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Authors Note: All characters in this novel are fictitious, with the exception of the French priest, Dean Murray, who actually did minister in Rockhampton at the time of this story.

Although in most cases I have made every effort to be true to the geography and history of the area, I have taken liberties with the area on the Dawson River where I have sited Lloyd Cavanaugh’s property. Although Bauhinia Downs did (and still does) exist, its boundaries did not extend as close to the river as I have described.
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Chapter One
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Central Queensland, 1873.

‘They can’t make me go to England!’

There was no-one to hear her but the black crow watching with beady eyes from a nearby gum tree. Seething with helpless frustration, Louise Ashford crumpled the letter into a ball and stuffed the pages inside her sleeve. It was just like her autocratic father to direct her future without thought or care for her wishes.

Clutching at the gate with trembling hands, she pressed her face against the sun-bleached timber and inhaled its homely, comforting scent. With the Queensland sun beating upon the nape of her neck, her parents in England seemed more remote from her than ever.

It would be autumn in England now, the leaves turning gold and brown, then falling to be raked and burnt in blazing bonfires. The air would be cold and bleak with the biting promise of snow. ‘Home’ her parents still called it, even after twenty years. To Louise it sounded a grim, forbidding place, despite their descriptions of green fields and hedgerows and the balmy Devonshire summer. She suspected their memories might be as short as those same English summers.

Beyond the gate, perhaps half a mile away, a dust-pall hovered sluggishly above the trees. Cattle bellowed in the stock-yards, dogs barked and men shouted and Louise longed to be participating in the activity. It had been the same back at Banyandah.

Sometimes she’d been allowed to ride out to watch the cattle being brought in; sedate excursions with a groom or a governess and her younger sister. Her father, her brother and half-a-dozen stockmen had been in charge of the herd, amid the noisy confusion of cracking stock whips, bawling cows and clouds of floating dust. And she had to sit her mount and watch them. Harry Ashford’s daughters didn’t demean themselves by working with the men.

Louise straightened abruptly at the rumble of iron wheels on the dirt road, the soft clop of horses’ hooves and the jingle of harness. She struggled for composure as James’s wife Mary drove up in the buggy, her daughter Sarah seated beside her with a picnic basket at her feet.

‘Louise, I was wondering where you were.’ Mary’s slender hands were gentle on the buggy reins, drawing up the buggy pair with practised ease. ‘I’m taking morning tea to the men. Would you like to accompany us?’

‘Of course, Cousin Mary.’ She hardly felt like being sociable, but the cattle yards as always drew her like a magnet. Louise opened the gate and closed again it behind the vehicle, then lifted her skirts in one hand to step up to the rear seat of the Abbot double buggy.

‘You seem upset.’ Mary clicked up the horses. ‘Is it your father’s letter?’

She nodded. ‘He says I must come to England with Charles. He’s written to Charles and instructed him to collect me, so it seems there’s no way out of it.’

Mary glanced over her shoulder. ‘I wish I could be in your shoes, Louise. I know James has prospered here, but oh dear, I miss the green of England and family and friends...it broke my heart to leave it all behind.’

Louise gritted her teeth, sensing an implied rebuke. ‘I’m not close to my family–and if you knew them better, Cousin Mary, you’d understand why. Charles is the only one I saw much of, as a child. And the colonies are my home in the same way that England was yours. I’m a Cornstalk, a colonial and I love the bush.’ She tossed back her long dark hair. ‘I remember visiting Sydney in July and I hated the cold, wet winter. I’m sure England would be far worse.’

There was a hint of compassion in Mary’s voice now. ‘You’ve no choice but to accept your father’s wishes, my dear. You’re only eighteen and your place is with your family. We love having you here, but we can’t intervene in this. And I’m sure Charles won’t be dissuaded.’

Louise bit her lip. She knew Mary was right. She’d been allowed to stay behind when her parents travelled to England, but it was different now that her father had inherited the family estate and intended to remain there. She’d adored her elder brother as a child, but the gap between them had widened with the years. Charles could be as merciless as her father when he chose.

Mary drew the buggy to a halt under a shady ironbark tree a discreet distance from the yards. It wouldn’t be prudent to go closer, for the smell of singed hide and the bawl of bellowing calves made it obvious the men were branding–not a fit spectacle for the delicate eyes of a lady.

Lindsay, Mary’s youngest son, was the first to join them. He’d escaped his studies to help with the mustering and as he happily set about gathering leaves and wood for a fire, Louise marvelled that this was the same lad who continually procrastinated and fiddled in the school room. Once the billies had boiled, Cousin James and his two elder sons joined the ladies beside the buggy. The stockmen took their pannikins of tea and slabs of cake before retiring to a respectful distance.

‘Hush,’ Mary admonished Lindsay and Sarah, who were chattering excitedly. ‘Run away and play while we adults talk. Louise has some news to tell you, James.’

‘Oh? What’s that?’ James looked up from his tea and smiled at Louise in a friendly, quizzical fashion.

Despite her bad humour, she found herself returning his smile. James was a quiet, courteous man who bore no resemblance to her own family. He was short and fair, while most of the Ashfords, including herself, were tall and dark. The contrast in personality was equally marked: perhaps that was why she liked him so much.

But her mood darkened as she related her news. ‘The mailman brought a letter from Papa. My grandfather passed away in June, but it seems my Uncle George, who was to have inherited, succumbed to a tropical illness in South America. This means Papa is now Squire of Fenham Manor.’ Bitterness constricted her throat, sharpening her tongue. ‘My parents are ecstatic, despite their grief for poor Grandpapa. Unfortunately they now expect me to join them in England.’

