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Chapter 1
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Central Queensland, October 1897

Mercy took a deep breath and put her shoulder to the wheel of the dray, thrusting hard. At the other side fifteen-year-old Harry heaved with all the strength in his wiry body. The three draft horses strained into the collars, their shoulders and flanks wet and pungent with sweat, nostrils flaring as their breathing grew laboured. Despite their efforts, the heavy vehicle was bogged deep in river sand and refused to budge. 

The hot sun beat down on them through the sparse foliage of a few straggly gums clinging to the riverbank. At times like these Mercy longed for a man about the farm, a man who would take over the strenuous, back-breaking chores that tested her and her children so sorely. She and Harry had already spent an hour bucketing water into the old ship’s tank on the back of the dray. But she knew better than to hope Alfred might suddenly appear and come to their rescue.

She knew it was her own stupid fault. No-one had forced her to marry Alfred Forbes, and if her father had tried to stop her, she probably wouldn’t have listened. Even eighteen years on, her reasons for marrying the man didn’t bear too much examination. Now her little sister Isabella was about to tie the knot, and she only hoped the handsome rascal she’d fallen for wouldn’t treat her as badly.

She halted the horses and turned to her eldest son.  ‘It’s... no... good, Harry.’ She fought to catch her breath. ‘We’ll have to... put sticks... under the wheels.’

Perspiration ran in rivulets down Harry’s red face. She wiped the sweat from her own eyes, her back and shoulders aching from the exertion. The workload seemed never ending. She was numb with exhaustion, and there was still the evening meal to prepare when she arrived home.

Harry nodded and wandered off in search of fallen timber. Mercy spied a fallen limb lying under a river gum, half-way up the bank, and struggled up to it. She broke off the smaller branches and carried them back to the dray to place the sticks on the sand in front of the closest wheel, wedging them under it as far as she could. Harry returned with his own pile of broken branches and followed suit on the other side.

Once more, she clicked her tongue and urged on the horses. They thrust mightily into their collars. With both her and Harry pushing at the wheels, the dray inched forward onto the timber. The vehicle gained momentum as it travelled over the yard or so of corrugation, but once back on the sand gradually slowed to a halt. They moved the timber in front of the wheels again and repeated the process. This time the horses gained firmer ground and were able to keep pulling up the steep bank.

At the top, Mercy went to the heads of the two leaders. She stroked and praised them, then moved back to the shafter, Betsy. The mare’s heavy neck was slick with sweat under her stroking fingers. ‘Good girl, Betsy. I knew you could do it.’

Betsy dropped her shaggy head and nudged her trustingly. Tears pricked Mercy’s eyes, and she fought the weakness of emotion. Ever since she was a child, animals had played a major part in her life, but these big-hearted beasts were her favourites.

It was two miles back to the house along a narrow, rutted track. There had been no rain since May and the grass was silver-dry. Even the ironbark trees were dispirited, their grey-green leaves hanging listlessly. Mercy and Harry walked beside the horses, though Mercy’s legs were rubbery, as if her knees might give way at any moment. Harry, with the resilience of youth, began to whistle. She regarded him with mingled gratitude and admiration. If not for her son’s cheerful propensity for hard work, she would surely have given up long since.

They passed through the sheep paddock, where the little mob of wethers she kept to kill for meat were camped under a shady coolabah. Harry opened the gate into the house paddock and they pulled past a set of horse yards and a timber shed, drawing up in front of a small wooden cottage. A few straggly geraniums fronted the verandah, but with water so hard to come by, an ornamental garden was a luxury she could ill afford. Their bathing and washing water was barely enough to sustain the vegetable garden behind the house.

Another horse came trotting up, greeting the draft animals with an excited whinny. The bay gelding’s back carried the sweaty imprint of a saddle. Mercy’s stomach knotted and Harry’s abrupt silence told her he also recognised the animal. 

She put her hand on his arm in a steadying gesture. ‘See to the horses, will you, Harry? I’ll go in and talk to your father.’ She turned to her daughter Amelia, who had come out of the house with Edwina and Sam, the two youngest children. Amelia’s face was pale and pinched and the knot in Mercy’s stomach tightened. Alfred must not be in a good mood. ‘Amelia, can you help Harry with the horses? Edwina and Sam, you go and collect the eggs, please.’

She watched her two youngest run off in the direction of the fowl yard and climbed the rotting stairs to the verandah. Her stomach churned with apprehension as she glanced at the grimy hat hanging on a peg on the rough-hewn slab wall, next to the open front door. Alfred was seldom in an affable mood and arriving home to find her absent was unlikely to improve his humour. No matter that she had been struggling to perform a task that should have been his responsibility.

