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CHAPTER ONE


‘They came from beyond that ridge up there,’ he said, pointing with his cane. ‘A big mob of blacks, about fifty of them, all painted up to glory and brandishing long, nasty-looking spears. Gave us a jolt, I can tell you.


‘We were down here, Kelly and me, fencing off a paddock for our horses. Of course there was nothing here in those days, this was our first sheep run, and we were living in a log hut down by the river where the jetty is now. We only had five hundred sheep and an old shepherd called Claude …’


‘But how did you come to be in such a dangerous situation in the first place?’ the woman asked him.


‘Land, my dear. Land. It was here for the taking. We drove the sheep from Brisbane and kept going west for a couple of hundred miles until we were well past the boundaries already mapped. From then on, once we found this river and decided where to settle, we marked off a few square miles to start with and drew our own maps. But it didn’t seem dangerous at first. The blacks were more curious than difficult, they came by our camp just to stand and stare, as if we’d fallen off the moon, and we’d give them some tucker and they’d wander off. Then they became a bit of a nuisance, too friendly, thinking they had the run of the place. On the one hand they’d bring us wild honey and nuts and fish, but at the same time they’d walk off with our belongings, things we certainly could not spare.’


‘Thieves,’ the Reverend Billings sneered. ‘Famous for it.’


Austin Broderick reacted sharply: ‘I wouldn’t say that! It’s in their culture to share the necessities of life.’ Then he smiled. ‘Except when it comes to their tribal land. No sense of humour about that at all. Obviously we broke every rule in their book, but there was nothing much we could do about it. We took one look at this endless pastureland going to waste, and set about founding a sheep station. In our ignorance we thought they’d just move over, but it wasn’t to be. When they decided we’d outstayed our welcome they started by killing our sheep, not for food, just wanton slaughter, and our threats of punishments were met with blank stares. Even showing them what guns could do had no effect; we still kept finding dead sheep.’


He peered into the distance. ‘They had a big camp a couple of miles from our hut, at the bend of the river, and suddenly, one day, the men were all gone.’


‘They’d gone walkabout?’ the Reverend asked.


‘Well … that’s what Claude said. He was an old bushie, he knew a fair bit about their ways, but in retrospect it was more ominous. A few days later they were back, lined up on that ridge in full war-paint with high, feathered head-dresses which made them all look, from our angle, about ten foot tall, and not a sound out of them.


‘Though that day was forty years ago, I remember it like it was yesterday. It was a day like this, hot, blazing hot, not a breath of wind, and we were hard at work. Nothing unusual, the tingling bush all about, the smell of sweat and dust, the constant piping of birds, the zing of cicadas, and then silence. Dead silence, a hush, a sort of waiting in the air.


‘At first I thought a bird of prey was hovering, an eagle or a hawk perhaps, but Kelly touched my arm and jerked his head towards the ridge.’ Austin rubbed his neck. ‘I can still feel how the hairs stood up on the back of my neck. We knew we couldn’t run for it, we’d never make it to the hut or the horses, so we quietly downed tools and began to walk slowly towards the hut, expecting a rain of spears, but nothing happened, and when we looked back they were gone. Then we ran!’


‘All bluff, was it?’ The Reverend gave a thin smile. ‘Just blowing off steam?’


Austin Broderick wondered why he was bothering with these people, these blasted missionaries. He’d only agreed to take them for a walk at the insistence of his wife. They’d arrived at Springfield uninvited, but at these big stations hospitality was never stinted. No one, whatever his social standing, was turned away, so Billings and his wife were entitled to the courtesy of his household.


‘Sort of,’ he replied, losing interest in the telling, though the dramatic tableau he’d witnessed was far from bluff. It had been a warning for them to leave. They’d been given the grace of time.


‘Ah, yes,’ Billings explained to his wife, ‘a cowardly race, if they can be called a race at all. No match for white men.’


‘No match for guns,’ his host snapped. ‘They gave us time to leave but we didn’t take it. Instead we holed up in the hut with Claude and loaded our guns. They attacked that night. Spears against guns. Before they retreated we had shot six of their men, some of whom we’d befriended, which was unfortunate. The fight began a hit-and-run war that lasted for years, until they were forced to buckle under. But not before they exacted a terrible payback. We brought in more men, more sheep, and kept going while they hung on, harassing us where they could. That was the situation for a couple of years.


‘Then, one awful day, I found my mate Kelly – his real name was Kelvin Halligan – out in the bush, pinned to a tree by five spears with honey smeared all over him to attract bull ants. God rest his soul. After that, troopers came and it was all over.’


‘How frightful!’ said Mrs Billings. ‘Savages! Just like the Maoris back home.’


‘And yet you still have blacks on your property?’ Billings said.


Austin looked at him, surprised. ‘The war’s over.’


‘But they’re still savages, and they live like animals. I’ve seen their camp.’


‘They’re the remnants of the tribe. The least we can do is let them live in peace now, in their old ways.’


‘Your friend Kelly mightn’t see it that way.’


‘Kelly was of another time,’ Austin said impatiently. ‘But he was a true Christian, I doubt he would begrudge them now. Come along and I’ll show you the tennis court.’ He stamped away, leading them over the footbridge that spanned a shallow creek, to an expanse of lawn bordering the fine Springfield homestead.


Reminded of Kelly now, he wondered what his late partner would think of the property in its present state. Originally they’d claimed ten square miles of prime land along the river, then they began exploring further afield, doubling their claim by blazing trees and bringing in a private surveyor to map the area, making sure there could be no argument with the neighbours who were sure to follow. At the time of Kelly’s death they were preparing to take up more land on the other side of the river, keeping their surveyor busy.


‘Bloody shame,’ he muttered to himself. Springfield sheep station had been Kelly’s dream, not his. Even the name had been Kelly’s suggestion. Now Springfield was famous, head station of a property covering more than 300,000 acres, which was divided into three sections for ease of management.


The enterprise had been a success beyond the wildest dreams of either man, taken up with minimal expense, by leasehold, from a government eager to see the land opened up, and carrying an average of 60,000 sheep in each section. But it was the homestead that would have Kelly gazing in awe now. The two men had graduated from the log hut to a long timber shack that they shared with their stockmen, and outbuildings began to spring up around that central point to cater for what was fast becoming a self-contained enclave of sheds, stables, a blacksmith forge …


It was, Austin recalled, at about that stage that Kelly had been killed. Springfield was still primitive, they were just feeling their way, more concerned with their precious sheep than with homesteading. But when their first wool cheque came in, it was such a shock, both Austin and Kelly, celebrating, were drunk for two days. The price of wool had skyrocketed since they’d last heard, and they were in the money! They knew full well that they’d double or maybe treble their income the following year, with natural increase, as they continued to stock the fine pastures. They were right, of course, but Kelly didn’t live to see the next wool cheque.


Later Austin built himself a cottage more fitting to his status as boss, but fifteen years on, when he’d finally come to realize, not without a sense of awe, that he was a millionaire, he announced his intention to construct a suitable homestead.


He was married by this time, with three young sons, and Charlotte, his wife, was nervous when she saw the plans he had drawn up. Plans for a beautiful sandstone house, high on a hill, with reception rooms, family rooms, guest quarters and his very own day wing, facing not the river, but back across the valley that he loved so much.


‘Can we afford this?’ she asked him unhappily.


‘This and more,’ he’d laughed.


‘But it’s so big, Austin …’


‘What does that matter? People in Brisbane live in houses this size.’


‘Mansions, you mean. We don’t need a mansion right out here. It’s forty miles to our nearest neighbours. What will they think?’