James’s smile faded. ‘It is only right that you should do so, Louise.’

‘Perhaps England won’t be so bad,’ Jack, the eldest boy, commented quietly.

Louise glanced at Jack, a gangling twenty-year-old in dirty shirt and breeches. His bashful admiration had both irritated and gratified her at first, but his confidence seemed to be growing of late. ‘They’ll never allow me to return here.’ Suddenly she was close to tears, clenching her fists in frustration. ‘Oh, damn Uncle George for dying on us!’

‘Louise!’ Mary’s eyes widened. ‘Such language from a lady!’

‘I beg your pardon.’ Louise would have reacted sullenly to a similar reprimand from her mother, but she had much fondness and respect for Mary. And she was only too aware of the Barclay men watching her in astonished fascination. It was fortunate the younger children weren’t listening.

Mary broke the awkward silence. ‘It’s only natural that your family wants you with them. I’m sure they miss you, Louise.’

‘Miss me?’ Louise made a derisive sound in her throat. ‘You don’t know my parents well, Cousin Mary. I’m sure Papa has hardly noticed my absence and as for Mama... She expects me to be her companion now, but she forgets that I seldom saw her as a child. We were raised by nursery-maids and governesses.’ Her fingers curled into fists of frustration. ‘I didn’t know what a proper family was until I came to stay with you.’

Mary’s eyes softened. She looked at James, who took a sip of tea before replying in a careful tone. ‘I’m sorry, Louise, but I think you’ll have to make the best of it. I felt your father wasn’t anxious to leave you with us in the first instance, so I won’t interfere in this now.’

That was certainly true. It was only a chance meeting between her father and James that had led to the invitation, for the cousins hadn’t seen each other in years. James Barclay wasn’t so well up in the world as the Ashfords and her father had been offended by James’ suggestion that Louise act as tutor to his two younger children. But Louise had been determined, thinking it an adventure. She liked children and preferred to believe she would be a useful addition to her cousin’s household.

It had turned out even better than she’d expected. She enjoyed tutoring Sarah and Lindsay, but the closeness and camaraderie of this simple family had somehow exposed the cold arrogance of her own. Now her mother’s idle lifestyle, pursuing the social round of races, charity balls and afternoon teas, seemed shallow and trivial.

She looked up as Mary spoke.

‘Think of it as an adventure,’ her cousin’s wife said bracingly. ‘A chance to travel, to see another country.’

Louise shuddered. ‘Four to five months at sea–I’ll be miserably sick. I’m a dreadful sailor.’

Mary’s face turned grim. ‘You’ll manage, Louise. It’s the children who suffer most. We had two little ones when we sailed from England–Jack was three. He survived but his younger brother didn’t.’

Chastened, Louise bowed her head. ‘I’m sorry, Cousin Mary. I didn’t know.’

She was silent then, but her resolve hadn’t weakened. If the Barclays were unsympathetic, she’d have to make her own plans.

~*~
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LATER THAT AFTERNOON, when her lessons with Sarah were finished, Louise walked to her favourite spot by the Dawson River. It was her habit to sit here and read or daydream in leisure moments. Today she was unable to relax. She stood at the edge of the water and tossed pebbles into the still green depths, trying to plan her next move.

There was only one solution. If she couldn’t remain with the Barclays, she must disappear. Lose herself where Charles couldn’t find her.

Her work with the Barclay children had given her some experience as a governess. The position was a step down on the social scale, but she enjoyed useful work and it offered her the chance for the adventure she craved.

She spent the afternoon forming plans and discarding them when obstacles arose. She knew her biggest stumbling block would be Charles, who would do his best to pursue her wherever she went, but gradually an idea formed in her mind.

At last, when the shadows of the river gums stretched long across the water to the opposite bank, she scrambled up the slope and returned to the homestead to bathe and change for dinner.

~*~
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JAMES BARCLAY HAD SETTLED on the Dawson only five years before and his simple slab home with shingle roof compared poorly to the grand house at Banyandah. The run itself was still largely unfenced, though James and his sons were working hard to remedy that. In the meantime it was a challenge to control the half-wild cattle which led them a reckless chase at mustering time.

Now, as Louise arranged her hair for dinner, she reflected how this pioneering lifestyle appealed to her own restless spirit. Her coming-out in Sydney last year hadn’t been a success. At a time when it was fashionable to be small, plump and fair, she was tall, dark and slender, the strong Ashford features which looked so well on Charles somehow less becoming to a woman. Few men had shown an interest in her and those who did had bored her, much to her mother’s exasperation. The attention she enjoyed here, where unattached women were outnumbered by men four to one, had come as a pleasant surprise.

Tonight, on impulse, she changed into one of her more sophisticated gowns. She hadn’t worn it since leaving Banyandah. The fabric was a striking, green-striped taffeta, with a boned, close-fitting bodice. A flounced overskirt was swept back to bunch and drape over the horsehair bustle at her waist. The skirt finished in a long train which annoyingly persisted in catching on splinters in the slab floor.

Sarah and the older boys gazed at her admiringly as she joined them at the table in the dining room, but Mary raised her eyebrows.

‘What is the occasion, Louise?’

Louise smiled and shrugged. ‘I thought I’d best re-accustom myself to dressing for dinner. I suppose I shall have to do a lot of it in England.’

She tried not to feel guilty about the lie. If her plans worked out, she wouldn’t be wearing glamorous gowns in the immediate future.