‘Where’ve you been?’ he growled when she entered the kitchen to find him seated at the table, nursing his favourite pannikin of tea. Thank goodness he’d been able to find it in the dresser. He’d once smashed one of her dainty cups in a rage when she’d had the effrontery to serve his tea in it.

‘Carting water from the river,’ she said, turning away to hide her distaste at his unshaven face and grubby clothes. She went to the stove and stoked the fire before adding a fresh piece of kindling from the wood box.

‘It’s a pretty state of affairs when a man gets home and you’re not here to even make me a cup of tea. That’s all the thanks I get for breakin’ me back to provide for you.’

Mercy was aware he spent more time at the Banana Hotel than he ever did working. She knew better than to say so but even her silence seemed to infuriate him.

‘What have you got to say for yourself, woman?’ Alfred heaved his heavy body off the chair and came to loom over her, grasping her arm with painful strength.

She took a deep breath, trying to ignore the pain of his grip, and stared up at him defiantly. The injustice of his accusation spurred her to retaliate, although she’d long ago learnt the folly of doing so. ‘We needed water! How was I to know you were coming home today?’

Mercy saw the blow coming and ducked her head, but she wasn’t quick enough. The punch caught her cheek with an impact that snapped her head back. Pain exploded in her skull and sizzled along her nerve endings, followed by sudden nausea. She cried out involuntarily but bit off the sound as an angry yell came from behind her.

Harry flew past her and lunged at his father, fists flailing. Alfred wrapped his beefy arms around the boy’s skinny frame and held him effortlessly.

‘You little whippersnapper!’ he bit out. ‘You’ll get the flogging of your life for this.’

‘No!’ Mercy pleaded, clinging to the dresser for the support her buckling knees refused to give her. She pressed her free hand to her smarting cheek. ‘Please – don’t hurt him!’

Perhaps Harry realised struggling with his father was futile and served only to antagonise him more. He stopped fighting and stood motionless. Alfred changed his grip, grasping the boy with one arm while he fumbled with the buckle of his belt. He ripped off his belt and, as he did so, Harry twisted in his hold and pulled free. In a flash the boy was out through the door, leaving Alfred to bellow with rage.

‘That little bugger!’ he swore. ‘Well, he can’t hide forever. I’ll catch him sooner or later.’ He looked up at Mercy and his face twisted as if the sight of her, standing there, enraged him further. ‘Harry’ll keep. Right now I’m hungry, so you’d better cook me some supper, woman.’

Mercy’s stomach heaved but she managed to cross the room on unsteady legs, giving Alfred a wide berth. She put a pan of water on the stove to boil and gathered up some onions, then sat at the table to peel them. Her hands trembled so much it was an effort to wield the knife. When she nicked her finger a spurt of rage consumed her. For a moment she watched the blood drip into the pile of onion skins, barely controlling the urge to throw the knife at her husband. Mutely she sucked the blood off her finger and wrapped her handkerchief around it, knowing it wouldn’t pay to draw attention to herself by fetching a clean bandage.

To her relief Alfred stomped out of the room, muttering to himself. Amelia must have been hovering out of harm’s way and now she slipped through the door, her eyes wide and scared in her pale face. She stifled a gasp.

‘Mother!’ She ran to her and bent down, slipping her arm around Mercy’s shoulder. ‘Your face! Did he hit you?’

Mercy nodded, biting her lip. It was a pretty state of affairs when your seventeen-year-old daughter had to see you like this. It wasn’t the first time Alfred had hit her, but she’d managed to hide it from the children before. ‘I’m all right, though. Just keep out of his way, won’t you? He’s in a foul mood.’

Amelia nodded. ‘What are you cooking for supper?’

‘We can make a curry from the cold mutton in the safe. There’s no time to cook a fresh piece of meat.’ Alfred’s unexpected arrival meant the meat would hardly be enough to go around. Harry ate as much as his father did, these days. She would have to cook extra rice and do without herself.

Amelia obediently took a wooden chopping board and began slicing the onions her mother had peeled. In no time they had the curry under way and had rice cooking in the pan on the stove.

When they sat down to dinner, Harry’s place at the table remained empty. Normally his absence would have angered Mercy, but now she pretended not to notice and hoped Alfred wouldn’t comment. She knew the boy must be hiding somewhere, probably in the shed. When Alfred wasn’t looking, she retrieved his plate of food and put it in the warming oven at the bottom of the stove. She didn’t think much of his chances of eluding his father, unless Alfred decided to leave again early in the morning.