He grinned. ‘Jock Walker will probably follow suit, if I know him.’


Eventually Charlotte had come to like the house, turning into a martinet in her quest to keep everything in impeccable order. Austin was now glad he’d built his own wing – his refuge, his own office and recreation room, where he could throw off his boots and chuck things down wherever he pleased. Kelly would have loved this house though – proof that he’d known what he was about right from the start.


The tennis court was enclosed by a high brush fence.


‘Sounds as if there’s a game on,’ Austin said to his guests as he made for the gate. ‘It’s Victor and Louisa playing singles. Do you want to stay and watch?’


Their horrified frowns reminded him that the missionaries disapproved of the game, so he turned back with a smile. ‘My daughter-in-law’s quite good. She can really race round the court, except when she skids too fast on the grass and upends herself. You’re sure you don’t want to watch?’


‘No, no. No!’ They reacted in unison, veering away.


‘Oh well,’ he shrugged, ‘it’s time for tea anyway. We’ll go back to the house.’


Having delivered the Billingses to the garden room where the table was already set for afternoon tea, he edged away, making for his den, but his wife intercepted him.


‘What are you up to? You’re skulking.’


‘No, I’m not. I’ve got things to do. Would you ask Minnie to bring tea and cake to my office?’


‘Where are the Billings?’


‘I’ve done my duty for today. They’re lining up for tea. They won’t miss me as long as there’s food on the table. They eat like horses.’


‘Ah, don’t be unkind.’


‘Who’s unkind? You’re the one who said they were boring.’ He glanced out of a tall window at the end of the long passage. ‘Here come the tennis champions, they’ll help out. Where’s young Teddy?’


Charlotte smiled. Their grandson was the apple of Austin’s eye. He doted on Teddy more than he ever had done on his own sons, spoiling the child and monopolizing his company to the irritation of his mother, who complained that he undermined parental discipline. But then Louisa could always find something to complain about.


‘Teddy’s with Nioka, so leave him be. He’s playing with her little boy, Jagga, and Bobbo.’


‘Who’s Bobbo?’


‘Oh, Austin, you know perfectly well. He’s Minnie’s boy.’


He grunted. ‘Teddy’ll grow up knowing more Abo than English.’


‘Don’t start that again. Nioka’s a good nursemaid and there aren’t any other kids his age to play with. If his mother doesn’t mind, why should you?’


‘His mother? She only wants him around to dress him up like a girl. She won’t even let him have a pony!’


‘She thinks six is too young, so leave it be. Now, go on down to your office. The mailman came, a week early instead of a week late, for a change. Victor had words with him – he thinks we should have a weekly delivery, not fortnightly. He put your mail on your desk.’


He was gone, hurrying away, still that powerfully built man Charlotte had fallen in love with so long ago. In its kindness, the light from the window silhouetted his form, darkening the shaggy white hair, disallowing the slight stoop and failing to measure the determined step that now replaced his cool, manly stride. She still loved him, but it had been hard to bear, all those aching years, because, as his wife, she’d had to take second place to all the importances of his life. And there was no end to them. An ambitious man, he was never short of plans and projects, all of which revolved around the betterment of Springfield. His house had to be the best; his sheep, quality merinos; his wool first grade, and so it went on until his sons were old enough to contribute to the Broderick fortunes, at their father’s bidding.


Charlotte walked through to the kitchen, gave Minnie, the Aborigine maid, Austin’s request, and wandered out to the porch, depressed. Austin was good to her, kind, and she supposed he loved her, but there’d never been any real romance in their life together, more of a convenience. She sighed, telling herself she was silly to be fretting over such schoolgirl stuff, but he did take her for granted, always had.


Your own fault, she said to herself. You knew in your heart that he married you out of loyalty to Kelly, but you didn’t care then. You were so smitten by him, so overwhelmed, you rushed in …


Her own father had been so much in love with her mother that he had made their lives a joy, romancing his wife to the very end. Charlotte supposed she had expected the same sort of attention from Austin, but it was not to be. When her mother, Mrs Halligan, died, her husband wasn’t long following her, so people said that he’d died of a broken heart. Charlotte wouldn’t have that; deliberately she fought against such an explanation, insisting that he had died, as stated on the death certificate, of heart failure, because the alternative was too sad, and too close to home. She doubted that Austin would pine away to a shadow if his wife shuffled off this mortal coil. Despite her mood, a small smile crept over her face.


‘He’d be too busy,’ she murmured, ‘arranging the world’s finest funeral; as befitting the lady of Springfield.’


If I’m still here, she added silently, because there were times when she contemplated leaving the property and moving to Brisbane, to find a life of her own while there was still time. Another pipe dream, to relinquish her role of housekeeper and hostess in this complicated establishment in favour of a small house and the pleasantries of a city.


She had lived in Brisbane before, and she had liked the town, but she and her brother, Kelly, had been much poorer then. When their father died, Kelly had insisted she leave Sydney and come to Queensland with him.


‘A land of opportunity,’ he’d said.


It hadn’t seemed so at first. They rented a house in South Brisbane and were struggling to survive, with Kelly taking odd jobs, refusing to touch the few hundred pounds left to them by Paddy Halligan.


‘It’s our nest egg,’ he argued. ‘Our ticket to the good life when I find the right investment.’


Night after night he studied maps of the settled areas beyond Brisbane, coming up with a scheme that sounded like sheer madness to his sister, until he brought home another dreamer called Austin Broderick. He was so handsome, tall and blond, with blue eyes that lit up with excitement as he listened to Kelly’s proposal to take up land out west, that Charlotte surprised her brother by suddenly agreeing with him.


Then they were gone. She went to the stables to see them off with their packhorses, too embarrassed to mention, in front of Austin, that Kelly had left her very little money. Certainly not enough to live on. Right to the last minute she had hoped he would slip her a few more pounds, but he kissed her on the cheek, patted her head, leapt on to his horse and rode off with his new partner.


On the way home, Charlotte called in at a boot factory and managed to secure a poorly paid, miserable job as a machinist, but even that was only part-time work. Kelly had promised to write but Charlotte hadn’t set much store by that because he’d never been much of a letter-writer, even to his parents, and if they really did travel beyond civilization then what hope of mail from there?


When he did come home, six months later, Kelly raced in like the conquering hero! They’d done it! They’d taken up their own land as far as the eye could see, wonderful pastoral land, and they were on their way to making their fortunes.


‘We’ll be rich, Lottie! Rich! I’m sorry you had to get a job but it won’t be for much longer, and you’ll never have to work again. You can come to live at Springfield.’


‘Why can’t I come now?’ she’d asked, even then with her heart lost to Austin, afraid he’d meet someone else.


‘Not possible. We’re living rough, in a hut. We’ve only come to town to buy more sheep.’


‘Where will you get the money?’


‘We’ve still got some cash between us, and we’re taking out a loan from the bank. Austin arranged that.’


Selfishly, all he could spare for his sister was ten shillings, so she was cross with him when he left the second time, not realizing that that was the last time she’d ever see her brother.


Two letters reached her, full of promise. Soon he’d be in a position to send for her. Soon. Charlotte found another job, less arduous, as a machinist in a shirt factory, but when that closed down at the end of the year, she was forced to write to Kelly for money, reminding him firmly that she’d seen precious little of their nest egg. But eventually it was Austin who came, looking grave, clutching his hat, stammering the dreadful news, tears clouding his eyes as he tried to console her.


Charlotte was devastated, more so recalling that her last letter to Kelly had been critical. She blamed herself for not having more faith in him, because, as Austin now reported, the sheep station was a reality, a steadily growing concern.