Tonight, as always, the fare on the Barclays’ table was tasty but simple. A beast had been killed the day before so there was fresh meat and vegetables from the homestead garden. Mary’s fowls provided eggs and the house cows kept them supplied with milk and butter. A cowboy looked after the milkers and the garden, but the only house staff employed were a housemaid and a cook. Mary Barclay seemed to enjoy helping with the cooking and the lighter household duties–tasks that Mrs Ashford considered far beneath her dignity.

After everyone had retired from the dinner table Louise sought the solitude of her bedroom. The room actually belonged to Jack, but he’d moved in with his brother for the duration of her stay. She suspected he had a crush on her, but perhaps having his privacy restored would compensate for any regret he might feel at her departure.

She walked through the French doors onto the rear veranda, settling on one of the canvas squatter’s chairs and staring out into the starry night. There was a thin sliver of moon in the east, just rising above the tops of the trees. A cowbell tinkled in the distance and further afield a beast bellowed once. A sudden rustle in the garden made her heartbeat quicken. Brown snakes called for constant vigilance, but she told herself it was probably only a harmless lizard. Then a step on the veranda had her turning swiftly, her pulse fluttering. The family seldom ventured out here at night.

It was Jack. He smiled at her hesitantly. ‘I thought I’d find you here. Do you mind if I sit with you?’

He looked ill at ease and Louise wasn’t cruel enough to refuse him. It had obviously taken all his courage to seek her out. ‘Of course not. I was just enjoying the night air.’

Jack crossed the narrow veranda and settled himself on the edge of it, his back resting against one of the posts, his arm lying on his up-drawn knees. ‘It’s bad luck that you have to go to England.’

She nodded, glad to have an ally. ‘Do you blame me for wanting to stay here, Jack? England sounds so crowded and oppressive, besides being cold and rainy and smoky. I know I wouldn’t be allowed to do the things I most enjoy and of course I’d be expected to snare some distinguished gentleman for a husband.’

Jack looked disconcerted. ‘Doesn’t the prospect of marriage appeal to you?’

‘Not particularly. And an English marriage would ensure I couldn’t return here.’ She stared morosely past him, knowing her father would choose her husband for her, or attempt to do so.

‘Louise.’ Jack’s voice was barely audible. ‘Would you consider marrying me instead?’

‘Oh, Jack!’ Her heart gave a sudden, alarmed lurch. She hadn’t expected this. ‘I couldn’t–’

‘Why not?’ He scrambled to his feet and moved to her chair, pulling her up to face him. ‘That way you could stay here. You like it here, don’t you, Louise?’

‘Of course I do, but—’

‘But what?’ She could sense his nervousness and excitement as he continued to hold her arms. ‘I’m terribly fond of you, Louise. Father’s doing well here and we’ll be building a proper house soon. In another ten or twenty years we’ll be as well off as you Ashfords, just you wait and see!’

His eagerness bolstered her confidence, made her feel in control. She’d never been held by a man before, in the romantic sense, yet she felt less naive than the obviously inexperienced Jack. Having Charles as an older brother had seen to that.

One day she’d come upon Charles in the stables at Banyandah, engaged in illicit activity with a female servant. To a thirteen-year-old girl, it had been a shocking and disturbing sight, reminding her of the mating animals her mother tried to prevent her from seeing. The maid was later sent away, the servants whispering she was with child. Louise hadn’t realized at the time that Charles was probably the father and of course he hadn’t admitted responsibility. She often wondered what had happened to the girl and felt guilty that she’d done nothing to help her. Perhaps if she’d told her parents what she’d seen...

‘I don’t care how much money you have, Jack. But I hadn’t thought of marrying you. We’re cousins, after all and Papa wouldn’t be in favour of it.’

‘Louise,’ he whispered in entreaty. Suddenly he was closer than she’d realized. His hands slid up her arms and he bent his head to kiss her mouth, once and then again. ‘I know I’m not much compared to those titled gentlemen your father probably has lined up for you in Devon, but I would take good care of you.’

‘Jack!’ She pulled away. His lips tasted of the cabbage and boiled onions they’d eaten at supper and she resisted the urge to wipe her hand across her mouth. ‘I’m fond of you, but even if that was enough for me, it wouldn’t weigh with Papa.’ Their fathers might be cousins, but their families were poles apart. ‘Anyway, Charles will be coming to fetch me once he has our passage booked and he isn’t likely to be impressed by any plans of ours. You don’t imagine he would sail without me?’

Jack released her with obvious reluctance, disappointment and a trace of resentment edging his voice. ‘I’m sorry. I hadn’t thought of it that way. Is he so relentless, your brother?’

She laughed lightly. ‘Yes, he is. I don’t think you’d like him.’

He moved away from her and resumed his stance beside the veranda post, staring despondently at the dark blur of the flower bed bordering the house. Louise watched him, biting her lip. It was clear she’d hurt him and she regretted that. If she loved him, she supposed, she’d have fought for him. But she wouldn’t marry for convenience.

Perhaps Jack was too unworldly for her. By upper class standards he wasn’t particularly cultured or well educated. His gauche shyness made him unexciting to her, accustomed as she was to men like Charles.

Louise drew up her skirts and petticoats and rose to her feet. Jack turned from his contemplation of his mother’s garden to help her but she was quick to shrug his hand off her elbow. ‘I think we should both go in, Jack.’

‘So that’s it, then? You’ll be going to England?’ He’d moved between her and the door and was barring her way. Louise hoped he wasn’t about to kiss her again.

‘Unfortunately I see no alternative.’

He finally stepped back, allowing her to precede him through the door. As they joined the others, who were enjoying a singsong around the piano, the younger Barclays greeted them with inquisitive glances. James and Mary made no comment on their absence, inviting Louise to add her voice to the others while Jack retired silently to the corner, a glum expression on his face. Perhaps it was as well she would be leaving them soon.

