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Jessie (aged 6)

Mama screamed as the slap of skin echoed through the house. I pulled my knees to my chest and squeezed my eyes closed. Over and over, the slapping sounded. Mama’s sobs filled my ears, and my heart ached. I wanted him to stop. But he’d never stop. My father was always at the scariest when he was this way. He would disappear for a few days, and when he came home, he would stink and be so angry. It wouldn’t matter what Mama did it wasn’t good enough.

“Please, Douglas, stop,” Mama begged.

A growl that sounded like a dog came from Father’s throat. He lifted his arm and slammed his fist into Mama’s face. I watched in horror as her eyes rolled in her head and her knees buckled. Her head lulled on her shoulders as she fell to the wooden floor.

“Mama,” I cried as I crawled from under the table to get to my mother, who was sprawled on the floor. I didn’t make it far when I felt Father’s hands grasp my arms and pull me away. My body was flung across the kitchen and onto the table. I cried out as my ribs crashed against the edge of the table, and pain spread through my chest.

“Leave her there,” Father snarled as he kicked Mama’s thighs. I stared at my mother’s face, which was black and blue. Her eyes had not long ago healed from the last beating and were swelling. Blood dripped from her nose, and her bottom lip was split.

I didn’t dare move until after Father left the room. Once I heard his loud snores from the bedroom, I crawled to Mama and gently lifted her head into my lap.

“Mama,” I whispered. “Please wake up.”

Soft snores came from Mama’s lips. The door opened, and I saw my Aunt standing in the doorway. She sighed as she looked down at my mother asleep in my lap.

“Jessie, go and get some water and a cloth,” Aunt Adelaide directed. I nodded and slid out from under Mama’s body as I ran for the back door, picking the bucket up on the way through. I didn’t look back as I ran as quickly to bring water up to the surface. I filled the bucket with fresh water and ran back to the house, trying my hardest not to slop the water as I went. 

I wrung a cloth in the water. Aunt Adelaide held her hand out, and I placed the washcloth in her hand. Gently, she started to wipe away the blood from Mama’s nose and lips.

“Jessie, please go and get Uncle Thomas. He will carry her back to our home,” Aunt Adelaide instructed. We all lived on the same land. My Aunt and Uncle lived in a tin home beside ours. The land had once belonged to my grandparents. My grandfather had died long before I was born, but my grandmother lived in another house on the other side. When my Father’s behaviour was at its worst, I would go and stay with my Grandmother. She would fuss over me and make me feel special.

I knew that Aunt Adelaide and Grandmother hated Father. I didn’t blame them. I hated him, too. But there wasn’t anything we could do. I was always so happy when Father finally left the house, but I lived in dread for the day he would return. I swung the door open to Uncle Thomas and Aunt Adelaide’s home and ran into the living room.

“Your father is home?” Uncle Thomas asked.

I nodded my head and felt my eyes burning with tears. Uncle Thomas nodded and stood from the chair that he was sitting in. He scuffed his hand over my blonde hair and smiled down at me.

“One day, he will kill himself with that drinking, and it will all end.”

I bit into my bottom lip and nodded. I turned to follow Uncle Thomas from the house and back into ours. Mama had started to wake up, and Aunt Adelaide quietly whispered words of encouragement. Uncle Thomas was silent as he reached down and lifted Mama into his arms. Without another word, we all left the house and returned to my Uncle and Aunt’s home. Uncle Thomas’s words continued to float through my head. One day, my father would die. I just hoped it would happen sooner rather than later.
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Jessie 

(Aged 16)

I climbed from the seat and went into Mama’s bedroom as her body was wracked with another hacking cough. I picked up the pail that sat beside her bed and brought it to her face as she rolled in the bed and vomited the phlegm that had settled on her chest. I looked down at the bucket and frowned. There was brown blood mixed in with the phlegm. This wasn’t like influenza. Mama had been sick for too long. There was an influenza going through the Mallee. I’d heard that many people from Donald and Jeffcott were getting sick. But this wasn’t the same. It was something else. 

I’d spoken with some of the people in Donald. I was told that with influenza, patients got feverish and tired with runny noses and eyes. But this wasn’t that. Mama didn’t have a fever. Her nose wasn’t running. It was just this hacking cough that was so bad she would vomit.

I was frustrated. I’d begged my father to take Mama to the doctors in Donald. She needed to see someone, but he told me there wasn’t the money to do it. He hadn’t been home since. Father left around two weeks ago and hasn’t come home. This was the longest he’d been gone.

Mama’s cough wracked through the room again. She groaned as she leaned over the edge of the bed to vomit into the bucket again. Another splash of red blood coated the bottom of the pail. I frowned and clenched my teeth. 