He took over, organizing a memorial service for Kelly, rounding up her few friends and a surprising number of mourners not known to Charlotte, to fill the small suburban church. She had expected a pitiful little service but it was all so beautiful, she wept even more. There were lovely flowers, and wreaths on the altar steps, and a tenor with the most glorious voice sang the hymns that reminded her not so much of Kelly but of their dad. The priest spoke sincerely of the young man, cut down in the prime of his life, whom he had not had the pleasure of meeting, and so forth, but it was Austin who made the most impact.


Stole the show, she recollected now, in more cynical mode. Not that she’d realized it at the time; she was too overwhelmed by his fine oration. Standing beside the pulpit, he told of the bravery and fortitude of his friend and partner, of Kelly’s magnificent pioneering spirit, a credit to his family and a shining example to the young men of this country. There were sobs to be heard from the pews behind her, because Austin truly meant every word he said. Until then, Charlotte, in her own misery, hadn’t understood that Austin was suffering too. Kelly had been his best friend, the only person he knew who was willing to take up the challenge of venturing into the unknown outback with him, facing not only the backbreaking work but the obvious dangers.


Humiliation was to follow days later, when Austin told her, in his matter-of-fact way, that he had read her letter to Kelly, asking for money.


‘I can’t just leave you here,’ he said, brushing aside her feeble claims that she’d manage. ‘Kelly would never forgive me. You do have a stake in Springfield, after all. You’ll have to come back with me.’


‘Wouldn’t it be dangerous?’ she fluttered, half hoping she hadn’t provided him with an excuse to withdraw the offer. But given the manner of Kelly’s death – speared by a black was all that she’d been told at that stage – it seemed an obvious response.


‘No. I’ll look after you. It’s safe enough within the precincts of the head station. But there are no other white women out there. Will that bother you?’


‘I suppose not, but where shall I live?’


‘I’ll build a cottage. I can’t go on living in the staff quarters anyway. You can live there with me.’


Charlotte blushed. ‘I don’t know about that, Austin.’


He stood and walked to the door of her tiny sitting room, staring out with undisguised contempt at the dismal street and its row of workmen’s cottages. ‘Well, you can’t stay in this place. It won’t do at all. Kelly never meant for you to be stuck here, he was looking forward to showing you Springfield.’


They seemed to be at an impasse, but Austin, as usual, had the solution. ‘Look, Charlotte. We get along well, you and I. And as I said, you do have a stake in Springfield. If you feel it would not be in order for you to live with me, I quite understand – one should respect the conventions. So why don’t we get married?’


What had he said? Married? Perhaps she had misheard him, or worse, allowed her daydreamings of this man to conjure up that explosive word. Embarrassment sent her rushing out to the kitchen where she opened and shut cupboards in a panic, for how could she respond when the question might not have been asked? When it was quite possibly only a pathetic slip of her imaginings.


But he followed her. ‘What do you say then?’


‘To what?’ she whispered, unable to face him.


‘To our marrying? That is, if you find me suitable. I know I’m only a bushie, but the Brodericks are good stock …’ He laughed. ‘Barring a few rascals earlier on. But I won’t let you down, Charlotte, you have my promise on that.’


Goosebumps added to her discomfort, tingling with excitement while an inner voice warned her this was not real. He was just feeling sorry for her. By tomorrow he’d forget all about it. This was only another of his impulsive gestures.


To save face, Charlotte decided to turn him down, but at the last second, the words would not come.


Instead she said, ‘Isn’t this rather sudden?’


‘Not at all.’ His confidence overwhelmed her. ‘I’ve been thinking about this for days. You’re a fine woman, Charlotte. I’d be honoured if you could see your way clear to becoming Mrs Broderick.’


Even though her heart was pounding with joy, Charlotte managed a little resistance. ‘I’ll have to think about it.’ By which she meant he should have time to reconsider. Days later, when she did accept his proposal, Austin hugged her, gave her a kiss on the cheek, and said, ‘Good girl. You’ll like Springfield, I know you will.’


Well, she thought now, as she prepared to join the others for afternoon tea, he was right on that. Springfield was a wildly exciting place in those days, and she had adored her husband. What more could a girl want?


‘You and your romantic notions,’ she murmured. ‘You should have grown out of them by this time.’ But there was that other matter. Her stake in Springfield. Another thing taken for granted. Kelly’s name was no longer on the original leases. They had been renewed, with the rest of the huge runs, by Austin, and Charlotte never had the temerity to comment. It had seemed so ungrateful … But these days, with three ambitious sons, she wondered.


Victor stood when his mother came in, and drew out her chair for her, while the Reverend looked up from plastering butter on hot scones to acknowledge her. Victor disliked the missionaries, especially the prune-faced wife, with her overly genteel mannerisms and whining voice. Her husband was a lean, mean character who managed to introduce God into even the most trivial conversation, as if it were necessary to establish his credentials, and as a result he was regarded by all in this household as a sanctimonious bore.


‘I hope the heat isn’t bothering you,’ Charlotte said to Mrs Billings, making conversation.


The Reverend answered for her. ‘God’s will, Mrs Broderick. We regard these minor irritations as heaven-sent, to remind us that we are but servants of the Lord. It’s too easy in surrounds such as these, the lap of luxury, to forget that all blessings are gifts from the Lord, and temporary.’


‘You could hardly call Springfield temporary,’ Victor said, ignoring his mother’s frown.


‘All life is temporary, sir. I was disappointed to discover that there is no chapel here, and wondered if Mr Broderick could be persuaded to build one. I should be happy to return to bless the premises.’


‘My husband did consider building a church,’ Charlotte told him, ‘but there have been differing opinions among visiting ministers as to what denomination it should be. I am Catholic and the rest of the family are Church of England …’


‘And there are a whole range of religious attitudes among the men on our staff,’ Victor added with a grin. ‘Try to get agreement from thirty or more men. Too hard.’


‘That could be easily solved. Our faith, the Church of the Holy Word, upholds the truth as stated in the Bible. No other religion relies strictly on the Word. I was thinking that a Chapel of the Holy Word would be an excellent beginning for your people here. Later my bishop could come out and consecrate it as a regular church.’


‘Oh Lord, there’s another one,’ Louisa said. ‘The last minister, Wesleyan, I think he was, suggested a chapel here for his flock.’


‘So you see our predicament,’ Victor said.


‘I’m afraid I don’t,’ sniffed the Reverend.


‘Did you have an interesting walk this afternoon?’ Charlotte asked them.


‘Most interesting,’ Mrs Billings said. ‘We went through the gardens and out to the orchard and on over the creek. Mr Broderick showed us the ridge from where they were attacked by savages.’


‘Not that again,’ Victor said. ‘“They came from beyond that ridge …” That’s his favourite story.’


‘But surely it’s true?’


‘Oh yes, it’s true. He could write a book.’


‘Then I think Mr Broderick was incredibly brave to live in such dangerous country. Thank God the savages were overcome. At least I hope they have been.’


‘That’s something I wanted to speak to you about, Mrs Broderick,’ the Reverend said. ‘We have seen natives strutting about undressed, a shocking state of affairs, and we would hope …’


Charlotte put down her teacup, startled. ‘Not within the homestead area?’


‘No, at a disgusting camp by the river.’


‘That’s miles away!’ Louisa said. ‘Did you walk all the way down there?’


‘We considered it our duty to investigate these people, so we followed two of the housegirls.’


