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“I want you, teach me those,” she said in her pigeon English, indicating the firesticks that Mel had in abundance, one hanging above the door of the library and the others in the cabinet for their everyday use.  Before, Mel had been the only one to handle them.  Alinta always avoided them, but, after Bradley’s second attack, she’d decided no man would ever touch her again.  Not if she could help it.

Mel hesitated only briefly before nodding slightly, saddened that her wife felt the need to learn to defend herself with weapons. She knew she wouldn’t always be about to protect her, a fact that had been proven.  But she hoped, with Bradley’s death, that was the end of that particular evil.  She couldn’t protect Alinta from everything, although she would try with her dying breath.  Meanwhile, it only made sense to let her wife learn how to protect herself for those times that Mel wasn’t about.

Mel showed her how to hold the gun, with the butt shoved firmly against her shoulder.  Mel explained the things her father had taught her many years ago.  Alinta dry-fired it many times, peering down the barrel at the sight on the end of it, and when Alinta felt comfortable with the weight of the long barrel, the heaviness of the steel, Mel began to show her how to load it, measuring out the gunpowder.

“It won’t do you any good if the powder is too tightly packed.  Don’t let it ever get wet,” Mel advised as she gently instructed Alinta.  

The first shot startled the Aborigine woman, as it always did when Mel or one of the men used one of the firesticks.  The recoil hurt her shoulder, but Mel advised her again to hold the stock tighter against her.

“No, don’t close your eyes or you lose the target you just sighted.  That will waste the gunpowder, and you know we’ll have to wait for more to come from Sydney.”

Alinta nodded.  They were dependent upon too many of their supplies from Sydney to waste any of them.  They grew what they could out here in the outback, but there were things they couldn’t make or find out here like the gun and the powder, much less the shot, to waste it needlessly.  

But Alinta knew Mel didn’t mind teaching her, letting her practice, and using their precious supplies on that.  She would have done it with her men, even their sons and any daughters that might take an interest.  Already they had drawn several of the older boys and even girls, both white and Aborigine, as Mel taught her wife to fire the musket.  She’d instructed all who wanted to learn how to clean, load, and even let them dry fire, but only Alinta was allowed to fire the gun because there were simply too many of them to let them practice actual shooting.  As they learned over the coming days, several other women came and asked to be shown how to hold, load, and fire the guns, with their men watching on in amusement until Mel glared at them.  Despite being the station owner, none realized that Mel Lawrence was actually a woman, protecting her wife by teaching her to use the firearms proficiently.

“Any woman on this station who wants to learn to fire a gun, any child old enough, is welcome to learn,” she told them and the men who had been amused hastily returned to work.  Some agreed with Lawrence, realizing out here in the outback, the rules were different.  Life was quite different, and their wives and daughters would have to be able to survive whether they were around or not.  Some gave their permission for their wives to take the lessons, or even their daughters, and some forbade it.  But those who refused to allow it were made miserable by their wives until some reluctantly gave in.  Only a few held their ground, but they were looked on in contempt for denying their women the right to defend themselves or their homes if necessary.

“You’re pulling to the right,” Mel determined after Alinta finally stopped closing her eyes in anticipation of the blast.  “It is too heavy for you?” she asked, challenging her wife.

“No, I get this,” she answered, determined to learn how to shoot the long musket.  She was pleased as she improved.  Alinta’s eyesight was far superior to anyone else on the station, being a native-born Aborigine, her senses were more in tune with nature and, once she got over her fears, she was deadly accurate.  

As Mel taught her how to load and aim a handgun, she found she liked the shorter barrel and the lightness of the firearm better that the rifle, and many of the others agreed with her.  Mel noted it was usually the women who probably didn’t like the weight of the long barrels.  Secretly she was pleased at their interest, but a handgun was no substitute for a rifle; it couldn’t fire as far.  

“If you find the gun too heavy, the barrel too long,” she explained to her audience, showing them the various guns and their attributes, “you can use a branch or a stone to help you hold it steady.  Never use your horse; you’ll scare it something fierce.”  

Several women were pleased to find a tool to help, as these muskets were heavy, and Lawrence teaching them gave them confidence that they all could do it.  The fact that Lawrence trusted his wife to fire the heavy, cumbersome gun made many of the women reevaluate learning it themselves.  Even though they only dry-fired them, time and time again, they were certain they could shoot when necessary, and they certainly learned to load them correctly.

“You’ll never need to use these with us men around,” one boy boisterously assured a girl who had dry-fired the musket.