The meal was a stiff, miserable affair with her husband glowering at the head of the table and everyone else eating in cowered silence. Mercy forced herself to eat her small helping, though the mutton curry she normally enjoyed seemed tasteless.  Covertly she glanced at Amelia’s pale, anxious face and a fresh wave of misery and despair swamped her. For herself, she could tolerate Alfred’s infrequent visits, but every ounce of her being rebelled against the way his moods impacted on her children’s usual zest for life. 

Later, while she was washing the dishes, she heard a sound at the back of the kitchen and Harry poked his head around the door. He glanced furtively around the room and Mercy allowed herself a moment of grim humour. Surely, he knew his father wouldn’t be in the kitchen when there was washing up to be done.

‘He’s on the verandah, Harry,’ she told him, keeping her voice low. ‘I kept some supper for you.’ 

Harry gulped the food down but for once Mercy didn’t remonstrate with him. When he pushed the empty plate away, she laid her hand on his shoulder. ‘Off to bed with you now and be quiet about it.’  Hopefully Alfred’s mood would be improved by morning, and the boy would escape his promised thrashing.

Once her chores were done, she went to the bedroom she shared with her husband, uneasily aware of him smoking his pipe on the verandah. Her entire body ached with exhaustion and her face still throbbed. Dreading the prospect of him joining her in the double bed, she donned her long cotton nightgown and braided her hair for the night, glancing only briefly in the mirror on her duchess. Even in the lamplight, her swollen cheek and rapidly blackening eye were obvious. It looked like she wouldn’t be making calls on anyone for a couple of weeks.

Despite her fatigue, she lay awake for what seemed like hours, staring into the darkness, dreading a closing door or a creaking floorboard – any noise to indicate Alfred was coming to bed. When he eventually entered the room, her body tightened and she held herself still, deepening her breathing in a pretence at sleep.

Either he wasn’t fooled, or he didn’t care. His clothing rustled as he undressed and then the iron bed frame groaned as his heavy weight sank onto the mattress. He reached for her without preliminaries, pushing her gown up around her waist and moving over her without a word. Mercy bit back a cry of pain and humiliation as he plunged into her unprepared body. She tried to think of the children and the chores that were awaiting her tomorrow, rather than focus on her own distress. Thankfully it was soon over, and he rolled away from her. In a few moments he was snoring loudly, and Mercy slid out of bed and used the chamber pot, then dipped a cloth in the bowl of water on the washstand to wash.

Her throat thickened with anger and revulsion as she looked at his hunched, snoring form, revealed by the moonlight slanting through the open window. If only there was somewhere else she could sleep; but he would be furious if he woke to find her gone.

She slid back under the covers, careful not to touch him in any way.  Since he was sprawled over two-thirds of the narrow mattress, it was easier said than done, but she held herself cautiously on her meagre section of bed, wondering how she would ever sleep now.

Mercy must have dozed off eventually, for she jerked awake as the dogs set up a chorus of frenzied barking.  She had heard a thumping noise, she was sure of it, and lifted her head, straining to listen. But the sound didn’t come again. She lay back down with her heart knocking against her ribs. Her body tensed as the dogs continued to bark and a horse whinnied somewhere off in the paddock. Cautiously she rolled over and checked Alfred’s side of the bed, to find it empty. Strange that his leaving hadn’t roused her. But what on earth was he doing? Had he gone to investigate what had disturbed the dogs?

If she had been alone with the children, as was usually the case, she would have gone outside to check. But if Alfred was out there somewhere, surely she could leave it to him to see to their safety. Besides, she didn’t want to encounter him in the dark. She had learnt from bitter experience not to call attention to herself.

At last, she drifted back to sleep. She awoke to the day’s first pale light, her head like cottonwool, her aching face and tender body instantly reminding her of last night’s events. Alfred’s side of the bed was still empty, the bedclothes thrown back. The sheet was cool, as if he had left it hours ago and not returned.

Relief that she didn’t have to face him just yet warred with puzzlement and a twinge of unease. Quickly she washed her bruised face at the washstand and dressed in an old, serviceable skirt and plain blouse with frayed cuffs and collar. Of what little they saw of Alfred’s pay cheque, there was seldom anything left for clothes. If it wasn’t for the small herd of cattle she ran with the help of her children, her laying hens and the vegetables she grew, they would most likely starve. Her concerned father was always trying to give her money, but she hated accepting it and only ever did so for the sake of her children. It wasn’t fair to make them suffer for her pride.