‘Oh, that’s all right.’ Charlotte was relieved. ‘We see to it that any of the blacks who come into the living or work areas are clothed. There are trousers and shirts available for the blacks who work as stockmen, and shifts for the housegirls, so the tribal people can collect something from them if need be, but mostly they don’t bother. We don’t worry about the children of course, they run about in the buff …’


‘But this is wrong!’ Mrs Billings said. ‘It cannot be. The Bible says …’


‘The Bible doesn’t deal with our Aborigines,’ Victor laughed. ‘They’re not even mentioned.’


‘It does not behove you to be facetious,’ the Reverend retorted. ‘My wife was shocked. Most of those natives had barely a stitch on. You can’t condone this. They’re living like animals.’


‘They’re living as they have lived for thousands of years, Mr Billings,’ Charlotte said quietly. ‘Before the Bible was ever heard of. God must have approved because He gave them a wonderful country all to themselves. Although I must admit He’s let them down of late, relatively speaking.’


Victor smiled. He knew the Reverend and his missus still didn’t agree, but Charlotte had shut them up, for the time being at least. To escape them, he decided against another slice of fruit cake and departed, leaving the guests to the women.


‘Interfering fools,’ he muttered as he strode across the courtyard, making for the shearing sheds. He himself had taken the pair on a tour of the sheds which were now being opened up again, ready for the arrival of the shearers. Together with the merino stud, the sheds were Victor’s pride and joy. Designed by his father, in much the same style as a friend’s huge wool shed on the Darling Downs, they were each 300 feet long and had cover for about 2,000 sheep. The interiors were an eye-opener to visitors. Each shed had a tramway for fleece and bales down the centre, and there were fifty-two stands where the shearers worked.


‘Last year,’ he’d told Billings proudly, ‘we had fifty-four shearers to shear two hundred thousand sheep. Took them fifteen weeks, a job well done.’


Billings was unimpressed. ‘And you don’t have a conscience about all this?’


‘A conscience? Why should I?’


‘You must own a lot of land to run so many sheep. Do you think that is fair? The Lord might deem it greedy for you squatters to covet so much when other men are now searching for arable land.’


‘The Lord has nothing to do with it. My father got these runs by hard work, he’s entitled to every acre.’


The Reverend scratched his chin and gave Victor a patronizing smile. ‘Obviously you’ve not taken into account the lessons of America. The ranchers of those great plains were soon overrun by hordes of advancing homesteaders. It is said the same thing will happen here.’


‘That’s where you’re wrong. The big stations won’t be so easily destroyed here.’


‘Inevitable, I would think,’ Billings murmured, and Victor let him have the last word, rather than enlighten him as to the steps already taken to prevent such a catastrophe. The Australian squatters, or ranchers as they were known in America, were a powerful force in the land, an exclusive society bound together by common interests. They had made it their business to use their influence in judicial and political circles through appointments and family connections, and were well prepared to face any battle to retain their vast properties.


‘It won’t happen to us,’ Victor repeated to himself as he looked in satisfaction at the trim sheds, all ready for action. The shearers would be arriving next week.


He leaned against a timber railing and lit a smoke, thinking again of Billings. The cheek of the man, to be enjoying their hospitality, sitting back there with the ladies in pleasant surroundings and all the while begrudging his hosts their success. Maybe he was a spy?


‘No, he’s too stupid.’


Nevertheless, a nagging worry lodged. Obviously Billings was just mouthing stuff he’d heard in Brisbane, or country towns. It was common knowledge that selectors were fanning out across the countryside, demanding that they be permitted to select and buy portions of land leased by squatters, and some government members, driven by socialistic elements, were in agreement. Selection Acts had already been introduced into Parliament but so far, without success.


Austin planned well ahead. He had three sons and they all had to be strategically placed. Victor was settled as his right-hand man at Springfield. The next son, Harry, had set out on a road well paved for him by the Broderick connections, with a safe seat in State Parliament, on the Government benches, and a suitable wife, daughter of Chief Justice Walker.


Then there was Rupert. He was only twenty, and had been away to boarding school for years. Now home again, he’d been bucking at his father’s instructions to study law. They’d had fierce arguments over that, until Austin had a better idea. Given these ominous Selection Acts, he had decided they could do with another voice in Parliament. Without bothering to consult Rupe, his father had gone ahead, made a deal with a retiring politician for Rupe to inherit his seat, squared it with the Premier, and announced Rupe’s future at dinner one evening.


Rupe had been furious. ‘I’m not going into bloody Parliament. There’s plenty of work for me here. I’ll take over the stud from Victor. And if I can’t work here I’ll leave and get a run of my own.’


Victor hadn’t intervened in the ongoing rows. It wasn’t his concern, he just wanted to get on with his own affairs. Coping with Louisa was enough of a problem lately. She was becoming bored living at Springfield … He stubbed out his cigarette and flicked the butt into the air. ‘That’s just too bad,’ he muttered. ‘This is our home, and here we stay.’


Sometimes Austin thought he might have made a mistake insisting that all the rooms downstairs be panelled in cedar. The result had been rather darker than he’d anticipated, but as Victor pointed out, the rooms were a good size and had high ceilings, so they could carry the timber panels. However, the panelled walls in his own wing never failed to please him: they were eminently suitable for a gentleman’s rooms. Here he had his own office and a long room furnished in the manner of a club, with comfortable leather chairs, a billiard table and card table, and above the mantelpieces photographs of his prize merinos, as well as the numerous plaques and awards they had won.


He walked through to the veranda, pleased with himself for dodging the God-botherers, and stood there flexing his arms, doing deep-breathing exercises, because he’d been a little short of breath lately. From the hills beyond the valley, light clouds were drifting forward, but he knew from experience that they were only teasers, they’d not bring a drop of rain to the parched land. He smelled the air … no sign of bushfires as yet.


‘Maybe we’ll be spared this year,’ he said. ‘We had enough of them last year.’


Minnie brought his tea in on a tray, accompanied by her usual wide smile. She was a cheerful girl of about twenty, who’d been working at Springfield as a maid for many years.


‘Missus say you like some cake too, boss,’ she commented as she set down the tray.


‘Yes. Thank you, Minnie. How are those blackfellers going down at the camp? Getting plenty fish?’


‘Moontime,’ she nodded. ‘Good fishin’ now.’


‘I thought so,’ he grinned. ‘You tellum those boys send up a nice fat fish for the boss, eh?’


She giggled. ‘I tellum.’ She made for the door, then stopped, nervously. ‘Boss … them prayin’ people, they make famblies down there cranky. Sticken noses in, not wanted.’


Austin poured his tea. ‘Tell them not to take any notice. The Reverend and his missus will be gone soon.’


‘Ah.’


When she left he laughed. ‘Them prayin’ people! That’s a good one.’


He picked up a newspaper from a newly delivered pile on a side table, and read it carefully while he ate his cake, frowning when he found an article referring to that damned Selection Act, now back before Parliament after a number of amendments had been accepted. The writer was obviously in favour of sabotaging the successful rural industry, by allowing any fool or farmhand to chop into station property owned by their betters, despite an editorial which spoke of the big sheep stations as being the backbone of the country. The latter went on to decry this shameful movement, that could only bring ruin to the sheep industry, and warned of the danger to the state’s economy.


‘So he should,’ Austin snapped. ‘So why is he letting that other fool write his socialist rubbish? I want that fellow sacked. I’ll write a personal letter to their editor, Bernie Willoughby, and tell him to smarten up. It’s no good him writing one thing and his staff writing something else.’


He turned angrily to the letters page, only to find three contributors supporting the Selection Acts, urging selectors to start choosing their land claims right away, before greedy squatters started snatching the best land.