~*~
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ON RETIRING LOUISE smuggled several newspapers and journals to her room and began leafing through them. At last, in an issue of the Morning Bulletin, she found the address of a Rockhampton employment agency. She set about writing a letter to them, advising of her urgent need of a teaching position, preferably in the western districts of the colony.

She described her eight months of experience in the Barclay household and listed her personal accomplishments. These included the genteel arts of music, drawing, painting and embroidery, as essential to the education of a refined young lady as the three Rs. Adding another twelve months to her age for good measure, she signed herself, ‘Miss Lucy Forrest’. Lucy was a convenient derivative of Louise and Forrest seemed an imaginative alias, neither too obvious nor too unusual.

Finally she set about forging a character reference from her cousin, copying his handwriting from a letter he’d sent her before she came here. She practised his signature on a scrap of paper before adding it to the reference and placed both sheets inside an envelope which she addressed to the agency. Her problem now was to find an opportunity to post it.

That was only the beginning, of course. The success of her plan depended on the agency finding a place for her before Charles arrived to collect her. Hopefully her preference for the western districts would work in her favour. Most governesses were reluctant to venture into the newly settled areas, with all the associated dangers and discomforts of pioneering life. Charles would have to set his affairs in order at Banyandah before his departure and engage a manager to run the property in his absence. A passage to Portsmouth would have to be obtained, which could mean a wait of several weeks. At the worst she could take her courage in both hands and simply flee, whether she had a position to go to or not. She would manage somehow.

~*~
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THE NEXT DAY WAS SUNDAY. Louise heard that one of the men was riding to Gainsford to spend his day off there. Since she happened to know this particular stockman was barely literate, he was the ideal person to post her letter. He was unlikely to note the forwarding name and address.

When she saw him leaving, she left the house and hurried after him, waving the letter in her hand. ‘Tom, will you post this for me in Gainsford? I finished it last night and when I saw you riding out ...’She left the sentence unfinished, smiling at him with as much charm as she could muster.

‘Why, certainly, miss.’ He returned her smile and tucked the letter safely in his shirt pocket.

~*~
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THE NEXT THREE WEEKS passed with excruciating slowness. Yet another Tuesday arrived, accompanied by the mailman with his packhorses. Louise was in an agony of suspense. There was nothing for her, not even a word from Charles. But on the Friday afternoon a visitor arrived, an Indian hawker with a loaded wagonette. His stock was extensive, consisting of articles of all descriptions: dress materials, patent medicines, books, kitchen utensils. He was a glib, persuasive fellow with ingratiating manners and perhaps hoping to win Mary’s favour, he’d collected their mail from the post office in Gainsford.

After he’d gone Mary thumbed through the mail, passing a letter to Louise. ‘Here’s one for you.’ She paused, frowning at a second letter. ‘What is this one? “Miss Lucy Forrest, care of Mr J. Barclay.” Who on earth is that?’

Louise forced a laugh and reached quickly for the letter. She was prepared for this. ‘Oh, that’s for me. I submitted a piece to the Morning Bulletin, using a pen name.’

Mary looked surprised. ‘I didn’t know you wrote.’

‘It was just a poem. They’ve probably rejected it.’

Louise excused herself and hurried to her room to read the letters. First she opened the envelope addressed in Charles’s bold handwriting.

My dear Louise,

I have booked our passage to sail from Keppel Bay on the first of the next month. I shall be arriving to collect you on the twentieth.

Hurriedly she consulted her calendar–that was Tuesday, only four days away!

I hope my letter precedes me and that I find you packed and ready. I trust Cousins James and Mary are in good health.

Your brother,

Charles.

If it hadn’t been for that God-sent hawker, your letter wouldn’t have preceded you, brother dear, Louise reflected grimly. A fine mess I’d have been in then.

She picked up the second envelope and turned it over for a moment, suddenly afraid to open it. It was from the agency, of course. Supposing they had been unable to place her yet? What then?

She mentally shook herself and tore it open, dispensing with the paper knife. This letter also consisted of a single sheet only, but it was more closely written than the first and she scanned it quickly. She realized she’d been holding her breath when, after the first couple of lines, she released it in a sharp gust of relief.

The agency had secured a position for her with a family who lived near the township of Banana. They required a governess to teach four young ladies in reading, writing, arithmetic, music, drawing, painting, embroidery and needlework. The family, a Mr and Mrs Greenwood of New Haven, offered a comfortable wage and living quarters and the governess would be treated as a member of the family. The agency had taken the liberty of booking Miss Forrest’s seat on the coach out of Westwood on Friday the thirtieth, three weeks away and had written to inform her prospective employers of her arrival date, enabling them to meet her in Banana. Mr Greenwood would pay her outward fares.

A combination of fear and excitement bubbled up inside her. Banana! It was supposed to be a busy teamsters’ town, somewhere south of Gainsford, she thought. And these people lived out of town, so what were the chances of Charles finding her there? It seemed fate was with her after all.
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Chapter Two
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Louise decided Sunday would be her best chance of making an escape. With no church close enough to attend, the Barclays always passed their Sabbath with prayers and visiting their neighbours.

She made her apologies after breakfast, pleading a sore throat and a headache. The headache was genuine, if the sore throat wasn’t. The previous night she’d been unable to sleep, her mind racing with her plans and increasing apprehension. Mary must have been convinced by her wan face and shadowed eyes, as she accepted her excuses without question.