Mercy had expected to find her husband in the kitchen, nursing a mug of tea. But the room was deserted. Working from long habit, she stoked the dying coals in the firebox of the stove. She added woodchips and newspaper, then fanned the coals with her apron until the first tiny tongues of flame licked at the paper. Once the fire was burning, she checked the verandah and the office but there was no sign of Alfred. Where on earth was he?

With the porridge cooking on the stove, she went to wake the children. Harry and Sam shared one room, the two girls another. As usual, Harry was quick to waken and jumped out of bed, while eight-year-old Sam groaned and buried his head under the covers.

Mercy huffed at him, anxiety wearing her patience to a thin thread. ‘Come on, Sam, we go through this every morning. For once, will you do as I ask without complaining?’

She squirmed under Harry’s apprehensive gaze on as it lingered on her blackened eye socket. ‘Where’s Father?’ he asked.

She shook her head. ‘I really don’t know. Perhaps you’ll get away with it this time.’

His face lightened and he turned away to fetch his clothes. Mercy left the boys to it, knowing Harry would soon be off to round up the two milking cows, as he did every morning. After breakfast, Mercy fetched the buckets to do the milking, leaving Amelia to wash the dishes. Harry followed her outside and unchained the two sheep dogs from their kennels. They bounced around him, unusually agitated, then raced over to the shed which housed the buggy, the saddles and harness, and their tools. They disappeared inside and she made a mental note to check there later, to see what had drawn their interest.

Harry joined her shortly after she’d started milking. ‘Do you want me to take over, Mother?’

She looked up at him gratefully, wondering how she’d ever manage without her two oldest children. Harry in particular was mature beyond his years and had long ago, in Alfred’s absence, assumed the role of man of the family. He worked so hard and it worried her that he’d forgotten how to play.

She rose from the milking stool and handed him the half-full bucket. ‘Thank you, dear.’ She noticed the worried look he still had about him and guessed the cause. ‘With any luck your father’s headed off again.’

But why would he leave in the middle of the night? Had he taken a horse? She remembered her promise to herself to check the shed and walked towards it. The dogs were still sniffing around outside, and she wondered what had caught their interest. One of the bitches, Flossie, ran up to her and whined. The dog dropped submissively in front of her, her tail curled between her legs, then looked back towards the shed. Mercy’s pulse quickened.  Flossie was inclined to be timid, but this was strange behaviour, even for her. 

Gathering her resolve, she entered the open front of the shed, blinking as her eyes adjusted to the gloom. The dogs ran in front of her, around the far side of the buggy. She followed them and saw them sniffing at a bundle lying against the far wheel. Her nostrils twitched as she caught a nauseating, metallic scent and her heart gave a sickening lurch. Her hand to her mouth, she forced herself forward, stepping over the central shaft and stopping to look down at what lay on the ground.

Her stomach heaved in revulsion and disbelief. She clutched at the wheel as a wave of dizziness made her head spin. The bundle on the ground was a man, a man with glazed unseeing eyes and a mouth frozen open in a grimace of agony. Blood had congealed on the front of his tattered shirt and pooled on the soil beside him. He was clearly dead and had been for some time.

With a little cry she stumbled from the shed and leant against the outer wall, her body convulsing with nausea. Having vomited her breakfast, she stood there, chest heaving, her arms propped against the corrugated iron. Resting her perspiring face against them, her mind whirled with confusion and disbelief.

It wasn’t her first experience of death. Many years ago, as a young girl, she’d farewelled her beloved mother who’d died in childbirth. But it was her first glimpse of a violent death. Of what must surely be murder.

She’d often wished Alfred dead, but now her dazed mind refused to accept the shocking brutal truth of it. As to how and why... like a flighty horse her brain skittered away from the horrifying questions. They were isolated here, eighteen miles from town, and if a murderer had come visiting during the night he could still be close by.

She quickly scanned the area, heart beating frantically in her chest. Nothing seemed out of place. 

First, she would fetch the shotgun and ensure the rest of the children were safe in the house. Then she would go and get Harry. 
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Chapter 2
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Central Queensland, 2015

Holly Colter eased her foot on the accelerator as the highway dropped towards the river flats. The cultivated paddocks on the left gave way to timbered grassland and her stomach knotted as she looked for the familiar sign. At last, she spotted it, although it wasn’t as easy to read as it had once been. The steel post was twisted and bent, and the black lettering was punctuated with bullet holes. The vandal element must be active even this far out of town.

As she braked and turned down the narrow bitumen of Morgan’s Road, her mind flooded with memories. Many of them good, but others...

