to be remembered. This novel grew out of such a moment. It is a story about love and loss, about the endurance of faith, and about the way ordinary lives can echo across generations.

Though the lives of the characters in these pages are imagined, some characters are based on real people, the emotions they carry are real: grief that reshapes a life, hope that returns slowly, and the quiet courage it takes to keep going when the world has changed beyond recognition.

This book is, at its heart, a tribute — not only to one family, but to all those whose stories were never written down, whose names survive only in stone, and whose lives still matter.
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Note from the Author
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This story began in a quiet corner of rural New South Wales — an old cemetery tucked behind a fence, where time had worn the stones but not the memory.

In 2017, while exploring the grounds of the Denison Town Pioneer Cemetery, I came across a weathered gravestone. It bore three names: Hannah, Grace Ann, and Stanley Ronald Bayliss. The dates carved into the stone told a heartbreaking story — a young mother, a daughter lost at four, a son gone before his first month. Artificial flowers had been placed at the base, a quiet act of remembrance.

Nearby, a plaque listed the names and dates of others buried in or near the cemetery. It was titled “Incompleted List of Persons Buried in Denison Town,” and it offered only the barest details — names, ages, dates of death. No stories. No voices. No letters. Just the echo of lives once lived.

That was all I knew of the Bayliss family. And yet, something about that grave stayed with me.

This novel is a work of historical fiction. It is not a biography, nor a reconstruction. It is a tribute — an imagined story built around real names, real dates, and the emotional truth of loss, love, and faith.

Some elements are rooted in history: 

•  Wilberforce and Ebenezer are real places in New South Wales, rich with early colonial heritage.

•  Reverend James Mein, who appears in these pages, was indeed the minister of the Ebenezer Church during the period in which this story is set.

•  The book referenced in the novel — Scenes From Beyond the Grave by Marietta Davis — is real. First published in the 19th century, it recounts Davis’s reported nine-day visionary experience. Today, it is sold under the title Eternity: The Vision of Marietta Davis.

But the Bayliss family as portrayed here — their personalities, their struggles, their faith, their love — is fictional. I do not know whether they ever lived in Wilberforce, or whether they ever met Reverend Mein. What I do know is that their names deserved to be remembered, and their brief lives deserved to be honoured.

This novel is my way of saying: You were here. You mattered.

To anyone who has ever stood before an old grave and wondered about the life behind the name, this book is for you.

And to those who carry grief — quietly, faithfully, year after year — may you find comfort in knowing that God walks with us through every season: in joy and in sorrow, in silence and in song, in the bright morning and in the darkest night.
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Prologue
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​Along the meandering course of the Hawkesbury River, time advances with a steady, unwavering rhythm. Its waters have borne silent witness to the unfolding of generations upon its verdant banks, sculpting a green corridor through the heart of colonial Australia. It was here, in the closing years of the nineteenth century, that two families - one cultivating golden wheat in Wilberforce and the other tending cattle in the surrounding fields - saw their destinies entwined.

This narrative concerns Hannah Kelly and Joseph Bayliss, descendants of pioneering settlers, whose formative years were spent toiling beneath the vigilant gaze of the river. The Kelly family, steadfast in their Irish Catholic heritage, had forged their home through labour and piety. The Bayliss family, grounded in Scottish Presbyterian tradition, contributed strength and song to their community. Both families adhered resolutely to their faiths and customs, their lives as much defined by the land as by the enduring divisions between them.

Religious conviction established boundaries as distinct as the river’s edge; nevertheless, the river itself presented opportunities for those inclined towards curiosity and generosity. In a world often divided by creed, Hannah and Joseph discovered companionship amidst daily tasks and the lively atmosphere of local markets. Their laughter echoed across the fields, challenging the barriers of distrust and fostering understanding. Children, unburdened by ancestral grievances, are naturally predisposed to exploration, mischief, and the pursuit of connection.