Mel glanced up to see who had spoken.  She wanted to bite off the boy’s head but kept herself in check.  “What if the men aren’t around?” she asked him reasonably.  “Women can do anything a man can do,” she told him, and, when his look turned slightly condescending, she let the girl he had been trying to impress aim and actually fire the musket she’d been practicing with.  Her attempt was quite good.  

“If we had more gunpowder for you to practice with, you’d be better than some of the men,” Mel complimented the girl.  She regarded the boy to see him flushed with embarrassment.  “Don’t let anyone keep you from learning something,” she advised all the women and girls before turning back to the general discussion.

“It’s important you keep your firearm clean.”  Mel showed them again how to clean the barrels of both the rifles and the handguns.  “Keep your raingear over the firepan when it’s raining if you want to keep your powder dry.  You need that spark to fire the gun.”  The older children were listening avidly, some of their mothers, too, concentrating on the lessons Mel was giving so freely to them all.  The girls had grown less shy, now that they knew they had the station owner’s approval.  Seeing Mel teaching his wife made a few men reevaluate their reasons for not teaching their own women sooner.

Here was one of those things that confused Alinta.  When Mel spoke of the rifle or the handgun, she called them both guns.  She accepted it but thought that whites did this sort of thing deliberately to confuse others.  She knew her people would be amazed if they could see her now.  When her father had sought out white men to trade for their white man’s stone, he had never considered or even known about the white man’s firestick that could kill from afar.  Its noise alone had kept him at bay.  This tool, this gun, was much more valuable than just the white man’s stone.  It could kill from afar and give her time to hide or get away if need be, or if she missed.  She quashed those memories of both her father and her people.  Mel was her people now.  Mel and Ainia.

“If you tie it like this, it won’t interfere with your riding the horse.” Mel showed them how to lash the scabbard to a saddle.  She even gave Alinta a holster to keep at her waist, several of the youngsters looking on enviously when the station owner’s wife was given a valuable gun, apparently to keep.  “Remember, if you must shoot a boar ...”  They had pretended she was learning to shoot in case of animal attack, but both of them knew it was in case of men like Bradley. “... kill it in one shot.  You might not get a second shot.”  Mel glanced at her students, seeing the concern in several mother’s eyes at the idea of a boar coming into the ranch yard.  Mel kindly neglected to mention snakes, even though one had nearly gotten her.

There was another rifle, one that had two barrels, and Alinta tentatively learned to use that.  The sight on it was odd, almost off-balanced, and she learned to move the barrels marginally to fire accurately.  Even a small move on her part changed the trajectory of its bullet.  When she felt confident enough with the different guns, she smiled warmly at her wife over the schooling she had received.  She’d seen the longing on the older boys, and girls and the other women and wished they, too, could have shot.  Most didn’t even try the shotgun as they found the double-barrel to be too heavy. 

“Don’t ever point a gun at a man or a woman unless you fully intend to shoot and kill them.  If you shoot to wound, they might come back at you at another time,” she pointed out, exchanging a look with her wife.  The dark, almost black eyes penetrated deeply into Mel’s brown ones, almost to her soul.  They understood each other, even if they never spoke of the rape.  

The other women nodded sagely, and Mel heard the mutter from the men who had joined to help her instruct those who were learning, even if they didn’t get to fire.

“Shore was a lot of shooting in that valley,” a stockmen commented as he repaired a fence where a horse had kicked it down.

“Lawrence is teaching ‘is missus how to shoot,” Peter Winston, the ranch foreman, commented.  He wrapped a rope he’d been using into a coil to hang up.

“Lord have mercy, a woman with a gun.”  The other man smirked, but the grin died on his lips when he saw the look on Peter’s face.

“Don’t let Lawrence hear you say that.  He thinks mighty highly of his missus, he does,” the man pointed out in warning.  He knew how Mel felt about his wife, and, while he didn’t see the attraction to the Aborigine woman himself, a wife was sacred out here.

“Of course, he does,” the man agreed readily, not willing to offend.  The word had spread through the paddocks.  Anyone with a disparaging word about Mrs. Lawrence was booted off the station.  Mel Lawrence was too big and too ready with his fists to put up with such talk.  

As they gossiped, Winston explained to the man who hadn’t been there how Mel had taught any of the women who wanted to learn and several of the older youngsters, both boys and girls, how to handle, clean, and load the various guns.  He hadn’t let them fire them as they wouldn’t waste the powder, but they were now knowledgeable.

“He teach the Aborgines too?”

“A few.  Too many is scared of them fire sticks as they is callin’ ‘em.”

“What’s he planning, an army?”