Louise watched them off from her bedroom window: James, Mary and the two children in the buggy, the older lads on horseback. Suddenly she realized she might never see her cousins again and her throat constricted. They’d been good to her, all of them, and they deserved better than this deceit she was about to practise on them. But she squared her shoulders, pushing her remorse aside. She would need to call on all her resourcefulness and a large measure of luck if she was to succeed in eluding Charles.

When the others were out of sight she reached for Jack’s valise from the top of the wardrobe. It was perfect for her purpose since it was designed to be carried on horseback. Wiping the dust and cobwebs from it, she began to pack.

She chose two of her plainest daytime dresses, underwear, stockings and a pair of button-up shoes for everyday wear. Then she hurried to the little storeroom where she knew the men kept their swags. They frequently camped out when mustering and she’d seen Ed carry them there. Selecting one from the pile, she paused.

On a rack behind the door were several rifles. A rifle would be awkward to carry, but on the shelf beneath in its case was an Adams five-shot revolver. James had shown her how to load and fire it, in case of an Aboriginal attack. Grabbing the gun and cartridges, she carried them and the swag to her room. She stowed the revolver and ammunition in her bulging valise, then unrolled the swag to add a few extra items: tooth-powder and brush, soap, towel, hairbrush and nightgown. She would be uncomfortably short of clothes, but there was nothing she could do about that.

Adopting a casual air, she left the house to stroll to the saddle room. Here she found a quart-pot and a split sugar-bag which the men sometimes used to carry rations, and wandered back to the kitchen with them hidden in her skirts. It was the cook’s day off and only a maid was on duty in the kitchen. Busy drying dishes, the girl looked up at Louise in obvious surprise.

‘Please go to the men’s quarters, Sally and ask one of them to bring the horses into the yards for me.’ At the girl’s questioning look she added easily, ‘I’m feeling much better now. I’ve decided to follow the others. Mrs Barclay said to do so if I wished.’

‘Very well, Miss.’ Sally set off obediently and Louise abandoned her languid manner, stuffing the sugar-bag with the necessary provisions for a couple of days. She’d no idea how long it would take her to reach Banana, but she hoped to be able to buy food from teamsters or station homesteads en route if she fell short.

She carried everything to the back garden and stowed it all under a shrub. There was no-one about to see her. She returned to her room to change into a riding habit and riding boots. Finally she sat to write a letter to James and Mary. This proved to be the hardest task of all and she was interrupted when the maid knocked on the door.

‘Hopkins has run the horses in, Miss and he wants to know which horse Miss wants him to saddle for her.’

Louise looked up from her letter. ‘Tell him to saddle Shadow, the bay Galloway. Ask him to bring him to the gate and tie him there, if he will. I shall be along presently.’

She resumed her letter, trying to still the trembling of her fingers. She’d suddenly realized the magnitude of what she was doing and her heart raced. She was about to leave the sanctuary of this house to fend for herself on the road, sleeping beneath the stars with only a revolver for protection. And she knew nothing about this family at Banana. But she’d gone too far to back out now.

At last she finished the letter and read it through uncertainly. She hoped that James and Mary wouldn’t think too badly of her.

Dear Cousin James and Cousin Mary.

I hope you will forgive my reprehensible behaviour in taking leave of you like this and in making free with your possessions. I know it is poor thanks for the kindness you have shown me during the past eight months, but I am determined not to go with Charles and I understand that you could not intervene to help me.

I was careful to choose a horse that should not be too sorely missed. I shall take good care of Shadow and one day I may be able to return him to you. I have left ten pounds in payment for him, together with a further fifteen to cover the cost of the swag, saddle and revolver. I hope the loss of them does not cause you too much inconvenience. You may do as you wish with the possessions I have left behind.

You need not fear for my welfare. I am going to a family who require a governess and I have enough money to support myself for some time. When Charles arrives, please tell him not to waste his energies in searching for me. He is most unlikely to find me.

The months I have spent here have been the happiest of my life. Please accept my gratitude. I wish I did not have to leave you like this and I deeply regret any distress my actions may cause you. Please extend my goodbyes to all the family and I trust that Lindsay and Sarah do not neglect their lessons.

Your affectionate cousin,

Louise Ashford.

She folded the pages with a small sigh and wiped a trickle of moisture from her eyes. Sealing the letter in an envelope addressed to ‘Mr and Mrs James Barclay’, she propped it on her dressing table. Then she spared a final glance at the room where she’d spent so many contented hours, gathered up her riding gloves and hat and walked briskly outside to her waiting horse.

~*~
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NOT WISHING TO BE RECOGNIZED, Louise gave a wide berth to the camp of a teamster with his bullocks and loaded wagon as she crossed the river. She skirted the town of Gainsford, its single street almost deserted on this day of rest. The town had been built at the junction of three roads and lacking a map to guide her, she could only guess which way to travel. But she’d already decided not to go east to Westwood, since Charles would be arriving from that direction in two days’ time. Since she knew Banana lay somewhere to the south, surely the southbound route to Bauhinia Downs must point her in the right direction.

It was lunchtime when she rode away from Gainsford, but her churning stomach rebelled at the thought of food. Besides, there was no time to eat. It was imperative she be well away by nightfall. She carried water in a canteen strapped to her saddle and Shadow had drunk at the Dawson crossing, so he would tolerate a dry camp tonight. The October weather was warm but not hot enough to cause him real distress.

After several miles the lancewood and rosewood ridges opened into better grazing country timbered with box, gum and broad-leafed ironbark. Louise rode steadily, sometimes trotting and cantering, then dropping back to a walk to allow Shadow to gain his wind. Speed on this first day was crucial, but she’d achieve nothing by overheating or exhausting her horse.