The Hawkesbury, at once a blessing and a peril, dictated the rhythm of daily existence. Each season brought forth both the assurance of renewal and the threat of calamity - be it sudden floods, protracted droughts, or the shifting fortunes of each harvest. Yet, whether in hardship or celebration, faith and family remained their unyielding anchors. The bells of Windsor summoned the Kellys to Mass, while the sandstone chapel resonated with Presbyterian hymns, both communities deriving strength from their cherished rites.

As the colony progressed towards newness, the arrival of steamships and newspapers conveyed news from distant places to the river settlements. An air of transformation prevailed: new roads, emerging laws, and the stirrings of restless ambition. The Kellys held fast to tales of Ireland and the lessons of endurance, while the Bayliss family gazed forward, placing their hopes in the promise of the land. The outside world pressed ever closer, yet in moments of quiet - at sunset on the banks or in the calm after a storm - young people like Hannah and Joseph pondered their place within this evolving narrative.

Though familial boundaries were maintained through cautious glances and quiet admonitions, the children claimed the riverbank as their own. There, they absorbed lessons beyond the scope of any schoolroom: the worth of kindness, the exhilaration of discovery, and the fortitude to hope for a brighter future.

This is not solely a story of love, but also one of perseverance and transformation - of how families endured the unceasing tides of nature and time. The Hawkesbury, steadfast and silent, retained their confidences and carried their recollections. Its tides reflect the ageless themes of hope, loss, and resilience that shape all who dwell along its shores.

Let us commence, therefore, with the river: patient witness, impartial judge, and gentle custodian of stories. For within its currents, the tale of Hannah Kelly and Joseph Bayliss, and of the land that nurtured them, is borne quietly forward, awaiting its telling.

⁂⁂⁂

The river’s story began long before any settler’s spade broke earth or any church bell tolled. The Dharug and Darkinjung peoples, whose ancestors traced the river's bends for millennia, regarded the Hawkesbury not just as water and land, but as a living ancestor - its mists the breath of spirits, its tides the heartbeats of those who had always called it home. Their stories, carved into bark, painted on rocks and sung beneath the southern stars, lingered in the hush between dawn and day, in the impossibly green hush of riverbank reeds.

For newcomers like the Kellys and the Bayliss family, the river was both adversary and ally: it offered abundance but demanded respect. It could rise in fury, swallowing crops and spirits, or dwindle in the summer heat, its cracked banks betraying the fragility of human ambition. In times of drought, families gathered by moonlight to pray for rain, their voices mingling - at least for a moment - above dogma and difference.

Among the Kellys, tradition was kept as faithfully as the rosary beads passed from mother to daughter. Their cottage, built of sandstone and red gum, rang with music on Saturday nights, the glow of lamplight falling softly on spinning wheels and hurried stitches. Edwina Kelly, matriarch and midwife, kept the family’s stories alive, weaving memories into lullabies for her youngest, Hannah. Frederick, tall and steadfast, measured his days in furrows ploughed and prayers whispered in the shadowed corners of the barn.

Hannah, the quietest of six, carried the river’s reflective spirit within her. She learned the meaning of patience by watching tide and moon, her hands skilled in mending nets and nursing orphaned lambs. She listened more than she spoke, and her thoughtful gaze saw what others might miss - the first Grevillea blooming after frost, the subtle shifting of a neighbour's mood. She was drawn to the margins: the hush of reed beds at dusk, the hush of words unspoken between families.

Beyond the Kelly homestead, the Bayliss property sloped in generous, grassy folds towards the water. Ewan Bayliss, wiry and tireless, surveyed the world from horseback, his laugh carrying across the paddocks even in the gloomiest weather. Elspeth, with her Scottish psalms and her steadfast hands, kept the rhythms of home: rise early, work steady, give thanks. Their eldest son Joseph was a whirlwind, quick to smile, quicker still to challenge boundaries - his boots forever muddy, his mind a restless churn of questions about places beyond the river.