“Nope, but no one better ever mess with Lawrence station,” the foreman replied cryptically, and the man agreed.

Alinta felt better knowing how to use the guns but hoped she would never use them.  She glanced at Mel who had taken off her stockmen’s hat and was wearing a bandana to keep her hair back, the Aborigine woman appreciated how much her mate did for her, how much she respected her, and, while she didn’t think of it in those terms, she knew she loved this big white woman, who looked so much like a man, more than life itself.  She also knew that she, too, would kill to save Mel, as she knew Mel had eliminated that one threat for her.
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CHAPTER TWO
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As Mel headed for Menindee, she thought about what business she had there to accomplish.  She could have sent one of her men, but she felt the need to get away from the home station for a while to think about her wife, her life, and what their future held.  The many draws on her time were wearing on her, and she needed to see something else for a while, be alone for a time.

“Hellooo!” she called across the muddy river, getting the attention of the ferry operator, who eventually either saw her waving or heard her over the noise of the stream.  She stared, fascinated, at the river which was so dirty, with endless swirls of silt and debris in its depths.  She wouldn’t want to drink from it.  She watched as the ferry slowly make its way across on a cable that was strung across the river.

“Just you?” the operator called when he was a mere five feet from the shore.

“Yep, just me,” she told him.  “Are you new here?” she asked, trying to remember the man and failing.

“Aye, I am.  Wilson took sick and I’m filling in for him until he gets better,” he told her as the ferry, with a final helping heave from the river, slid up onto the shore.  He opened the gate so Mel could lead her horse and pack horse onto the planks, closing it behind her.  He lifted his rudder to push off from the shore, the ferry a little heavier with the horses’ weight and having to wait until a wave helped him push the platform offshore.  He quickly fixed the rudder into the apparatus that wove through the cable strung across the river and was thus able to control the speed of the ferry using the angle of the ferry with the rudder.  “Come far?” he asked to make conversation.  He enjoyed this job and liked meeting everyone coming and going across the river.

Mel nodded as she looked at the town, the dirty buildings weathering in the outback faster than anyplace she had ever seen.  There was a new building going up, its wood bright and fresh against the backdrop of the other faded buildings, but Mel couldn’t tell what it was going to be.  “I’m from Lawrence Station,” she told him.  “I’m Mel Lawrence.”

“Kin to the owner?” the man asked as he used the sweep to keep the ferry riding against its cable over the water.  He could hear the odd accent the man had.

“I am the owner,” she told him proudly.  “Had some business here in Menindee and decided to take care of it myself.”

The man nodded and then eyed the large man before him, completely unaware of Mel’s true sex.  He’d heard about this American who had brought in ten thousand merinos along with that other American who owned part of another station he couldn’t recall the name of.  But he hadn’t been at this job long enough to know everyone and everything.  As they crossed, he chit-chatted about nothing in particular, not sure the American was listening to him except for getting an occasional nod.  He watched when the man took off his stockman’s hat to wipe at his forehead and stared at the bandana wrapped around the man’s head.  It was bright red!  

Mel left off her hat to let the small breeze they garnered from riding across the river cool her sweaty brow.  As they approached the other side, she asked the man, “Where will I find Wilson?”

“Wilson?” he asked in surprised before quickly pointing out the ferryman’s house.  After Mel paid him for the crossing, he watched as the American led his horses off the ferry and down the street, hoping he had done or said nothing wrong.

Mel knocked on the door of the house, and, when the woman answered, she asked respectfully, hat in hand, “I’m Mel Lawrence, is Mr. Wilson available?”

The woman’s eyes opened wide at the American accent, but she quickly did a bob of a curtsy and waved him in.  “He’s in the parlor,” she said, trying to sound a little posh but failing.

Mel saw the direction she had waved and headed into the room, feeling as though she were in her bathroom; the room was so small.  The ferryman sat with his leg propped up on some pillows, smoking on a pipe and squinting at a newspaper.  “Wilson?” she asked to confirm the man’s identity, and he looked up in surprise, trying to rise out of respect for the station owner he recognized.  Mel was familiar with him now, remembering him from previous trips to Menindee.  “No, no, don’t get up,” she told him, waving him back to the settee.  “I see your laid up.”

“Aye,” the man said, settling back down.  He wouldn’t have been able to get up, anyway.  “Broke ma leg when a brumby lashed out and kicked me,” he grumbled, sounding resentful.

Mel was amused but didn’t show it.  A horse’s kick was nothing to fool with.  “I want to talk some business with you if you’re a mind to?”