Bewildered, Austin tried to digest this. What did they mean? Why would squatters like himself be snatching up their own land? They already owned it on legal, well-documented leases.


He hurried into his office to dig out the thin pages of the Selection Act VII, that Harry had sent him. The wording was confusing, full of the usual poppycock of ‘heretofores’ and ‘thereins’, designed to confuse any sane man, and knowing, as he thought, the contents, Austin had not bothered to read it carefully. He had been under the impression that these selectors were going about claiming land on properties such as Springfield, and demanding to buy their claims from the squatters.


But now he realized, as he studied the irritating verbiage, that that wasn’t the idea at all. These Acts meant that squatters had to transfer all their land from leasehold to freehold, by purchasing it from the Government, otherwise leased land would revert to Government ownership, and so could be sold to selectors.


‘Madness!’ he said, tapping the desk. ‘How could I buy all this land, acre by acre? And at a pound an acre, that’s the going price, they say, I’d be up for more than a quarter of a million pounds with nothing to show for it but my own land. It’d break me! Bloody fools, the lot of them, if they think we’d fall for that!’


He stormed out on to the veranda and shouted at a passing stationhand to get Victor for him.


‘Now!’ he added. ‘Right now! Tell him to get up here!’


Victor had come back as far as the stables by the time he received his father’s order.


‘Is he dying?’ he asked the messenger, Joe Mahoney, who winked.


‘Not that I noticed.’


‘Then he can wait. Let’s have a look at the mare.’ To please his wife, Victor had agreed to a game of tennis, but he begrudged the time. It threw his whole day out. Then, when he did arrive at the court, late, Louisa had complained that he hadn’t changed into tennis whites, her latest fad, and that had caused a row. Bloody tennis whites, he snorted to himself. What next?


The chestnut mare was in foal. She was resting in her stall when they arrived and she looked up at them with sad, moist eyes.


‘You’ll be all right, girlie,’ he said, moving in to examine her. ‘She’s close to her time, Joe. You’d better stay with her.’


‘Right, Vic. I’ll give you a call if there’s any movement.’


‘Good.’


Although not qualified, Victor did have veterinary experience. When he was eighteen his father had sent him to Brisbane for a year, apprenticed to a vet, and he’d enjoyed that work, but Austin never believed in wasting time. Considering that veterinary work wouldn’t take up all of his time, he’d also enrolled his son in an accountancy course. Victor had been annoyed by this double duty, especially when he found accountancy difficult, but Austin was boss and there was no point in arguing. He was told to bring home a certificate in accountancy at the end of the year or stay there until he could produce one. It had been a busy year but he’d managed to pass the course and came home to a proud parent. Nowadays, he was grateful for Austin’s insistence: the knowledge he’d gained was invaluable for his work at Springfield, and he’d furthered his education by studying books on animal husbandry that were sent to him by his friend, the Brisbane veterinarian.


One more call, to check the shearers’ quarters, where two black housemaids were opening up the sheds and airing bunks ready for occupancy.


‘Some of dese here mattresses no good no more,’ one of the girls complained to him, holding up a battered slab with horsehair hanging from the sides.


‘Get new ones from the store,’ he said. ‘These sheds got to be shiny clean or the shearers get cranky. And when they come, you girls keep away from them. You hear me?’


‘Yes, boss,’ they whispered, as if the strange men might hear them. Shearing time was exciting, with so many strangers converging on the station, but it also meant trouble if there was any fraternizing between the black women and the shearers.


Returning to the homestead, Victor strode down a long track shaded by a row of pepper trees, their streaming foliage rustling in a slight breeze that brought promise of a cooler night, easier on the mare.


We’re in for a long hot summer, he told himself, judging by this early heat.


The track diverged at this point, with the homestead to the left, and the main gate straight ahead, a clear run across a half-mile stretch of open country. The homestead and surrounding outbuildings were contained in fenced areas for convenience, but apart from a few paddocks, no other sections of the huge property were fenced, and that was a worry for Victor. There were two outstations, where overseers lived, to manage their sections of Springfield, keeping in regular communication with Victor, but the days were coming when the boundaries should be more clearly defined. He shuddered at the thought of fencing, though. The cost would be prohibitive. As it was, their neighbour, Jock Walker, was always complaining that Austin’s boundary lines ‘up and walked’.


Victor grinned. He was probably right. Austin wasn’t averse to fudging a few extra miles of pastoral land if he could get away with it. The land greed was still strong in him.


He cut across a lawn, stepped over a garden bed and vaulted the rail on to his father’s veranda. This section was known as Dad’s wing, but the brothers referred to it as his den. A great hangout for Austin and his cronies, but a danger zone for the sons, who knew that a summons to the lion’s den meant trouble.


‘What’s up?’ he asked cheerily.


‘You took your time getting here!’ Austin shouted. ‘Have you read the papers?’


‘How could I? They’ve just arrived.’


‘Well, it would pay you to get your nose in them and not leave it to me. You’re supposed to be my manager and you don’t seem to have any idea of what’s going on.’ He slammed a newspaper on the card table, jamming a calloused finger on the offending page. ‘Read that! By Christ, I’ll have something to say to Bernie, letting this sort of garbage loose in his paper. Do you see what they’re trying to pull now? They want us to buy our own leases.’


Victor scanned the article. ‘That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.’


‘You’ve never told me any such thing! You just said those dimwit selectors are lining up to try to buy some of my land!’


‘That’s right. From the government, unless we freehold. But there’s no need to panic, so calm down. The Selection Acts will go on forever, they’ll never get passed.’


Austin’s face blazed red and his white hair was almost standing on end. ‘Don’t you bloody tell me not to panic, you bloody upstart! Christ knows what would become of Springfield, left to you lot. I want something done about this now!’


Victor sighed. ‘Something is being done. Selectors can’t lodge claims until the Acts are passed, and Harry has the matter in hand. They’ll keep throwing up amendments until doomsday. He wrote and told you that last week.’


‘Harry! He’s a bloody lightweight and you know it, swanning round Brisbane like God’s gift to the social world, with that brat of a wife of his. I must have been out of my mind to think he’d come in useful. I should make Rupe go. He’s what’s needed down there in the Parliament, bloody-minded, stubborn bastards who kick where they see a head.’


Victor took a cigarette from a pile in a box that were rolled for the boss by Minnie, and lit it, puffing casually while his father raved on. It was always the same. Rupe and Austin clashed like a couple of yellow dogs. But come comparison with his brothers, Rupe was thrown at them like a junior Austin Broderick, a saint, which he was not. Harry, it was true, wasn’t making much of a mark in the political world, but Victor resented his father’s attitude. He was an excellent manager of this property and he knew his worth. But try to tell that to the old man. All he got was abuse. It was hard to run a station of this size with all its problems – not only of distance but of the necessity to keep a tight rein on the inhabitants, from family and tribal blacks to a predominantly male staff, to high-falutin’ visitors encouraged by Austin – and all the time having to suffer the ignominy of having his father circumvent his instructions. Circumvent? he mulled angrily. That’s Harry’s word. That’s what Harry would say, dammit! Austin doesn’t just circumvent, he changes. Makes a fool of me in front of the men. Moves the bloody goalposts all the time, like he does with Jock Walker. And everyone else for that matter.


It had been Charlotte’s idea that Austin retire and hand over to Victor, and with the gentle, flattering way she had with the old man, he’d come to see it as his own design. Boasting to his mates that he was retiring. Throwing a huge three-day party to announce the retirement of Austin Gaunt Broderick and the handing on to the next generation – duly reported in every Queensland newspaper, as well as the Sydney Morning Herald. A giddy time, Victor recalled, that lasted until the final guest left. He was as much in charge of Springfield as Minnie was of the kitchen, where she’d worked for years under the rule of Hannah, the homestead cook.