Despite the distance required by custom, the children of both families often found themselves bound by circumstance if not by design. They would meet at fence lines, or on the banks where turtles sunned themselves and dragonflies hovered like living jewels. Sometimes, when the adults backs were turned, they would skip stones together, their laughter stitching invisible threads between households.

The river marked the passage of time in floods and seedlings, in baptisms and funerals. Each year it stole a little and gave a little more. The children watched as old timbers warped and new saplings took root, as neighbours quarrelled and reconciled, as life - ordinary and extraordinary - unfolded.

As the seasons wove their familiar tapestry, the faintest hint of change rode the air: the arrival of a new teacher at the village school, a whisper of gold found upriver, a letter from a cousin in Sydney bearing tales of electric light and steam trains. These promises of the future flickered at the edge of daily routine, kindling hope or unease in equal measure.

But always, in the blue hush before dawn, the river remained: mysterious, steady, and forgiving. It carried away secrets and sorrows, and in its mirror, the families saw not only their differences but also their shared longing - for belonging, for safety, for the warmth of kin, and the courage to dream beyond the horizon.

So begins the story, with the river as its heart - the silent thread binding all lives along its banks, the keeper of memories, and the herald of hope. Here, in the confluence of land and water, of old wounds and new beginnings, the tale of Hannah Kelly and Joseph Bayliss finds its origins. Long before love or loss, there was this: the certainty that whatever storms may come, the river endures, and with it, the echo of hope.
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Chapter 1: Roots Along the River
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The morning mist along the Hawkesbury River clung to the blades of wheat as Frederick Kelly commenced his day before dawn, his boots pressing into dew-laden earth. Each furrow in the fields bore the legacy of persistent labour and resilience, inscribed with the memory of both benevolent and harsh seasons. Frederick’s hands, broad and calloused from years at the plough, moved with deliberate care as he examined the ripening wheat, attuned to the subtle signs that indicated the optimal time for harvest. Walking beside him, Edwina carried seeds and scraps in her apron, her vigilant gaze searching for blight or errant wildlife among the rows.

“Looks to be a better crop than last year,” Frederick said, breaking the quiet.

Edwina shielded her eyes from the rising sun. “If the river behaves, Fred. Every blessing comes with a test.”

He smiled, lines deepening at the corners of his mouth. “We’ll meet them, as we always do.”

The Kelly homestead, modest and situated on a gentle rise above the river, faced eastward to welcome the sunrise. Within its walls, Edwina’s laughter mingled with the early birdsong as she gathered eggs or tended to the baking of bread in the wood-fired oven.

“Mind your hands, Cait,” Edwina called as her eldest daughter reached for a hot pan. “That burn from last week’s rush hasn’t healed yet.”

Cait grinned, holding up bandaged fingers. “It’s nothing, Mam. I’ll be careful.”

The air indoors was fragrant with the scent of rising dough and woodsmoke. The six Kelly children moved through the kitchen with the boundless energy that marked the beginning of each day, the youngest – Hannah - quietly observing her siblings, absorbing every nuance of family life.

Later, as they sat to breakfast, Frederick cleared his throat. “We’ll need more hands for the fencing this afternoon. Who’s keen?”

Conor, mouth full, mumbled, “I’ll come, Da, once I’ve finished with the calves.”

Hannah looked up from her porridge. “May I help with the nets, Mam? I saw a tear yesterday.”

Edwina nodded, a smile softening her features. “You’ve the patience for it, Hannah. I’d be glad.”

Across a bend in the river, the land changed in character, becoming richer in pasture and gently sloping down to the water’s edge where black cattle grazed. Ewan Bayliss, notable for his striking red hair and weathered features, supervised the herd with a discerning eye. His wife, Elspeth, managed her household with gentle resolve, imparting to her children the understanding that divine blessings require both gratitude and diligent effort. Their eldest, Joseph, displayed an innate affinity for horsemanship, often guiding the cattle beneath the open sky, sometimes singing softly as he worked.