“Mama, we need to get the doctor here,” I said.

“No. No money,” Mum wheezed between coughs.

I shook my head. “I will worry about that.” I didn’t know how to do it. I didn’t know how to get the money together to pay the doctor. We didn’t have any food in the house. With Mama sick, I hadn’t had a chance to hunt for more food. I’d been here helping her. Mama was too ill to leave the house. I needed to go and get the doctor and bring him back here. 

The doctor didn’t like to come out to our area. It was out of the way. We were hidden away. My family was renowned in the area. My father and grandfather had caused the O’Malley and Sinclair names to become infamous. They were well-known as convicts that had been sent out from Ireland. I wasn’t even sure that we actually owned the land that we lived on as much as we had stolen it. 

We were well-known for all the wrong things. The men in my family weren’t good. They probably should have hung many years ago. It meant that the rest of us were treated with just as much contempt as a result. I didn’t even bother going to school. There was no point. I wouldn’t have been taught anything anyway. That was even if I was lucky enough to be accepted into the school in the first place. 

I sighed as I looked down at Mama again. “I’m going to go and get Aunt Adelaide,” I said to her before I turned and left the house. We didn’t have a choice. I couldn’t stand by and watch my mother die. She’d had a hard enough life as it was. I wasn’t going to let her curl up and die without trying to make her well.

I walked through the treed field to where my Aunt Adelaide and Uncle Thomas lived and knocked on the door before I opened it and walked in.

“Jessie, how is your mother?” Aunt Adelaide asked.

I sighed and shook my head. “She is coughing up blood.”

Aunt Adelaide winced. “She needs a doctor.”

I nodded my head. “She does. She doesn’t want me to go and get him. She said we don’t have the money. But I’m going to go into town and get him. I will work out how to pay him later on.”

Aunt Adelaide frowned but nodded her head. She understood. She knew that I couldn’t let Mama curl up and die. Aunt Adelaide and Mama had watched my grandmother, their mother, die the same way only a year ago. Enough was enough. It needed to stop.

“Have you seen your father?”

I shook my head. “No. He’s been gone for two weeks now. I was going to ask about him once I got to town.”

Aunt Adelaide nodded. “Alright, be safe.”

“Always,” I replied as I turned and left the house. I walked over to the fenced-off field where I kept my horse and clicked my tongue. Coal, my horse, trotted toward me, and I smiled at the big boy. “Want to go into town?” 

Coal threw his head in the air and brayed loudly. I laughed loudly and ran my hand up and down his neck before I hefted myself onto his back. I’d never learned to ride with a saddle. I didn’t know how to use reigns. I simply rode Coal as he was. I didn’t even know where he came from or how old he was. One day, when I was about four years old, I found a big black horse standing in the garden eating Mama’s cucumbers. He’d walked straight up to me, dipped his head and allowed me to climb on his neck to his back. Since then, Coal and I have been inseparable. He was the only one who knew all of my deepest fears, my secrets and my dreams. He was my best friend.
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Chapter Two
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Elias

I scratched my head under my hat and sighed. Picking up the mug of now warm water, I gulped it down. The Mallee was never pleasant during the summer. Flies stuck to you and tried to crawl up your nose and ears. Dust coated my skin and made me itchy. The sun blared with a heat like I’d never known before. Someday, I wondered why I chose this place out of everywhere. Coming from Scotland, the land here was so different.  It was hard to believe it had been two years since I’d stowed away on the ship.

Someday, I wondered what I’d been thinking. It would have been easier to stay in the slums of Glasgow. But I felt like I had so much more to live. Glasgow held nothing for me. I was born to a prostitute who didn’t know who my father was. A woman scarred and twisted from smallpox and a life of living on the edge of poverty. I sighed and shook my head to get rid of the cloud of depression that wanted to descend on my mind. 

The sound of hooves thundered down the dirt track ran past the paddock I was working in. I glanced up to see a wild, big black horse with a girl riding bareback like it was the easiest thing in the world. Her eyes were as wild as the horse, and her hair bounced with every stride. 

“How does she stay on?” I whispered to myself as she drew nearer.

With a click of her tongue, the horse obediently slowed to a trot before it stopped beside me with a snort.

“’ Ello,” I said with a smile.

The girl nodded her head but didn’t say anything. This close, I could see how beautiful she was. Her long dark hair hung in trestles down over her shoulder. She wasn’t dressed like other women. Instead of a dress, she wore men’s pants. Her shirt was buttoned low, and the top of her breasts was exposed. 