‘Are you listening to me?’ Austin snarled. ‘Has it occurred to you in any time and bloody space that if one of those Selection Acts gets through …’


‘They can’t,’ Victor persisted.


‘Numbers, you bloody dolt! Politicians can be bought. A couple could be away sick. Someone could miss the call. And what can happen? Idiots like Harry can be left sitting like knots on a log. Beaten! It only takes one bloody vote!’


Victor shook his head. ‘Not possible. You forget, half the opposition is on our payroll. Not to mention the relations sitting pretty as justices of the peace, magistrates, in high office in banks, the police, and even the damn post office. For God’s sake, Dad, stop making a mountain out of a molehill. We’re their bread and butter.’


Austin moved over to the drinks tray and poured himself a whisky from a trio of decanters, adding ice. ‘You want a drink?’


‘Yes.’ Victor poured his own.


‘Two things here you’ve overlooked,’ Austin said quietly. ‘And by Jesus, if you’ve never listened to me before, you’d better listen to me now, mate. Because there are two things you have to look at. One is … never underestimate power. Any man in opposition would shoot his grandma to get into government. To get into power. Opposition is ratshit. To hell with the bloody relations. You can count them out.’


He swallowed a gulp of whisky with obvious enjoyment.


‘Right. Now say, just say, that by bribery and corruption or by all manner of heartfelt conviction, added to absences from the House, and persuasion by socialist elements, one of those Selection Acts got through. Became law. What then, Mr Broderick, manager of Springfield? What’s your defence?’


He hurled his glass, still half full, into the empty fireplace. ‘I’ll tell you what happens then, you bloody idiot, with your dimwit brother wringing his soft white hands. We lose! What do they want? They want us, you stupid clown. They don’t want the bloody land. What bloody use is some penny-hanky block to a sheep man? Expenses are too high, markets too far, you need a range, dozens of big runs like we’ve got …’


‘That’s right,’ Victor agreed, ignoring the smashed glass. Austin often smashed things to make a point. His sons were no longer impressed. ‘We should have someone writing an article in Bernie’s paper about the risks to their investments from such a futile move …’


‘You still don’t get it, do you?’ Austin said softly. ‘It hasn’t entered your woolly head that they’re after us, the squatters. The oligarchy, as they call us. It’s to do with breaking the power of the squatter. We explored and opened up their bloody land, and we squatted on it until the government surveyors ventured out this far. We did the fighting, we took the risks, and we earned every penny we own, plus every acre we leased from a government that didn’t know such land existed. But we worked, and we paid, not only in rent to a ratshit government, cowering back there in Brisbane, but in lives, Kelly’s being one of them …’


Oh Jesus, Victor thought, not Kelly again. He settled back into a luxurious armchair. Kelly might have been their mother’s brother, but the Broderick boys had come to hate him. Another saint listed in Austin’s repertoire.


‘The second thing is,’ Austin said, ‘if you happen to be interested, like I won’t keep you from your tennis …’


‘I played today because Louisa needed company,’ Victor began, hating himself for needing to explain.


‘Good for you,’ his father remarked sarcastically. ‘In the meantime, Springfield is teetering on the edge of disaster. Let’s suppose, then, that one of those sneaky little Acts gets through. Despite my brilliant son Harry, despite all the bastards that we’ve set up in high places. Did no one ever tell you that a man who can be bought is a man who can be bought again? Doesn’t that ring any bells in your dead head?’


Victor stood. ‘I’ve had enough of this. When you’ve got all this shit out of your stomach I’ll try to explain it to you.’


His father smirked. ‘No need, my boy. No need at all. Just come here and look at the map. This map. Now!’


He had several maps laid out on the billiard table, detailed maps which, set in place, gave an overview of all the land owned by A. G. Broderick, the boundaries jutting unevenly where he had claimed the best possible grazing land.


‘How can we buy back all that?’ he asked.


‘We can’t. Anyway, it’s already ours. We won’t have to.’


‘But if push comes to shove and selectors turn up here waving papers to prove this land has been thrown open to freehold? We won’t be able to stop them marking off their claims, unless we buy it ourselves, and that’s financially impossible.’


Victor shook his head, not bothering to comment. It was all hypothetical. Or was it? Austin was making him nervous.


‘You go and find Rupe. Get him in here. We’ll have a council of war. We have to mark off our very best land, watered land, along the riverbanks and creeks …’


‘What for? We couldn’t fence all that.’


‘Fencing will come later. This is a fall-back plan. We’ll map blocks of the maximum size, to the bloody inch, that selectors including ourselves will be permitted to buy under the law. Then if the worst happens, we’ll be ready and we’ll pounce. We’ll at least be able to buy the cream.’


Victor stared at the maps. ‘That’ll take a lot of work. We’d need a good surveyor to help us.’


‘Then get one.’


Charlotte came in. ‘Austin, the Reverend wants a word with you.’


‘Not now. We’re busy. What’s he want?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Well find out. And you deal with it.’


She shrugged and left.


Louisa was left in the garden room with the guests. She had nothing better to do, so she stayed on.


‘Why did you want to see Austin?’ she asked Billings. ‘My husband is the manager now. Austin has retired.’


‘I’m quite aware of that, dear lady,’ he said. ‘But my Bishop asked me to see Mr Austin Broderick on church business.’


‘No use talking to Austin about building a church. You’d have more luck with Victor.’


‘It’s not about a church,’ Mrs Billings said. ‘It’s regarding the Aborigines. We feel it is our duty to try to help them.’


‘Oh, that’s nice,’ Louisa said vaguely.


Just then Charlotte returned. ‘The men are busy at the minute, Reverend,’ she said. ‘Maybe I could help you?’


‘They want to do something to help the blacks,’ Louisa told her.


Charlotte could see that the Reverend wasn’t too keen on discussing the matter with her, so she resumed her seat at the table, which had now been cleared by the maids, and looked at him encouragingly. ‘What did you have in mind?’


Cornered, he reached into his waistcoat and produced a letter. ‘Perhaps you could take this in to Mr Austin,’ he said loftily. ‘It’s from my Bishop. He feels it is our Christian duty to reach out to the poor deprived children of those black people who are living in such squalor.’


‘Very commendable,’ Charlotte murmured. ‘May I read it?’


The Reverend hesitated, but he could hardly insult his hostess.


‘Of course,’ he allowed.


Charlotte read the letter carefully and then looked up with a smile. ‘What a wonderful programme. And this has been going on for quite some time?’


‘Oh yes,’ Mrs Billings said enthusiastically. ‘Native children have to be rescued from their pagan environment and brought into the civilized world.’


‘They’ll be brought up as Christians,’ her husband added, ‘cared for and taught to assimilate into the white world. It’s a charity that’s very close to our hearts.’


‘Yes, the Bishop explains here. You’ve already placed more than twenty children. Where do they go?’


‘We have a mission school at Reedy Creek, about five miles from Brisbane, run by our lay brothers. Segregated, of course. The children are taught English, and as they grow older we place them with families where they can earn their keep.’


‘Are they happy?’


‘Indeed they are. They have plenty of company.’


‘I’ve heard of this before,’ Louisa said. ‘It’s a marvellous idea. The Church of England took in a score of children from my uncle’s station in northern New South Wales. It’s happening everywhere. And about time, otherwise what’s to become of them? They can’t remain tribal any more.’