Surprised, the man could only nod, and the only sign of his agitation was an increased puffing on his pipe.  Mel liked the aroma of the tobacco and made a mental note to ask him what kind of fig he purchased.  She’d tried many different kinds and had a few favorites of different flavor and smell.  She wasn’t always able to get what she wanted, as the drayage companies usually brought the cheapest items they could find and in large quantities.  

“I’m Mel Lawrence,” she stated.

“Aye, I recognize ye.”  He nodded for her to continue, and his mind turned to worry.  Had his replacement man messed up something in the crossings?  He couldn’t afford to lose this job; he needed the income from the ferry to support his wife and children.  He started to sweat.

“I’d like to set up an account for my station and pay you once a year, if that’s all right with you?” she asked, coming to the point.

“Once a year you say?” the man mused, wondering if this would cost him.  The money wasn’t all his, after all.  The ferry was owned by one of the paddleboat companies that came up this far, and he merely ran it for them, lowering the cable when they blasted their horn so they could cross.  He heard one now and hoped his man lowered the cable in time or there would be hell to pay.  He mentally shuddered at the thought of a cable getting caught up in the expensive and important paddle apparatus.

“If that isn’t acceptable, I suppose we could pay the bill twice a year,” Mel started, misunderstanding the intent of the man’s question.  It would be a great convenience for the station as her supplies, any additional stock, or visitors rode the ferry across.

“Nay, nay, once a year would be fine for me, but I’ll have to explain to the company ...” he left off, realizing he sounded weak.

“Yes, I understand that,” she nodded.  “You do that, and explain how much the drayage company takes to and from my station.  It might not be worth it for smaller stations, but if it’s a problem ...” she left off, leaving it hanging.

“I’m sure they’ll agree, and I’ll certainly let you know,” he promised.  They couldn’t afford to offend these bigger stations.  Lawrence Station, Twin Station, and others just as large were the reason they made any money, not the smaller stations or the day riders. 

“Aye,” she nodded, starting to sound like the Australian, “you do that.  I hope you get better soon,” she added, acknowledging his wrapped leg.  She wondered briefly what Alinta would have done to help the leg heal.  Whatever it was, she would probably have been more efficient, and it would have healed faster.  “I’ll let you rest then,” she said, getting up from where she had sat.  “Could you tell me where you buy your tobacco leaf?” she thought to ask.  After he told her the shop here in town, a sound of surprise in the answer, she thanked him and then let herself out of the man’s house.

Mel spent the afternoon exploring the small town, purchasing a few things she didn’t really need including the new tobacco which she would buy in bulk for the station, talking to a few people, picked up their mail, but wondering why she had ridden all this way.  It certainly wasn’t to set up an account for the station with the ferry operator or her limited business in town.  She speculated at her restlessness and thought about her wife, her daughter, and her station as she sat around her small fire that night, back on her side of the river again, the ferryman apparently relieved to find he wasn’t in any trouble.  As she cut into a new fig of tobacco for her pipe, she thought over this peculiar restlessness that had been plaguing her for weeks now.  Something needed to change.  Perhaps it was bothering her to stay in one place for so long, something she hadn’t done in years.  Maybe it was something else; she didn’t know.  

As she headed back up the track towards home, she stopped to straighten the sign that pointed travelers towards Lawrence Station.  The winds of the outback had faded the lettering so badly she took out some paint and touched it up.  When she was done, she noticed how the other station signs had been added haphazardly below her own, many sparing only one nail for their efforts, which meant their signs frequently pointed the wrong way or even fell off from rough weather and wind.

Now absorbed in this project, Mel spent the day cutting down a tree and shaping it into a squared off piece of wood.  She dug a deep hole in order to place the solid post into it.  She attached the numerous signs on the tall post, with Lawrence Station at the top since it was the farthest that she knew of from any of these stations.  She found it amusing how they had spelled their stations, some using family names, others using Aboriginal names or even landscapes to identify them.  When she used stones to help sturdy the large post and straighten it into the hole, filling in the rest with dirt that she tamped down with her boots, she felt she’d done a good job.  It looked impressive, and, with the half-dozen signs attached to it, it looked right.  She did the same with the next sign and post she came across, as well as one more with only Lawrence Station and Twin Station on the last one.  On each sign, she made sure the paint was bright and the post sturdy before she made her way back onto her own land and began to check on her stockmen, one by one, in each paddock until she reached her home paddock.  The weeks away had seemed too short but she was glad she had gone.
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“Start spreading the word to any of the swagmen you come across that Lawrence Station will be hiring for a time during lambing season.  Any man or woman who wants to help our stockmen can hire on in exchange for cash money or supplies.”