“Keep your eyes sharp, Joseph,” Ewan called from atop the fence. “That heifer’s got a mind to wander.”

Joseph grinned, flicking his hat back. “She just fancies the grass over yonder, Da.”

Ewan shook his head, feigning sternness. “And that’s how trouble starts, lad.”

In the evenings, Joseph absorbed tales of Scotland, recounted in Elspeth’s melodious accent, which transported his imagination from the riverbanks to distant moors.

“Long ago, before your great-grandfather crossed the sea, our people walked the heathered hills,” Elspeth said, her knitting needles clicking. “The rivers there run swift, but none have the moods of this one.”

Joseph looked up from polishing his boots. “Do you miss it, Mam - the old country?”

She paused, smile wistful. “At times. But the land gives what we honour in it, Joseph. Here or there, it’s the same.”

While these two families were neighbours in geography, they remained separated by custom. The Kellys observed their rosary at dusk, the glow of candles filling their parlour with a sense of devotion, whereas the Bayliss family’s hymns drifted across the night air on Sunday evenings, their harmonies ascending with the smoke from their hearth. Although Frederick and Ewan occasionally exchanged words at the boundary fence or discussed the weather at the local market, their interactions retained a reserved civility, shaped by lingering memories of past grievances and a quiet pride in their respective heritages.

One afternoon, Ewan leaned over the fence as Frederick passed by with a spade.

“Flood markers say the river’s rising again. Best keep an ear out,” Ewan remarked.

Frederick nodded, resting a boot on the lower rail. “Aye. I’ll be ready. Let’s hope it spares us this year.”

Nonetheless, the practical challenges of rural life sometimes necessitated collaboration. When the river threatened to overflow, both families joined efforts to reinforce the banks, relocating livestock and stacking sandbags.

“Pass the sack, Joseph,” Conor called, sweat streaking his brow as he worked beside the Bayliss boy.

Joseph handed it over, grinning. “Reckon we’ll beat the river this time?”

“Reckon we’ll try,” Conor replied with a wink.

In the aftermath, they would share bread and tea, their shared labour briefly knitting a fragile tapestry of community.

Edwina passed a cup to Elspeth, who accepted it with gratitude. “Your bread is finer than any other in Wilberforce,” Elspeth said.

Edwina laughed. “It’s the river air. Makes the dough rise just so.”

The settlement of Wilberforce gradually emerged from dense bush and marshland, its main street winding towards the town centre. The river, ancient and inscrutable, bestowed gifts and hardships in equal measure. Early mornings belonged to the fishermen, their boats gliding through the mist as nets were cast in hopeful anticipation. By midday, children explored the sandy banks, collecting tadpoles and tracing animal tracks. In the evening, women gathered at the water’s edge to launder linen, their voices carrying across the still water as they exchanged stories and news.

“Careful you don’t lose your soap in the mud, Annie!” one woman called, laughter chiming out.

Annie splashed back, “If I do, I’ll borrow yours, Mary!”

Edwina Kelly, both midwife and matriarch, served as the cornerstone of her household. She preserved the family’s stories, weaving memories into songs and lullabies for Hannah, whose quiet presence often accompanied her mother throughout the day.

“Hush now, Hannah,” Edwina murmured one evening, cradling her daughter. “Every river has its secret places. We keep ours safe, too.”

Hannah nodded, her eyes shining in the lamplight. “I like the bend in the river best, Mam, where the ol’ Moreton Bay Fig is. It’s quiet there.”

Edwina smiled, smoothing back Hannah’s hair. “That’s where the fairies rest, the old tales say.”

Frederick, his faith, steadfast and unobtrusive, guided his actions in both work and family life.

“Don’t fret over the broken yoke,” he reassured Conor one afternoon. “There’s mending in all things, given time.”