‘Exactly,’ Billings said. ‘We’ve already seen the drunkenness and contemptible behaviour of the blacks who have drifted into the slums of cities. We have to save them from destitution and despair. As many as we can …’


‘And you want to take some of our tribal children?’


‘Unfortunately, at this stage, we can only take three from here, because I don’t have room on the wagon. Also, it is only a small school, but later we’ll be able to receive more.’


‘How old should they be?’


‘We’ve room for boys at this stage. Six-year-olds …’


‘Six?’ Charlotte said, startled. ‘Isn’t that a bit young?’


‘It’s the best age. They pick up English quicker than older boys and they’re more amenable to a new life. And it is a life we’re giving them, a chance to survive in a changing world.’


Charlotte nodded. ‘I suppose it would be. I’m sure Austin will approve. Our own boys had to go away to boarding school too. Of course, they were older. We had tutors for them in earlier years. Which reminds me, Louisa, have you decided on a tutor for Teddy? It’s time he settled down to lessons …’


‘I think a governess would be better for him to start with. Victor has been making enquiries through family and friends in Brisbane.’


‘Then we’d better put a room aside for a young lady and open up a classroom again. It will be fun to furnish a classroom after all these years. There’s so much more equipment available for children now …’


The Reverend Billings begged to interrupt for a minute. ‘I really should have Mr Broderick’s approval as soon as possible. We have picked out three healthy youngsters who should qualify – without mentioning their good fortune to them as yet, of course. So we should be on our way.’


‘By all means,’ Charlotte said. ‘I’ll speak to him.’


He’ll approve quickly enough, she thought, when he wakes up to the fact that the missionaries want to leave.


‘Where was Victor’s schoolroom?’ Louisa asked her, the plan to educate black children forgotten.


‘Only in a shed. This house wasn’t built then. Teddy will have a nice room, over this side of the house,’ Charlotte laughed, ‘so that Austin won’t be wandering in to give instructions.’


When they adjourned from the garden room, Tom Billings went to their room to take a nap, but his wife, Amy, preferred to go for a walk on her own. She wished Tom hadn’t been so hasty in saying that they would be leaving with the black children as soon as they got Broderick’s approval. She had never been inside a house as luxurious as this in all her life – for that matter neither had Tom – and she was in no hurry to leave. Why should they rush? The journey out here in the wagon had taken weeks, a long, tedious, uncomfortable journey in this horrible Australian heat.


Tom and Amy were New Zealanders, from the South Island, where it was always lush and green. They had never had to cope with this dry heat, or the huge distances between villages. They’d undertaken this mission at the request of the Bishop, who’d assured them it would be a most pleasant journey, being springtime.


‘Well, if this is spring,’ Amy muttered to herself as she pulled her black felt hat down on her head, ‘I hate to think what their summer will be like.’


She walked through to the wide entrance hall with its polished floors and expensive rugs and out through the open front door to stand on the porch overlooking the circular driveway that enclosed a superb garden, ablaze with roses.


Cost a pretty penny to keep even that garden going, she said to herself, noting the annuals that bordered the roses. Not that it matters to them, I suppose. They seem to have gardeners everywhere.


Amy recalled their first sight of this house. Prior to arriving here they’d found accommodation more suited to their humble purse, as they travelled through country towns, staying in boarding houses. Then, as they’d forged into the sparsely populated areas of sheep stations they’d been put up, free, at homesteads, but nothing had prepared them for the homestead at Springfield. The others had only been overgrown cottages, with rooms tacked on for guests, where some of the women had remarked on their good fortune to be going on to Springfield.


‘Are you going further out, to Narrabundi? Jimmy Hubbert’s station?’


‘No. We turn back at Springfield.’


‘A pity. That’s very nice too. But Springfield’s the show place.’


Following hopeless directions, they’d turned down dirt tracks to find themselves at dead ends in this awful bush, or faced with river crossings, impassable in a wagon. They were lost and in the worst of humours, with not a house in sight anywhere, when two riders had found them and delivered them, hours later, to the entrance to the Broderick domain, a long drive lined with pines, welcome shade for the weary travellers.


In gratitude they gave the two men books of daily tracts from the library of the Church of the Holy Word, and set off along the drive.


Tom and Amy had always been Christians, but they’d felt that their local Church of England vicar was too soft on sinners – Tom’s words – and had demanded that he take a stronger stand against evil in the community. While the vicar claimed that he quite understood their complaints, he did nothing to combat the evils of drink, gambling and social intemperance that prevailed in Queenstown. Then they met Pastor Williams, a truly Christian man, who agreed with them on every point and had no trouble converting them to the Church of the Holy Word.


When he called for missionaries among his small congregation, Tom and Amy stepped forward with pride. Tom gave up his job as a clerk in the education department, and on one glorious night they gave themselves over to the Holy Word. It was a tearful and uplifting experience, handing over all their worldly goods – the small house in Gresham Street that he’d inherited from his father, their savings, for Amy had also worked, as a laundress – for the glory of the Lord. It was the happiest day of their lives.


For two years they travelled throughout New Zealand, campaigning for Christ, knocking on doors to sell small tracts and Holy Bibles and, where possible, encourage people to join them in prayer. Sadly, few were inclined to give even a minute of their time to the Lord, but a donation was acceptable. They also raised money by holding street meetings, much as the Salvation Army followers did, but without the necessity of resorting to noisy drums and tin whistles. ‘They make a fool of the Lord,’ Tom always said, ‘turning a service into a side show.’


At the close of their probation as lay preachers, Tom was ordained a reverend, a true vicar of Christ, at a special service held at headquarters. They called Pastor Williams’ home on the outskirts of Christchurch ‘headquarters’ because it was from there that all goodness emanated. A humble man, he had declined the offer from Bishop Frawley in Brisbane to be elevated to higher office, preferring to remain pastor and church leader in New Zealand. (Tom had no such inhibitions; he hoped his good works would lead him on to a bishopric one day.) However, the Pastor had been persuaded to accept a suitable brick residence with a drawing room that had been blessed and turned into a chapel for services and meetings. His followers, or rather believers, were housed in timber huts at the rear of the block. They were overcrowded at times, but no one minded, because there were always a lot of comings and goings. Tom and Amy enjoyed their homecomings, meeting up with the others, comparing notes and preparing themselves to set off again with renewed enthusiasm.


Some people complained that Pastor Williams lived high on their earnings but Tom would have none of it. He called their grievances despicable, especially when he discovered that quite a few received commission on the sale of ‘holy’ objects such as paintings of the Lord and an array of imitation-gold crosses. He considered such things blasphemous and soon spoke to Pastor Williams about them …


Come to think of it, Amy mused as she strolled around the Brodericks’ rose garden, I never did hear the outcome of that. Too much excitement at the time. That was when Pastor Williams gave us the news that we were being sent to join the Brisbane mission. In Australia!


She remembered that a spiteful woman, jealous of their good fortune, had told her that Bishop Frawley wasn’t a real bishop at all. That he’d just started up the church and called himself a bishop! ‘He’s no better than Pastor Williams,’ she’d said.


It was Tom who quashed that talk. ‘The real truth is emerging with our church. We have to start somewhere. Keep in mind that St Peter was only a fisherman. Bishop Frawley is just the first of our bishops. One day we’ll have many, many more.’


They still lived poor, she had to admit, but it was a sacrifice they were willing to make. On the other hand, they no longer had to suffer boring jobs, or worry about making ends meet; their time was their own and the Lord, through their church, provided for them. Amy smiled. ‘Our shepherd,’ she said aloud.