She bit her lip and swallowed, her throat suddenly aching with unshed tears. She’d travelled this way on countless occasions as a child and teenager, but distressingly, it was the events of that last heart-breaking summer that came back to haunt her now. She hadn’t been back here since.

The vivid memories pierced her heart and her breath exhaled on a low moan. She’d thought she was ready for this. She hadn’t realised that coming back would transport her straight into the past, the last twelve years of healing disappearing into the ether. Well, she was committed now. She could hardly turn around and go home.

At the Lingarie mailbox she turned right again, over a grid and down the kilometre-long gravel driveway to the homestead. The house behind a screen of shady jacarandas and lofty lemon-scented gums looked just the same – peeling weatherboards, a mass of green pot plants on the verandah, colourful bougainvillea sprawling on the front fence. Two black and white dogs, the Border Collies her grandfather had always used, ran up to meet her, barking, as she braked at the front gate. Despite the noise their tails were wagging. She sat for a moment to pull herself together and then, taking a deep breath, stepped out of the car.  The dogs sniffed her legs, curious but unthreatening, and she stooped to pat their silky heads.

Her grandparents were at the gate by then. Marty, at seventy-five, was still tall despite a slight stoop and thinning grey hair, while his wife Andrea was lean, fit and sun-browned beside him. His rock, as she had always been. Their loving, familiar faces soothed her, helped her push the unwanted memories away. Although she hadn’t been to Lingarie for years, she’d seen them frequently at her parents’ place, and they’d visited her when they came to Rockhampton. She hoped they understood it wasn’t lack of love for them that had kept her away.

They both hugged and kissed her. ‘Oh Holly, we’re so thrilled to see you,’ Andrea said. She held Holly at arm’s length and looked her up and down. ‘You look beautiful. I love that dress on you.’ She smiled even as she dabbed at her eyes. ‘I can’t believe you’ve decided to come and help us out. It’s getting a bit beyond us old codgers.’

‘Speak for yourself!’ Marty looked affronted. ‘We’re still managing – but,’ he winked at Holly, ‘why would we knock back having our favourite granddaughter here?’

Her grandmother shook her head at him. ‘He won’t give in. I’m just worried about you giving up your nursing, Holly. You know what it’s like on the land these days.’ Her lips tightened. ‘If it’s not drought it’s poor prices or all these regulations the government is strangling us with. They don’t seem to care about farmers.’ 

‘Don’t worry, Gran.’ Holly squeezed her grandmother’s hand. She blinked the tears from her eyes. ‘You know it’s what I’ve always wanted and if it doesn’t work out, I can still go back to nursing.’

‘Here, let’s get your bags,’ Marty said. ‘Come inside and we’ll get you settled. We have some mustering lined up for you tomorrow.’

A flash of panic had Holly’s pulse tripping. She’d known coming back here would involve mustering, and by association, riding horses. But so soon? She supposed her grandparents didn’t know she hadn’t ridden since the accident. She took a deep breath. ‘Wow, tomorrow? I warn you I’m going to be pretty rusty.’

‘You’ll soon pick it up again,’ he said gruffly.

She hoped so. If she couldn’t handle riding, she would be a disappointment to Marty. Most people mustered on quad bikes these days, but he was a traditionalist. 

‘Come and have some lunch.’ They each grabbed a bag, and Andrea looped an arm through Holly’s to usher her up the path.  

A discussion with her grandmother at Christmas time had led to this. Andrea had expressed concern that the work was getting beyond them both – not that Marty would admit it. He refused to countenance the idea of selling or putting a manager on. To have a family member come to help them, with the idea of eventually taking the property over, was the answer to their prayers.

Lingarie, at around 1,500 hectares, wasn’t a large property but she knew her grandparents had made a good living from it over the years. A water harvesting licence from the Dawson River irrigated 200 hectares. The rest was grazing country with improved pastures of buffel, green panic and seca stylo. They bred cattle and fattened bullocks on the irrigated land, which helped to buffer the effects of drought. Holly knew the property was worth a lot of money and many would think her grandparents should sell and retire comfortably on the proceeds. But she knew her grandfather was far from ready for such a step. The bush and running cattle were in his blood and he’d pine away if he moved to town.

Over lunch, she caught up with what had been happening on the property and in the district.

‘We’re registered for the EU market now,’ Marty told her. ‘It means the meatworks give us a premium of up to thirty cents per kilogram on cattle of a suitable grade.’

‘That’s the European market?’ Holly said. ‘I’m so out of touch with everything rural. Mum and Dad don’t even buy the Country Life anymore.’