Hannah Kelly embodied the reflective qualities of the river. She acquired patience by observing tides and lunar cycles, her hands adept at mending nets and tending to orphaned lambs. Her quiet attentiveness enabled her to notice subtle changes as she sought solitude in the reed beds at dusk or among wildflowers by the boundary fence, watching the sky’s colours change in silence.

Her siblings - boisterous, quick-witted, and fiercely loyal - occasionally teased her for her reserved nature.

“Careful, Hannah,” Cait teased, “You’ll turn into a shadow if you linger in those reeds much longer!”

Hannah smiled, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Shadows see things others miss.”

Her siblings laughed, but there was a note of respect in their voices.

After completing her daily chores, Hannah would often sit beneath the old river gum, sketchbook in hand, capturing the world around her - swallows in flight, intricate driftwood patterns, and sometimes, the distant Bayliss cattle or Joseph astride his horse, silhouetted against the fading light.

The Bayliss property, with its expanses of pasture and livestock, demanded much of its inhabitants. Ewan began his days at first light and worked until the stars appeared, instilling in his children a deep understanding of the land’s rhythms. Elspeth, with her steadfast faith and practical skills, maintained the home’s routines, her kitchen a centre of constant activity from bread-making to preserving and butter-churning. Her stories and songs connected the family to their Scottish heritage, fostering a sense of continuity.

“Mind the butter, Jessie,” Elspeth instructed, watching her daughter. “You churn too quickly and it won’t set right.”

Jessie grinned, slowing her pace. “Like this, Mam?”
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Chapter 2: Market Mischief
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The Wilberforce Saturday market was the pulse of the district, drawing folk from muddy farms and tidy cottages miles around. Under a sky the colour of new linen, the street filled with the creak of wagon wheels, the crow of impatient hens, and the shouts of children darting between the stalls. The scents of eucalyptus smoke and yeast wafted over it all, mingling with the laughter of women greeting neighbours and the rhythmic slap of boots on cobblestone.

Hannah Kelly arrived with her sisters, basket in hand, her eyes wide with anticipation. “Stay close, lass,” cautioned Cait, her eldest sister, looping an arm around two smaller siblings. “Can’t have you wandering off with the cattle again.”

“I only did that once,” Hannah replied, lips twitching at the memory.

As they passed the confectioner’s tent, Hannah’s nose wrinkled. “Do you think Mam will let us buy barley sugar today?”

“Only if you remember to fetch the butter,” Cait reminded her, shooting a meaningful glance at Hannah. “And mind you don’t break the eggs this time.”

Hannah nodded, though her mind was already wandering to the river’s bend where wild mint grew, and to the market stalls ahead. She wove through the throng, the sun warm on her shoulders, pausing at a crate of apples polished to a high shine.

It was there, at Mrs. Gleeson’s apple stand, that fate - and Joseph Bayliss - intervened.

A commotion burst behind her as a tousle-haired boy barrelled past, chased by a smaller child whose laughter rang out like a bell. Joseph’s boot caught on the edge of a barrel, and he careened into Hannah, apples flying in all directions.

“Careful!” Mrs. Gleeson cried, hands flapping. “You’ll have me bruised apples for weeks!”

Hannah, cheeks flaming, dropped to her knees, scrambling for the runaway fruit. Joseph knelt beside her, mumbling apologies as he reached for the same apple she did. Their fingers brushed, and both withdrew as if stung.

“Sorry,” Joseph muttered, tousling his hair, eyes darting to the stall-keeper.

Hannah risked a glance at him, sensing his embarrassment matched her own. She handed him an apple, its skin dappled gold and red. “Here. It’s not bruised.”

“Thanks,” he replied, managing a crooked smile. “I guess I should watch where I’m running.”

“You think?” piped up a voice behind him - a younger sibling, breathless and grinning. “Mam says you’d trip over your own shadow.”

Joseph rolled his eyes. “That’s not true, is it?” he asked Hannah, uncertain.