“Who are you?” she asked with a defensiveness I wasn’t anticipating. 

I blinked, and my brow furrowed. “Elias, miss, what’s your name?”

“Jessie. I don’t know you. Did you buy this farm?” She nodded her head toward the paddock that I was standing in.

I shook my head. “No. I’m just working the land.”

“Where are you from? Your accent isn’t from here.”

I shook my head again. “No, Miss, it’s from Scotland.”

Jessie nodded but didn’t say anymore. It was strange that I would have found my way out here. I’d been living here for two years. The old man who owned the farm was on his deathbed and had no children, Frederick O’Malley, I didn’t know his story. He didn’t talk much, and he was as mean as a cut snake. I tried to keep out of his way.  Not that Frederick ever ventured out to me. He was bedridden for all I could tell. I never saw him leave his bedroom.

“Is he dead?” Jessie suddenly asked.

I frowned and cocked my head to the side in confusion. “Who?”

“O’Malley,” she sneered. The tone she used told me she had no love for the man. I didn’t blame her. I didn’t think there were too many that did like the man.

“No, he’s still alive.”

Jessie nodded. “Is he home?”

I frowned again and nodded. “Yeah.”

“Alright,” she answered before she clicked her tongue again, and her horse started moving. I watched her navigate the track to the front of the farm before she turned up the path and to the house. I scratched at the back of my neck as confusion filled me. 

I’d lived on this farm for two years and had no idea who that girl was. I thought I knew the folks around this area, but I hadn’t seen this girl before. I wandered down toward the house. I didn’t think a little bit like her could cause much trouble, but you just never knew.
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Chapter Three
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Jessie

I moved Coal along the track toward the farmhouse. It had been years since I’d last been here. I couldn’t even remember the last visit, but I knew that if I was going to find my father, Frederick O’Malley would know where he was. He should. He was my father’s brother. The two of them were identical twins. Frederick had been on his deathbed for as long as I could remember. I was surprised to see Elias working the farm. It must have been dire if he had resorted to hiring someone. Frederick was well known to be a miser. Mama always said his money would have to be pried out of his cold, dead hands. That’s why I thought he must be dead when I saw Elias.

I clicked my tongue, and Coal stopped in front of the house. I slid from the horse's back and walked up the stone stairs to the front of the house. I didn’t bother to knock before I swung the door open and walked inside. My nose wrinkled as the stink of years of hoarding and uncleanliness hit me. Locals had tried to get him to help over the years to clean up and cook for him, but he, of course, refused. If he had to pay a maid, there was no way in hell he would. I thought it was more that no maid would want to work for him.

“Frederick,” I called.

I listened for his scratchy, broken voice to call back but didn’t hear anything. I walked through the darkened hallway to the bedroom he had been holed up in for years. I peered into the darkness and saw the prone figure on the bed. He had lost a lot of weight since I’d seen him last, and he appeared that this time, he really was close to death.

“Frederick,” I called again.

My uncle’s eyes shot open, and he glared at me. “What do you think you’re doing barging in my house?”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m your damned niece, Jessie.”

His eyes widened, and he tried to sit up in bed. “Jessie?” he asked.

I nodded my head. I scrunched my nose up as I drew closer to his bed. The stench that poured off him smelled rotten.

“When did you last bathe?” I asked as I tried not to gag. The air was putrid.

“What are you doing here?”

“Looking for Father. He hasn’t been back for weeks, and Mama is sick. She needs to see the doctor. I need money for it.”

Frederick folded his arms across his chest. “I have no money to give you.”

I rolled my eyes again. “I didn’t ask you for money. I asked where Father was.”

“How should I bloody know.”

“You’re his damned brother,” I exclaimed as I threw my hands in the air in exasperation.

“I don’t keep tabs on him. He doesn’t come here. I’ve seen him less than you have.”

I sighed and ran my hands up over my face. I didn’t know what I was going to do. I needed to get a doctor for Mama. I was worried about her, and if I didn’t find the money to pay the doctor, he wouldn’t come. It would be almost impossible to get him to visit as it was. Without money, I stood no chance. 

“What’s wrong with your Mama?” Frederick asked.

“She is coughing up blood.”

Frederick frowned as he nodded his head. “She’ll be dead soon.”

A growl fell from my lips. “How can you be so damned cruel?” I spat.

Frederick snorted. “You didn’t give a damn about me. No one did. I didn’t see any of you.”

“Because you’ve made yourself bedridden for years. You refused to let us in to help you. What could we do?”

Frederick turned his face. He knew that I was speaking the truth. He’d made it impossible for anyone to help. I knew that Mama had offered help. But he’d rejected her. I knew there was more to the story than I understood.