Her grandmother reached across the table and patted her hand. ‘You’ll be fine. I know what a good worker you were for your dad. Such a shame the mines took the property.’

Holly sighed. ‘I was heartbroken. Dad had this thing about wanting his daughters to have a career away from the land. I’m sure if he’d had a son, he’d have bought more land.’ 

‘He’s old-school, your father,’ Marty said. ‘I’ve always said a woman can do anything if she sets her mind to it.’ He smiled fondly at his wife. ‘Just look at your Gran.’

‘What choice did I have, married to this old slave driver?’ Andrea said with a chuckle. ‘But seriously, I was always glad I hadn’t married someone who thought women belonged in the kitchen. Although some women are happy with that. Loretta Kavanagh’s one. She never sets foot in the paddocks.’

‘So the Kavanaghs are still on Myvanwy?’

‘Yes. The family’s been on that block even longer than we have. For a while I wondered if Jesse would be up to keeping it on, but he seems to be getting himself together at long last.’

A shaft drove into Holly’s heart, and she set her mug down quickly, a few drops of tea splashing onto the tablecloth. ‘Oh? So he’s home again?’ The last she’d heard of him, he was overseas.

‘He’s been back for a few months now. Poor old Ron’s been through the mill, losing Leigh like that and then having Jesse get into so much trouble.’

Holly hadn’t bargained on this. If Jesse was next door, she wouldn’t be able to avoid seeing him. Given how the memories had derailed her this morning, how was she going to cope with that? It seemed getting on a horse tomorrow wouldn’t be the only hurdle she had to cross.

What sort of man had Jesse grown into? But she wasn’t about to ask. The last time she’d seen him was twelve years ago, at his mother’s funeral, and the image of his white, hollowed face still haunted her. But her distress at what had happened afterwards transcended pity. Grief was no excuse. 

~*~
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The next morning, they were up early to make a start on the mustering. Holly dressed in jeans and one of the long-sleeved cotton drill shirts she had bought at a western-wear shop in Rockhampton. She applied a generous layer of sunscreen to her fair skin before finding Andrea busy cooking breakfast in the kitchen. Marty had already set off on his quad bike to round up the workhorses.

‘Not sure how much longer the old fellow will be getting on a horse,’ Andrea said as she stirred a pot of porridge on the stove. ‘I decided a few years ago that the bike was good enough for me.’

At seventy-five, her grandfather could have been excused for trading in his horse for a quad bike, but he’d always loved his horses. Holly wasn’t surprised that he’d elected to stick to the time-honoured method of mustering. ‘I don’t know how I’ll go.’ Downplaying her anxiety, she took some bowls from the cupboard, ready for the porridge which looked to be nearly done.  ‘I haven’t been on a horse for years. Let’s hope these cattle don’t play up.’  

Her grandmother joined her at the bench, carrying the steaming pot of porridge. ‘You’ll be all right. You’re young and fit. Wait ‘til you get old like us.’ She patted Holly’s arm. ‘I know Granddad has a nice quiet mare lined up for you.’

Well, that was reassuring. Let’s hope she didn’t make a fool of herself.

At the yards, her grandfather pointed out a brown mare with a star on her forehead. ‘You can ride that one. Her name’s Spangle. She’s quiet and easy-going, so she shouldn’t give you any trouble.’

Holly tried to stifle the nervous tremble in her stomach as she caught and bridled the brown mare. As a child she’d ridden every weekend with her younger sister Cassie and had helped with the mustering on her parent’s cattle property. They’d joined pony club and attempted to master the finer points of dressage and show jumping.

But when she was sixteen the mines had bought the family property. Much of that once-prime grazing land had since been devastated by an open-cut coal mine. Disheartened by a run of drought years, her father had decided to put his money into a small acreage just out of Biloela and invest in an earthmoving business. Holly and Cassie had kept their horses for a couple of years, but Cassie had never been as committed as her older sister. Once Holly had moved to Rockhampton to attend university, she was home less frequently and after she had the accident, she hadn’t been able to face the horses. Eventually both were sold and she hadn’t ridden since.

Spangle didn’t flinch as Holly saddled her and tightened the girth. Perhaps Marty sensed her lack of confidence for he stopped what he was doing with his own horse and turned to watch her. 

‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘The mare’s bomb-proof. I ride her myself and it’s not long since she was worked.’

‘All the same, I think I’ll get on her in the yard.’ Holly led the mare into a small round yard and tightened the girth another notch. Then she gathered the reins tight and gingerly mounted. It seemed the muscles in her left leg had weakened from disuse as she didn’t manage the lithe swing into the saddle that had once come so effortlessly. But at least she was in the saddle and Spangle hadn’t even moved.