She shrugged, a small smile tugging at her lips. “Maybe just a little.”

The children around them snickered, but the laughter was kind this time. Hannah’s sisters exchanged glances, and even Mrs. Gleeson, after a moment’s huff, relented. “No harm done - if you both help me set things right.”

Together, Hannah and Joseph restacked the apples, working in companionable silence. Their hands moved in rhythm, and Hannah noticed that Joseph, for all his earlier clumsiness, was careful not to bruise a single fruit.

⁂⁂⁂

Later that morning, the market was abuzz with activity. Vendors hawked their wares, and the Kelly children jostled near the sweet stall, trading coins for lemon drops and liquorice twists. Joseph appeared again, this time with a mischievous glint in his eye.

“Bet you can’t catch me, Kelly,” he challenged, brandishing a blue ribbon - Hannah’s, which must have fallen in the scramble.

Hannah gasped. “Give that back!”

“You’ll have to catch me first,” Joseph teased, darting off between two carriages. Hannah’s sisters cheered her on, while Joseph’s brothers jeered encouragement from the sidelines.

Their chase wound through the crowded market, beneath banners and between sheep pens, past the old man selling brooms and the girl with the patchwork shawl. Hannah gave pursuit, determined and fleet footed. She dodged a flock of geese and nearly collided with a barrel of pickles before finally cornering Joseph by the farrier’s bench.

“Alright, alright,” he relented, breathless, holding out the ribbon. “You’re faster than you look.”

“And you’re sneakier than you seem,” Hannah replied, snatching the ribbon back. They grinned at each other, breath mingling.

They returned to the main square, where Cait stood with arms crossed, her gaze sharp. “Having fun, are we?” she inquired, one eyebrow arched.

“Just a game,” Hannah answered, tucking the ribbon safely away.

“Well, see that it stays a game.” Cait’s stern expression softened as she handed Hannah a fresh scone. “Mam will want help carrying the groceries.”

⁂⁂⁂

As midday approached, the market’s noise swelled to a crescendo. Elspeth, bustling between stalls, called greetings in Gaelic to old Mrs. Forbes. Nearby, Ewan Bayliss bartered with a cattle dealer, his gruff tone softened by the easy rhythm of exchange.

Joseph sidled up to Hannah by the honey stand. “You ever tasted honeycomb straight from the hive?” he asked, holding out a waxy square.

“No, but I’d like to,” she answered, eyeing it curiously.

He broke off a piece and handed it over. “Don’t mind the beeswax. That’s the best bit.”

Hannah tasted the honey - sweet and floral, with a hint of wild clover. “It’s wonderful,” she said, licking her fingers.

Joseph grinned, pleased. “Told you.”

A sudden downpour interrupted them, sending vendors scrambling to cover their goods. The children dashed for shelter beneath the canvas awnings, laughter ringing out as fat raindrops pattered on the market square.

Crowding together, Hannah and Joseph found themselves huddled with their siblings and a handful of others beneath the draper’s wide tarpaulin.

“Looks like we’re trapped,” Joseph said, his voice softening.

“I don’t mind,” Hannah replied. “It’s nice to listen.”

They stood quietly as the rain drummed above, their earlier rivalry replaced by tentative camaraderie. Hannah noticed Joseph’s gaze resting on the river, swollen and silver in the sudden storm.

“You ever wonder what it’s like to follow it all the way to the sea?” he asked.

“Sometimes,” Hannah admitted. “But I think I’d miss home.”

Joseph nodded. “Maybe you can have both - if you come back.”

⁂⁂⁂

When the rain eased, the children emerged blinking into bright sunlight. The smell of wet earth and trampled grass rose around them. The market resumed its bustle, but something had shifted between Hannah and Joseph - an understanding forged in shared adventure.

That afternoon, as the Kellys prepared to leave, Joseph approached with a wildflower in hand. “For you,” he said shyly. “To say sorry about the apples.”