She tried not to think of the future, hoping the sickness in her stomach would disappear if she concentrated on her surroundings. The bush seemed to envelop and soothe her, the silence broken only by the steady rhythm of her horse’s hoof beats and the occasional carking of a crow, mingling with the rustle of leaves in the breeze. She enjoyed the gelding’s smooth, easy paces at the trot and canter, but she was forced to use her heels and the whip when she drew him back to the walk. Shadow’s problem wasn’t so much general laziness as an unwillingness to extend himself at that gait.

Louise found herself regretting the spurt of conscience that had prompted her to choose the Galloway over one of the Barclays’ favourites. She should have taken Mary’s big grey Cavalier, whose mouth was gentle and whose free, long stride was a delight to ride. But no, she couldn’t be so callous, for Mary thought the world of her Cavalier. At least they wouldn’t miss Shadow.

Shadow’s redeeming points were his quiet nature and puny size, enabling her to mount the sidesaddle with the aid of a log or a stump. He was an attractive horse with obvious breeding, but his mouth had been spoiled at breaking, making him dangerous to gallop in the timber after cattle. Louise wasn’t concerned with this failing at the moment, but his reluctance to walk out and his inclination to jig-jog were frustrating. She was tired and irritated by the time she made her solitary camp by a dry gully a couple of hours after first dark.

She’d avoided the usual watering stages, skirting the camps of teamsters and other travellers. A woman riding alone would provoke undue attention. At the very least she might be recognised or reported on to Charles and at worst there were plenty of unscrupulous types in the bush. She refused to dwell on the possible dangers, but set up camp some distance from the road, in a clump of bull-oaks and stringy-bark where she felt comparatively safe.

She’d watered Shadow again at a stagnant, shrunken pool in one of the creeks she crossed. Now she hobbled him out to graze and set about building a small fire. Although she’d never done this before, she’d watched the men often enough. With relief she watched the dry leaves and twigs flare into life and soon there was a small blaze to set her quart-pot beside.

When it had boiled, she added tea leaves and sugar and ate her frugal meal. By this time she was hungry enough to enjoy the dry bread and salt meat. The tea was refreshing, not as strong as the men usually made it, hot and pleasantly sweet.

Unable to spare any of her precious water for washing, she wiped her plate and her fingers clean with a clump of dry grass, unrolled her swag and brushed out her hair before braiding it for the night. Reassured that Shadow was still grazing nearby, she loosened the lacings on her corset and took to her swag fully dressed.

During her childhood she’d often longed to camp beneath the stars as the men folk of the family did. But after an hour of restless tossing and turning, Louise thought wistfully of a soft, feather mattress, clean sheets next to her skin and the security of four walls about her. A lone mosquito droned persistently about her face, although there had been no rain for months. The bones in her corset dug into her ribs and when she rolled to her side, the hard ground pressed into her hip bone.

The night noises she enjoyed listening to from her cousins’ veranda sounded different now. A curlew wailed mournfully and a pair of dingoes howled nearby, making her spine tingle and her stomach muscles tighten. Although she knew the wild dogs were unlikely to attack her, she scrambled out of the swag and threw more wood on the fire.

Eventually the dingoes moved on and she awoke shivering just on dawn, the two blankets in her meagre swag barely enough to ward off the chill of the spring night.

Her body ached all over and her eyelids drooped with weariness, but since she was awake, she decided to make an early start. Shadow would travel better in the cool of early morning. She fanned the dying coals of last night’s fire into a blaze and put her quart-pot on to boil, before setting off after Shadow. It was still dark but she could hear his hobble chains jingling nearby as he grazed. He nickered when she called him and readily submitted to the bridle.

Louise pressed her cheek against his, gratified by this small show of appreciation for her company. Her confidence rising, she led him back to the camp and saddled him. She ate quickly and packed her belongings, fastening them securely to the saddle. As the eastern sky lightened, she mounted with the aid of a fallen log and regained the road before setting off at a brisk trot.

Her sore muscles protested at being back in the saddle, making it impossible to sustain the pace of the previous day. Luckily Shadow was shod, or he would probably have been footsore by now. After a couple of miles she eased back to a walk, shifting her tender buttocks in the saddle.

Long before the wagon came into view, a teamster’s voice and cracking whip heralded its approach from the opposite direction. Louise concealed herself behind a clump of wattle as the team crawled past; twenty-two red and roan bullocks yoked two abreast, the wagon piled so high with bales of wool, she marvelled the load didn’t topple. Oblivious to her listening ears, the bullocky cursed freely. She blushed and squirmed, wondering if his embarrassment would equal hers if she were to show herself.

She was less fortunate in dodging two male travellers on horseback. As she rounded a bend in the road there they were, riding towards her. It was too late to hide. They stared hard at her as she came abreast of them, but she held her head high, looking stiffly straight ahead and guiding Shadow to the furthest edge of the road.

When they raised their hats to her, saying, ‘G’day, Ma’am,’ she nodded, murmuring a barely audible response. She continued her way, at first not daring to look back, but when she did she saw them reined in on the road, gazing after her.

As she rode on, she worried about the encounter. Hopefully they’d be long gone before Charles came searching.

~*~
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COMING UPON GOOD WATER in a creek at eleven o’clock, she decided to stop for lunch. Since she’d made good time, she unsaddled Shadow and left his reins trailing so he could graze. She rested after her meal and lulled by the warmth of the sun, dozed off to sleep. When she woke, the sun was past its zenith and she was heavy-eyed and listless, but she hastily re-saddled Shadow and continued on her way.