After walking the mare a few circuits of the yard, she asked Marty to open the gate and set her into a trot around the larger yard. Spangle appeared to be one of those horses that were made for beginners, responsive without being over-sensitive and, in Holly’s case, seemingly impervious to her nerves. She drew the mare to a halt and leant forward to gratefully pat the glossy neck.

‘She’s lovely. I think we’re going to get along just fine, Granddad.’

Marty grinned. ‘I thought you’d like her. Let’s go, then.’

The two border collies, Blucher and Buttons, totted ahead of them as they set off down a well-travelled bush road. When they reached a gate, Marty opened it from his horse. ‘This is the paddock we’re going to muster.’

The paddock, which Holly knew had once been heavy brigalow scrub, had been cleared many years before and was thickly grassed with buffel and a scattering of native species. It wasn’t long before they found a mob of yearling steers and heifers, their red coats sleek despite only a scattering of green pick amongst the old dry grass. It was January but the summer rains had so far been disappointing, with only scattered storms to relieve a long dry spring. 

The cattle decided to test them by setting off at a trot, but Holly had her confidence back and nudged Spangle into a canter, the dogs racing ahead of her. They had the animals blocked in no time and held them until her grandfather joined them. A few of the bigger steers came out of the mob to stare at her horse and shake their heads at the dogs. Blucher and Buttons were never ones to back down from a challenge, but Holly called them to heel and fortunately they obeyed her.

‘There are a couple of Myvanwy steers here,’ Marty said, pointing to some of the cattle as he drew rein beside her. ‘I’ll have to ring Ron when we get home so he can pick them up.’

Holly had already noticed the steers, which had more Brahman content than her grandfather’s dark red Santa Gertrudis. She was out of touch with cattle breeds, but she thought the lighter-coated Myvanwy animals looked like Droughtmasters.

By mid-morning they had over a hundred head of steers and heifers in the yards. After a quick break at the homestead for a cup of coffee, they returned to the yards to begin the process of drafting and treating the stock for cattle ticks. After drafting to separate the steers and heifers, Marty worked in the back yard bringing them up to the race while Andrea operated the slide gates in the race and kept the cattle moving through. At the far end, Holly used an applicator gun to squirt a chemical preparation onto their backs.

Holly had noticed a few improvements to the yards since the last time she’d helped her grandparents with cattle work, in particular iron roofs over the branding area and the race where they were now working. These provided shade from the hot summer sun and would enable her grandparents to work in conditions that otherwise might have been beyond their endurance.

By lunchtime, the heat was becoming oppressive, and storm clouds were gathering on the horizon. ‘Perhaps we’ll get some rain tonight,’ Marty said with a hopeful glance to the west. ‘Let’s hope we can get them all turned out before we get wet.’

They had just put the last of the cattle through the race when a body truck drove up and backed into the loading ramp. Holly noticed the signwriting on the door – RL and LJ Kavanagh – and expected Ron, whom she hadn’t seen for several years, to alight. When a tall, obviously younger figure jumped down, she froze, her heart thumping.

Oh God, she wasn’t ready for this!

It must have been instinct that told her it was Jesse, although she barely recognised the slender teenager she’d known in this strongly built man. As he walked up to them, she registered his broad shoulders and muscular thighs in faded jeans. His curly dark hair looked scruffy beneath his battered Akubra and he hadn’t shaved recently. He wasn’t the clean-cut lad she remembered.

He touched his hat as he reached them. ‘Hello, Mr and Mrs Forbes.’ His gaze darted to her, and he moved forward a step, flashing that old, welcoming smile that always made her legs turn to jelly. ‘And hello, stranger. I wasn’t expecting to see you here, Holly.’

For a moment she thought he was going to hug her and Holly stiffened. Jesse’s smile faltered and he took a step back. Embarrassed at her lack of manners, Holly forced her rigid features into a smile which she suspected looked more like a grimace. She hoped he couldn’t tell her pulse was racing. ‘Nice to see you, Jesse. It’s been a long time.’

For a moment he glanced away and when his eyes met hers again, he was no longer smiling. ‘I didn’t know you were visiting.’

Holly winced inwardly. ‘I’m not visiting, this time. I’ve come here to work.’

His eyes widened. ‘I thought you were a nurse.’

‘That’s right, but Granddad and Gran needed help, and you know me. I’ve always wanted to be on the land.’ She paused. ‘How’s your dad?’