Hannah accepted the gift, her cheeks warm. “Thank you. And for the honey.”

Joseph shrugged, scuffing his boot. “Maybe next week you can show me where the wild mint grows.”

Hannah hesitated, then nodded. “If you promise not to run off with my ribbon again.”

“Deal,” Joseph replied, flashing a smile.

Edwina called, and Hannah hurried to join her family, tucking the wildflower into her sketchbook. As they trundled home along the muddy road, she glanced back to see Joseph waving from the market gate, the promise of next Saturday shining as bright as the river at noon.

⁂⁂⁂

In the weeks that followed, market day became the highlight of their small world. There were more games, more dares, and a growing friendship that neither family quite understood. Conversations grew longer, laughter came more easily, and secrets began to be shared - tales of the river’s depths, dreams of distant places, hopes that fluttered like swallows above the reeds.

Sometimes they would meet before the sun had fully risen, Hannah balancing an armful of eggs, Joseph with a sack of potatoes slung over his shoulder. They’d exchange news - lost calves, sick lambs, the best spot to find yabbies. Other times, Joseph would offer to carry Hannah’s basket, and she’d accept, feigning reluctance.

One morning, Joseph confessed, “I wish my da would listen the way yours does.”

Hannah, surprised, replied, “Sometimes I wish I was brave enough to say what I’m really thinking.”

Joseph considered this, then smiled. “Maybe we can help each other.”

Their alliance did not go unnoticed. Even as their siblings teased or adults frowned, the two found ways to slip away - to the river’s edge, to the old fig tree, sometimes into the heart of the crowd, where their laughter was lost in the market’s noise.

⁂⁂⁂

Toward the end of the season, the rivalry between Kellys and Bayliss’s flared up in the annual pie-baking contest. The whole market gathered to watch Edwina and Elspeth compete, both women wielding rolling pins with the authority of queens.

“May the best crust win,” Mrs. Bayliss declared, her eyes twinkling.

“We’ll see whose recipe stands the test of time,” Edwina replied, kneading dough with practiced hands.

The children gathered at the front, eyes wide as the judges tasted slice after slice. Joseph nudged Hannah. “Which one’s your favourite?”

“I can’t say,” Hannah whispered. “Mam’s would be hurt.”

Joseph laughed. “I’ll eat whichever’s left over.”

When the results were announced, it was a tie - declared, perhaps, in the spirit of neighbourly peace. The crowd cheered, and Mrs. Bayliss and Mrs Kelly exchanged a rare smile.

Afterward, Joseph handed Hannah a slice of pie. “For luck,” he said.

She accepted, breaking off a piece for him in return. “For friendship,” she replied.

⁂⁂⁂

As autumn edged in, bringing longer shadows and cooler winds, Hannah and Joseph’s friendship deepened. They helped herd sheep at the edge of the market green, exchanged marbles and dreams, and sometimes, when dusk crept over the world, simply sat together by the river, listening to the frogs and the silence between them.

One evening, as the last of the market lanterns flickered, Joseph asked quietly, “Do you think things will always be like this?”

Hannah thought of the river’s endless flow, the changing tides, and the feel of Joseph’s hand beside hers. “I hope so,” she answered, and in her voice was all the hope and longing of a child poised between two worlds.

The market had given them more than honey or wildflowers. It had sown the first seeds of a bond that would weather storms and seasons, outlasting even the fiercest quarrels or the swiftest flood. And as the river flowed silently by, Hannah and Joseph both began to believe that, perhaps, boundaries - like water - could be crossed, if only with kindness and courage.
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Chapter 3: Bonds and Barriers
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The whispers that circled through the Hawkesbury valley grew heavier as autumn deepened. In the snug parlours and on shaded verandas, neighbours leaned together, voices hushed, spinning tales not just of crops and weather, but of Hannah and Joseph. The Kellys, bound by tradition and the unyielding rhythm of their faith, watched their daughter with tightening concern. Mr. Kelly, his weathered hands calloused from years in the fields, would glance at Hannah across the supper table, worry lines deepening on his brow. Cait, fiercely protective of her younger sister, warned her in sharp whispers. “You know how folk talk. It isn’t safe, Han. What if Father finds out?”