“Yeah, well, you should have tried harder.”

“Of course,” I sighed before I turned away. “I’ll make sure Elias buries you deep.” 

I slammed out of the bedroom with so much anger. The one man who could help us, and he was going to turn his back on us for a reason I didn’t understand. I walked down the hallway and into the living room, which was filled to the brim with furniture, ornaments and all matters of wealth.

As I stared into the room, I chewed on my bottom lip and glanced over my shoulder. Frederick probably wouldn’t notice. He was bedridden, and I had no idea when the last time he’d even been in this room. I looked back into the room before moving through to where a long table sat. On top of the table was a silver vase and tea set. I reached out and ran my fingers over the brim of the vase. Nerves settled in my belly as I thought about what I was going to do. 

I’d never stolen anything in my life. I hadn’t done anything wrong before. But Mama needed help, and I needed money. I looked further around the room and my eyes landed on a cabinet that stood open. I peered closer and noticed a jar filled with coins. I lifted the jar and realised it was filled with British Pounds. Before I had a chance to think about what I was doing I picked up the jar and shoved it into my shirt. I tucked the hem of my shirt into my pants to hold it tight. Frederick wouldn’t notice it missing, I felt a slight twinge of guilt because if he did notice it, he would probably blame Elias. But my desire to get Mama help overrode any guilt I felt.

I walked out of the house and noticed Elias standing on the veranda. I blinked and felt my cheeks tint. I wondered if he’d seen what I took. He didn’t say anything as I passed him and swung myself onto the back of Coal.

“Miss?” he called.

I stopped and glanced down at him. “What did you take?”

I sighed. I’d been seen. “Some coins. Please don’t tell Federick. I needed it for my Mama. She is sick,” I quickly and quietly explained.

Elias nodded his head. “I won’t say anything.”

I nodded my head. “Thank you,” I replied before I clicked my tongue and led Coal away from the house. I had no idea if Elias would keep his word. But even if I was arrested for theft, it would be worth it if it meant Mama could be healed.
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Chapter Four
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Elias

I’d heard Jessie shouting at Frederick. Never in a million years would have put Jessie and all of her beauty as being related to Frederick. He was a weasel of a man. His eyes were deeply sunken in his skull. His teeth had long rotted and fallen out. He stunk more than any pig. Even the streets of Glasgow smelled better than that man. I avoided going into the house at all costs. In the two years I’d been here, I’d never seen the man get out of bed. I didn’t know how he ate, drank or went to the outhouse. For all I know he was living in his own excrement. 

Every now and then a lady would come into the house, but she never stayed long. I didn’t pay much. I did the job of keeping the outside of the property cared for and looking after the cattle that roamed across the paddocks. Other than leaving the house to take calves into the markets, I never did much more. I would drop the money into Frederick, it was the only time I really ever went into his bedroom. The sheer smell of it made me keep my distance. Most of the time I thought he didn’t even realise I was there helping him.

The last time I’d gone into the house he’d called me Douglas. When I explained to him that I wasn’t Douglas he’d snarled and swore at me. He thought I was trying to kill him or rob him. I’d dashed out of the house and hadn’t gone back in. I lived in a makeshift house that I think had once been a shed. I’d sealed all of the holes and built a fire place to keep me warm during the winter months and built my bed from some trees I’d cut down and hay. It wasn’t comfortable, but each week there would be an envelope in the mailbox with my name on it with cash inside. 

I had no idea who did it. At first, I thought it had been Frederick, but over the years, I wondered if there was someone else living on the property. I watched through the window as Jessie moved into the living room. I could see how seething she was. When I saw her pick up the jar of coins I quickly moved away from the window. She was stealing from him. But I heard her say she was Frederick’s niece. 

When I’d promised that I wouldn’t say anything I meant it. She didn’t appear like the type that would steal unless she had to. I sighed and shook my head once the dust of Jessie’s horse's hooves dissipated. I walked down to the shed that I slept in and swung the door open before sitting on the small chair that I’d found in the yard and managed to fix up.

I scrubbed my hands down over my face. I was hot, dusty and tired. I’d been up well before the light came up this morning. I couldn’t say what it was that had waken me. But I could hear something that had knocked me out of my sleep. I’d listened for a long time to see if I could figure out what it was, but didn’t hear the sound again. I couldn’t get back to sleep after that. 

Something had felt off all day. I didn’t know what it was. But something just didn’t feel right. Maybe it was the spirits telling me that Jessie was coming. I didn’t know. I didn’t even know if I believed in the spirits. 
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