He hesitated, shrugging. ‘Battling along. Thinks he can still manage on his own, but he’s slowing down. I noticed a difference when I came home.’

Perhaps the worry Jesse had caused him had taken its toll. But of course, she didn’t voic that thought aloud.

‘You were away for a long time,’ Andrea said, blessedly breaking into the awkward silence. ‘We’re all getting older.’

Jesse’s easy smile returned as he looked at her grandmother. ‘You must be thrilled to have this girl here to help you. But if you need a hand with any heavy stuff, like the branding, give me a yell. I can fit in a bit of extra work occasionally.’

‘Thanks, I’ll remember that,’ Marty said. ‘I used to get Tim Evans over, but he’s taken off on holidays. Caravanning around Australia or something.’

Jesse grinned. ‘Good on him. You should do the same, Marty.’

Marty made a disgusted sound. ‘And who’s supposed to look after this place while I do that?’

Jesse nodded at Holly. ‘She’s looking right at you. And Dad and I are just next door if she needs help with anything.’

Holly looked at her grandparents, surprised at the direction the conversation had taken. ‘He’s right, you know. You should do something like that while you’re still fit enough to enjoy it.’

‘We’ll see,’ Marty said. ‘I reckon we’ve both got a few good years left in us yet.’

Andrea huffed. ‘The only way I’ll get this old bloke away from here is in a box.’

Smiling, Jesse straightened and looked towards the corner yard where his father’s steers were waiting. ‘Well, I’d better get these boys loaded and get home.’

Jesse brought his steers up and Holly helped him drive them through the race and up the ramp. Awkward and unfocussed, she was too conscious of the man working a few yards away to properly concentrate on the task at hand. Once the gate was shut behind them, he mercifully didn’t linger but made his thanks and drove off. Watching the dust billow up behind him, Holly took a deep breath and tried to clear her mind. It looked like Jesse was going to be around, so she’d better get used it. 

At the dinner table that night, Andrea disconcerted her by bringing him up again. ‘That was a good idea of Jesse’s. Once Holly’s settled in, we should think about buying ourselves a caravan. We could do some travelling in the slack times.’

Marty grunted. ‘That boy’s certainly done his share of it. I hope for Ron’s sake he sticks around this time.’

Holly looked down at her meal. ‘Is he doing okay these days?’ She had to ask – she knew he was only thirty and he looked good, not like some of her contemporaries who were already losing their looks. But there were lines around his eyes and mouth. From too much sun or too much hard living? She no longer knew him enough to say.

It was Andrea who answered. ‘I think so. To be fair to Jesse, I don’t think he gets along too well with Loretta, which is probably one reason he stayed away so long.’ She sprinkled salt and pepper on her meal and passed the shakers to her husband. ‘I was pleased for Ron that he found a new partner, but I’ve never really taken to Loretta.’

‘She’s a bit different,’ Marty agreed. ‘I hope Jesse can take over the place when Ron retires. There have been Kavanaghs at Myvanwy even longer than we’ve been here.’

Andrea gave him a quizzical look. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be related somehow? Didn’t your great-grandmother’s sister marry a Kavanagh?’

Holly looked up from her meal in surprise. ‘I didn’t know that.’ 

Marty nodded. ‘Yes, my great-great aunt married a brother to Ron’s ancestor.’

Holly’s curiosity kindled. ‘But we’re not a blood relatives to the Kavanaghs, are we?’ Her face heated as she asked the question and she could have kicked herself. What did it matter, now?

‘No, we’re only connected through marriage,’ her grandfather said.

Andrea eyed her keenly. ‘Jesse was always a nice boy. I know he went off the rails for a while, but I think he’s settled down again.’ 

Holly’s face warmed further. ‘I’m not interested in taking up with him again, if that’s what you’re thinking.’

Her grandparents didn’t know the full story. They may have guessed she and Jesse had been sleeping together, but they didn’t know the rest of it. They didn’t know how much he and their break-up had hurt her. The whole experience seemed to have spoiled her for any of her subsequent relationships. It was probably no wonder none of them had lasted.

Caught in his own train of thought, Marty appeared oblivious to the exchange between the two women. ‘My great-grandmother is the one in the photo in the hallway. She looks a tough old bird. I think she had a pretty hard life.’ He forked steak and potato into his mouth and chewed it before adding, ‘They say her first husband was murdered.’

Holly sat up straighter, quickly grasping at the change of subject. She stared at her grandfather. ‘Wow! Do you know any more?’

‘Not as much as I’d like to. She died when I was a toddler, so I don’t remember her. I’ve often thought I’d like to look into it someday.’
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