Another ten miles brought her to the Bauhinia Downs homestead, situated with a scrubby rise to one side and a fall of open country rolling to a creek on the other. To the west an unusual, knobby hill rose abruptly from the open downs. Instead of travelling due south, the road swung westwards after leaving the homestead. It seemed she had no alternative but to ask for directions and hoped this wouldn’t give Charles a further clue to tracing her.

Spotting a figure near the horse-yards, she rode to intercept him. The bearded stockman turned to stare at her in obvious surprise, but he saluted her courteously, raising his cabbage-tree hat.

‘G’day, Ma’am. Are you visiting someone at the homestead?’

‘Actually, no.’ She took a deep breath, trying to still the tremor in her voice. ‘I’m travelling to Banana, but I’m not familiar with the roads. Could you give me directions, please?’

‘Banana?’

Confronted with that startled tone, her heart did a quick flip-flop and her stomach churned. ‘Is that a problem?’

The man shrugged. ‘Well, it’s only about sixty miles, as the crow flies’–he pointed to the east–‘but there’s no road that way, not from this end. You’d have to follow the road all the way through Gainsford and Westwood and back again. Have you come from Springsure?’

‘Yes,’ she lied, her thoughts whirling in panic. How fortunate that he hadn’t seen her approach on the Gainsford road. She smoothed her hand along Shadow’s mane, but closed her fingers into a fist when she saw how badly they were shaking. ‘Could you find someone to guide me? Travelling all that way by road is out of the question. I must be in Banana by a certain date.’

She saw him hesitate and added quickly, ‘I could pay.’

Louise could almost read his thoughts. A young lady riding alone was a puzzle in itself, her possession of money and an upper-class accent only adding to it. But so long as he was prepared to help her, his opinion scarcely mattered.

He was silent for a moment as if considering the options. ‘I hardly know whether to mention this, but there’s a fellow camped here with a mob of cattle. He’s droving them to his place this side of Banana. On the Dawson, that is. He’s only got two men and one of them is sick. It doesn’t seem fitting’–he frowned doubtfully–‘but he’s a sound young chap. I know him well enough. It’d be a slow trip, going with the cattle, but shorter than going by road. He’d look after you and see you got to Banana safely, I dare say.’

A glimmer of hope helped settle her roiling stomach. ‘When is he leaving?’

The stockman shook his head. ‘Don’t know. Depends on his man, I suppose. He got here yesterday evening and the fellow was crook then. Apparently he’s worse today. Kavanagh won’t be able to wait long, though. He’ll have to get the cattle on the move again.’

‘Could you take me to see him?’

‘Well,’ he hesitated, ‘perhaps it’d be better if I took you to the big house and handed you over to the housekeeper, Mrs Black. I’ll talk to Kavanagh and he can come up and see you later. You’ll have to stay here the night, whatever happens. The boss is away but the housekeeper will look after you.’

Louise nodded gratefully as the tension eased out of her. Such was bush hospitality, to extend this much courtesy to a stranger. A proper bed and a bath would be most welcome. She glanced down at her crumpled, travel-stained riding habit and winced, wondering what sort of picture she must present.

She could see the man’s intense curiosity struggling with his natural reticence. She hoped his curiosity would lose the battle, but it wasn’t to be. As he escorted her to the house he asked diffidently, ‘How do you come to be travelling all alone, Miss? It’s pretty risky for a woman.’

She forced a light, dismissive laugh. ‘Oh, it’s not so very dangerous. I’ve been avoiding other travellers and so far I haven’t met with any trouble.’

‘Are you armed?’

‘Yes, I have a revolver.’

‘I’d keep it handy, if I was you.’ His voice held a note of grimness. ‘There aren’t many ruffians about who’d dare to touch a lady, but these roads are pretty lonely and there’d be no-one to help you if you ran into trouble. Don’t you have family?’

‘My parents are in England. I was governessing for a family in Springsure and I’m about to take up a new position near Banana. My name is Lucy Forrest, by the way.’

He raised his hat. ‘Sam Naylor. Pleased to meet you, Miss Forrest. You’d have been much safer taking the coach to Westwood and connecting with another coach to Banana there. I’m surprised the family let you travel this way.’

‘I had to leave in a hurry, Mr Naylor. I couldn’t wait for the coach.’ Make of that what he would; he couldn’t ask more questions without being intrusive.

He gave her a sideways, speculative glance but said no more, leading her towards the homestead. Once there he dismounted and helped her out of the saddle. He sent a maid to find the housekeeper and introduced her when she arrived, briefly explaining Louise’s circumstances. ‘I’ll talk to Kavanagh now. See if he can take the young lady with him.’

‘I don’t think much of that idea.’ The housekeeper turned to Louise. ‘Miss, if you’re willing to go droving, you’re braver than I am.’

She was a large, grey-haired woman with beefy arms and a waistline that bulged in spite of her corset, but her face was kindly. ‘Get Miss Forrest’s bag for her, will you, Sam?’ She turned back to Louise. ‘You must be wanting to wash.’

‘I’d love a bath, thank you.’

Mrs Black escorted Louise to a spare bedroom and had a maid bring in an iron bathtub which she filled with warm water. Fortunately the housekeeper asked no questions, only venturing the information that Mr Naylor was the head stockman and was in charge in the owner’s absence.

Left alone, Louise made the most of her bath. Afterwards she donned one of her two dresses and brushed out her hair. Her muscles still ached, but at least she felt clean and respectable again.

Waiting in the sitting room, she picked up a recent edition of the Brisbane Telegraph. She’d scarcely begun to read of an expedition by a Mr Dalrymple to explore the north coast of Queensland when Mrs Black appeared at the door.

‘Mr Kavanagh’s waiting on the veranda.’