“I think the men will resent the interference, thinking you don’t think they can do their job,” Peters began, but Mel held up her hand to silence him.  “And women?  I’ve never heard of a woman tending sheep.”

“That’s just it; the men are doing their jobs until they are so tired they can’t see straight.  The swagmen want work, but only for a short time before they are on down the tracks.  They don’t want it permanent.  Having extra men to help with the lambing when it’s time, even with a jackaroo or two will help save lambs, which is to our benefit,” she pointed out and watched as the dawning light of comprehension hit her head stockman.  She didn’t answer his sexist remark since her own wife had helped out many times and, if he knew that Mel was actually a woman, he’d have been shocked.

“Aye, that’s a right fine idea.  Kinda like how they show up to help with the fires.  A right fine notion,” he mused as the idea caught hold in his brain.  “I’ll spread the word and have the men tell anyone that Lawrence Station is hiring for a time.  This include the stockmen’s wife?  Extra pay for them?”

Mel wanted to point out it wouldn’t be extra pay if the stockmen’s wife was working, it would be her pay.  However, she wouldn’t debate it with her foreman as most men assumed anything a wife earned was theirs.  She merely nodded at his questions.  Mel smiled.  The idea of hiring swagmen and the women that might accompany them as well as the wives of her own stockmen had occurred to her when she went to Menindee.  Perhaps that was why she had gone on that trip; it certainly wasn’t to straighten their sign posts.  

She was pleased to see the fencing on their southern boundary was coming right along, if not painfully slow.  It would take a long time, but she’d gladly paid the men their wages, knowing it would keep her sheep, any that got out of the folds they had built so long ago, from straying onto Twin Station land.  Next, they would work on her eastern border, even though she hadn’t even determined yet where her northern border was.  Perhaps she should ride up there, too.

* * * * *
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“May I go with you?” Alinta asked when Mel told her she would be gone again for a time.

“Are you sure you are up to the journey?” she asked, surprised.  

Alinta had been depressed for so long, and Mel hadn’t been sure how to snap her out of it.  The learning of how to handle and fire guns had been a mere distraction, but the whole situation was one they couldn’t really talk about.  Mel hadn’t touched Alinta since the incident, but that didn’t mean she’d stopped wanting her.  She was trying to be considerate, to give Alinta what she might want, but at the same time, the Aborigine woman was impossible to read.

Alinta was worried about Mel, too.  She understood the distance between them to be somehow her own fault.  Mel had needed to make that trip to Menindee to take care of business, but Alinta didn’t really understand what business was.  So, when Mel didn’t ask her to go along with her, Alinta didn’t know if it was her place to ask.  She wished she had, but that was in the past, and now she was asking to go with Mel to inspect the station.  She wouldn’t beg, though.

Alinta had spent her time apart from Mel with Diablo, the young stallion, who welcomed her attention, especially when she began to feed the animal carrots and hay, befriending him.  She had been surprised that an animal, one that would be food to her people, could show so many emotions.  He was friendly, rambunctious, and playful.  He was already causing trouble with Mel’s herd stallion, who sensed a rival in the young, finely-bred stallion—and rightfully so.  Since Mel wouldn’t allow Diablo into the large valley behind the house, the young stallion was lonely and welcomed the woman with her treats and the cool water.  He accepted her pats and scratches on his itchy coat and began to tolerate some light grooming.  His coat would grow longer with the oncoming cold weather, and she was able to clear some matted sections on his mane and tail.  Ainia, strapped to Alinta’s back, frequently reached out to touch the animal, her mother watching protectively.

Alinta had welcomed the time Mel took to teach her how to groom the rambunctious horse after Carmen had brought him to their station.  Grooming him was soothing to the creature who could so easily have trampled the woman.  

“I worry that the herd stallion will kill him if he gets out of this paddock,” Mel told her, holding the bridle and petting the velvety nose of the mischievous young horse.

“Maybe he has his own wife?” Alinta had suggested.  She loved the lengthening hairs on the horse, carefully saving the longer ones from the mane or tail as had been her habit for all of her life.  She could weave them into practical things, but then she remembered; she didn’t need the bags and such she would have made with these things.  Even the spinifex she’d have used to weave baskets was cut down for the animals.  Mel didn’t discourage her from making these things, but she found the ones brought from Sydney to be of a much finer quality.  Mel explained some of these things were made from machines.  She didn’t know what machines were but they made nice things.  Still, she occasionally made her own because it comforted her to have her own things about her.
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