Yet the world beyond their cottage brimmed with temptations and reassurances the hearth could not provide. For Hannah, the river’s song grew more alluring each day, its surface glimmering with the promise of secrets and escapes. She found herself listening for Joseph’s laughter as she wound her way through the wildflowers on the market green. The damp, loamy scent of earth followed her, mingling with the far-off perfume of apple orchards ripe for picking.

Joseph, too, felt the pull of things unsaid. His family’s homestead sat atop a gentle rise, fields unfurling towards the distant blue hills. Ewan Bayliss was a man of few words and strong convictions, rarely letting the past slip from his gaze. At dusk, he would settle onto the porch, pipe in hand, the smoke curling like a question in the fading light. Joseph, restless, watched the shadows lengthen across the paddocks and thought of Hannah - her quick smile, the way her eyes brightened at a clever joke, the way she listened as though every word mattered.

Their friendship became an act of quiet rebellion. They invented new ways to meet, passing coded messages slipped beneath fence posts or marked in chalk on a certain river stone. Some afternoons, Hannah would join the children gathering winter firewood, and when she lagged behind, Joseph would emerge from the wattle, carrying an armload of sticks and a mischievous grin.

One golden afternoon, the market pulsed with life. Vendors hawked their wares - honey, bread, salted fish, bolts of linen dyed in indigo and ochre. Children darted between the stalls, their laughter tangled with the braying of sheep and the bark of dogs. Hannah and Joseph found themselves at the edge of the commotion, drawn to the tent where old Mr. McReady told stories. His voice wove tales of bushrangers and lost gold, each word building a world where boundaries dissolved and anyone could be a hero. Hannah glanced at Joseph, and in that stolen moment, they were free - no longer a Kelly or a Bayliss, but just two children, spellbound.

But the river could not shield them from the world’s demands forever. One morning, the valley woke to find a flood had swept down from the hills overnight. Water rose in the streets, lapping at doorways, sending chickens and goats fleeing to higher ground. Families rallied together, stacking sandbags and ferrying food to those stranded. Joseph and Hannah joined the effort, working side by side to rescue the Thompsons’ sheep, their boots sinking into the thick black mud. In crisis, the invisible lines between neighbour and stranger blurred; even Mrs. Flanagan, who had once clucked her tongue at the pair, handed Hannah a dry shawl and murmured, “Good work, dear.”

Yet, as swiftly as crisis united, it also sharpened old fears. When the water receded, suspicion returned. Some claimed the flood was a sign, a warning against “tempting fate” by ignoring the boundaries that had shaped the valley for generations. At Mass, Father O’Shea’s sermon carried a pointed warning about “the dangers of pride and misplaced loyalties.” Across the aisle, Hannah felt Edwina’s hand tighten around hers. At supper, Ewan paused before grace, clearing his throat as he addressed his family: “We do right by our own, and we keep to our own. That’s how it’s always been.”

But the seeds of change, once sown, are not so easily uprooted. In the weeks that followed, Hannah and Joseph grew more daring. On moonlit nights, they would slip from their houses and meet beneath the sprawling fig tree, its roots knotted deep into the earth. There, they shared dreams and disappointments, reading aloud from battered books or exchanging tokens - a feather, a river-smoothed pebble, a hand-drawn map of the valley’s secret trails.

One evening, as the sky blushed pink and the cicadas struck up their chorus, Joseph arrived with a small wooden box. Inside, nestled in a bed of moss, lay a pair of marbles - one blue, one green. “For luck and for courage,” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper. Hannah pressed the blue marble into her palm, feeling its cool surface anchor her to the moment.
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