Louise followed the housekeeper to find a man sitting on the railing, swinging his riding boots idly against the slats. He slid to his feet as she approached, politely removing his battered hat and setting it against the post as Mrs Black made the introductions. He was a rough-looking stockman with tousled sandy hair and dirty clothes, quite tall and slim but otherwise not particularly prepossessing. Unlike most bushmen who sported flowing beards, he was merely unshaven with a week or two’s growth of whiskers giving him an unkempt appearance. Mr Naylor had referred to him as young, but Louise hadn’t guessed quite this young. Looking at his stubbled face she realized he was probably no older than her brother Charles.

‘Naylor says you’re travelling to Banana,’ Kavanah said, once the introductions had been made. His eyes were alight with friendly curiosity. ‘There must be better ways of getting there than going through the scrub with a mob of cattle.’

Louise shrugged. ‘The other option is out for me, I’m afraid. It’s too far and I don’t have that much time.’

‘Hmm. You’ll never find your way on your own. I don’t want to refuse to take you and have you getting lost on my conscience, but do you think you’ll handle a droving camp? It’s no Sunday picnic.’

Did she really want to spend several days in the company of this unkempt individual? She reminded herself of Mr Naylor’s recommendation of his character and hoped he was more respectable than he looked. Right now she couldn’t afford to be choosy. 

She summoned a smile. ‘I’m tough and determined, Mr Kavanagh. I’ve not been droving before, but I’m a competent rider and I’m accustomed to cattle. I should be most grateful if you’d allow me to accompany you.’

He eyed her in silence for a moment. She stiffened under his scrutiny, but at last his gaze shifted.

‘I’ll say yes, but I hope I don’t regret this. When do you want to leave?’

‘In the morning, I’d hoped.’

The young drover frowned. ‘That depends on Thompson, my man. He’s crook and he seems to be getting worse. Unless he improves in a hurry we won’t be going anywhere.’

Alarm shot through her body. ‘What’s wrong with him?’

‘Dysent’ry,’ he supplied shortly. ‘I’m going to ask Mrs Black if there’s anything she can do for him. She’s pretty good with sickness, I hear and the station has a well-stocked medicine chest.’

‘Dysentery! But he could die. He must at least be bedridden for a couple of weeks.’

Kavanagh seemed unmoved by her dismay. ‘I don’t think he’ll die. He hasn’t got it that bad. But if there’s no sign of improvement soon I’ll have to go on without him–see if I can find someone else to help me with the cattle.’

‘That won’t be necessary. I can take your man’s place.’

He smiled, his eyes travelling idly over her. ‘I don’t think you know what you’re letting yourself in for, Miss Forrest.’

Louise bristled. ‘Perhaps not, but I have mustered cattle before.’ Thank God that was true–James Barclay had occasionally allowed her to help bring in a quiet mob of cattle. ‘I’m not afraid of hard work and I promise I won’t let you down.’

‘Oh, I dare say. But we’ll wait until I can get another man, all the same.’

Her throat tightened as she imagined Charles hot on her heels. ‘But we must go–I can’t wait here. It’s out of the question!’

Kavanagh’s eyes narrowed. ‘What’s the hurry?’

She tried to dissemble. ‘These people are expecting me–the family that I’m to go to, that is.’

She’d betrayed too much of her urgency, she realized. He gave her a disbelieving stare. ‘I think there’s more to your story than you’re telling, Miss Forrest.’

Louise averted her head, biting her lip in a tacit refusal to answer any more questions. He didn’t press her, suddenly saying, surprisingly, ‘All right, then. We’ll go tomorrow morning, if I can talk Mrs Black into looking after Thompson. But it won’t be an easy job, you know, taking cattle through all that scrub between here and the Dawson. There’s five hundred head of young cattle and that’s plenty for three men to handle, let alone a woman riding sidesaddle. And there’s the night-watch, too. Divine and I can’t cope with that on our own.’

Her stomach quivered but she straightened her shoulders, looking him in the eye. ‘I’ll do my share,’ she assured him firmly.

~*~
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TEN MINUTES LATER LLOYD Kavanagh mounted his horse to return to his camp at the station water-hole. He’d consulted with Mrs Black and had received her permission to leave the sick man in an empty hut where he could stay until he was recovered. The housekeeper had promised to tend him and Kavanagh felt confident he was leaving the man in good hands.

He thought about the girl, wondering what she was up to. She was game, he had to give her that–either game or stupid. He hoped it wasn’t the last. She looked the competent, independent type and he’d based his decision on that. For all their sakes he’d better be right. With five hundred head, miles from anywhere in the brigalow, she’d bloody better not let him down. Controlling the cattle in the thick scrub would keep three of them busy. He couldn’t afford to mollycoddle her.

He’d questioned Sam Naylor about her earlier and Sam had shrugged and laughed. ‘Hell, I’m no ladies’ man. You’ll see for yourself, soon enough. But I wouldn’t advise you to go getting any funny ideas about her, even if she does go gallivanting about the countryside on her own. She talks and dresses like a silver tail. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s got a lot of important male relations around somewhere. Besides, I told her you could be trusted, so don’t make a liar out of me.’

‘I won’t.’ Kavanagh grinned. ‘I daresay we’ll be too busy with the cattle to think of romance.’

Now that he’d seen her, he thought the prospect of romance even less likely. If Miss Forrest had looked the troublesome, flirtatious type he wouldn’t have taken her with him, no matter how persuasive she was. Tall, thin and haughty; that was his first impression of her, and she was certainly a swell. She probably wouldn’t lower herself to wipe her boots on him. Nevertheless, he would keep his word to Naylor and try to look after her, allowing for his other responsibilities.
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