‘And look where we are now!’ she added, turning back to stare at the beautiful sandstone house wrapped about by wide, cool verandas in the colonial style. Further back, as if to allow the house to make its own statement, two matching wings extended to the right and the left from the main building. One of these contained the elegant guest quarters where she and Tom were staying. That wing even had a sitting room of its own, and a large bathroom! Since they were the only guests at present, they had the wing all to themselves. Such luxury!


When they’d emerged from the shadows of the pines at the end of the drive, Amy had gasped to find such a house out here in the wilderness. ‘Oh my!’ she’d said. ‘Oh my! Have you ever seen such a lovely house?’


But Tom had been angry. ‘It’s an abomination! An insult to the Lord to wallow in such ostentation. Extravagance is the worst of sins, depriving the Lord of His dues. It is a disgusting waste of monies that should go to the saving of souls. Blessed are the poor. Remember that, Amy. These people will find it hard to locate the gates to heaven; they’ll be blinded by their own grandiloquence.’


Nevertheless he forged on, driving the wagon right up to the elegant front steps that were guarded on either side by stone lions, while Amy, in trepidation, thought that perhaps they should go round the back. But Tom was made of sterner stuff. This house could not intimidate him.


She hoped he would have a good rest now, because he was in a rather bad mood. She had told him that he should speak to Mr Broderick about their mission while they were out walking, but he’d hushed her.


‘I will speak to him in his office. That’s where men discuss matters of importance, not prancing about on a guided tour.’


But Mrs Broderick had pre-empted him, thrown his plans out of kilter. The black children were important. They’d been given instructions to bring back three, and by the sound of things that would eventuate, but Tom had wanted to speak privately with Broderick about a chapel, as a lead-in to the all-important question. Broderick was a very wealthy man, and Bishop Frawley had said they could expect a substantial donation from him. As he’d said, ‘Men like him won’t blink at handing over a few hundred pounds, so don’t think small. This isn’t New Zealand.’


Now he’d have to try again to get into that office, in private. He couldn’t broach the subject through the wife or even the son, it just wouldn’t do. And the Bishop was relying on them.


She walked away from the house, towards all the big outbuildings where the real business of the property was conducted, and saw a group of riders galloping back to base across a clearing. Enjoying her walk, she kept going, close enough to watch them dismount and expertly slip the saddles and bridles from the horses before releasing them into a paddock. They were all young, energetic men, at a guess none much more than her own age, which was twenty-eight, and they all looked so manly in their check shirts and dungarees and short riding boots.


Amy blushed, embarrassed at her sinful thoughts. What would Tom say if he knew she’d been standing here admiring stockmen?


‘Forgive me, Lord,’ she whispered, turning away, but a voice behind her startled her.


‘Talking to yourself, it’s a bad sign!’


It was Rupe Broderick, the youngest son, and he was laughing at her. Amy was so confused she didn’t know what to say to him. She tried to hurry away but he caught up with her.


‘How are you today, Mrs Billings?’


She could smell the sweat and dust on him, and feel his strength as he fell into step beside her. He was only in his early twenties, but he was already a big man, muscles bulging under rolled-up sleeves, and long legs striding out.


She glanced at his tanned face, just long enough to see those mischievous blue eyes, and muttered, ‘Very well, thank you.’


‘How are you enjoying your stay?’


Amy wished he would go away. Surely he wasn’t thinking of walking all the way back with her? She had no idea how to cope with a self-confident young gentleman like this, even if he was dressed in rough stockman’s clothes.


‘Very well, thank you,’ she said primly.


‘Have you seen the stud yet?’


‘The what?’


‘The stud. Where Springfield’s finest merinos live.’


‘No.’


‘You should. The ram’s there at the minute. Austin’s pride and joy. Old Silver Floreat Della, purest of the pure, the daddy of them all, and still raring to go.’


Shocked, Amy turned down a path, away from him, and he stood, smiling.


‘You’d better come back. That’s a dead end. It just leads to the gardeners’ sheds.’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ she mumbled. ‘It’s just somewhere to walk.’


‘Oh well, please yourself. See you later.’


At last she was rid of him. Was he deliberately teasing her, talking about the sheep? Trying to take a rise out of her by mentioning such a delicate subject? He had really upset her now. He wasn’t a bit like his brother Victor, who was also a tall fellow, but craggy-faced and stern, very much the manager. Victor takes after his father, she mused, pacing away, head down, hat pulled forward like a monk’s cowl to shield her face from any further intrusion. In the distance she could hear the rhythmic clang of a blacksmith’s hammer. It reminded her of church bells, metal upon metal, and suddenly Amy was homesick. She missed Pastor Williams and their tight little group of dedicated Christians. She found that country folk over here were different, more cynical, less inclined to accept the Holy Word without argument, which was disquieting. Even the women would challenge her on points of doctrine and Amy would find herself floundering, unable to provide adequate responses.


‘Then study the Bible more,’ Tom had counselled her. ‘The answers are all there.’


‘Sometimes I think they’re laughing at us,’ she worried.


‘No, they’re not,’ he said. Tom was always a pillar of strength. ‘They’re just covering up their own ignorance. They’re all descendants of convicts, the criminal classes. What can you expect?’


In a little fit of rebellion, Amy looked back at the big house and considered the Broderick family. If they are descended from convicts, they’re not doing too badly, she noted to herself.


Rupe strolled into the kitchen and caught Hannah, the cook, unawares, grabbing her round her plump waist and lifting her up. ‘How’s my favourite cook lady today?’


‘Put me down, Rupe,’ she laughed, extricating herself. ‘You are a one! I suppose you’re hungry?’


‘If you’ve got some of those cold pigs’ trotters left, I am. Where are they hidden?’


‘Leave them. You’ll spoil your dinner. I’ll make you a sandwich.’


‘Good idea, I’ll have both.’


‘Oh, very well.’ Hannah smiled indulgently. She had been cook at Springfield for more years than she could count. She’d watched the three boys grow up and was very fond of them, but Rupe was her favourite. He’d always been a wilful kid, born to create mayhem, and whenever he was in trouble, it was Hannah he’d turn to. She delighted in the angelic smile that belied his boldness, and so she’d become his backstop. She defended his naughty ways, even hid him when Mr Austin was on the warpath; and in return Rupe amused her, keeping her in fits with his tales of the goings-on round the station.


He nosed about the pantry, returning with a plate of jellied trotters, and stood, sucking at the bones, while she made the sandwiches.


‘I just met the black widow out by the horse paddock,’ he commented.


‘Who?’


‘You know. Mrs Preacher. How much longer are they staying?’


‘I haven’t been told.’


‘What are they up to? Why are they hanging about here anyway?’


‘There’s some talk they want to build a church.’


‘Fat chance. No, I’ve got the feeling there’s more to them than meets the eye.’


‘Like what?’


‘I don’t know. Pair of phoneys, if you ask me. Has the mare foaled yet?’


‘Not yet. Victor’s inside with your dad. They were looking for you a while ago.’


Rupe was leaning against a bench, devouring his makeshift meal, when Minnie came in to help Cook begin preparing the dinner. He watched as she shuffled across the stone floor, barefoot, eyes downcast.


‘Now, Minnie my girl,’ he said, ‘what’s with the long face? Haven’t you got a smile for me? You know you’re my best girl.’


‘Don’t tease her,’ Hannah said. She turned to glance at the Aborigine maid, who normally took no notice of Rupe’s banter, and saw she was not her usual cheerful self.


‘What’s wrong, Minnie?’


‘Nuttin’,’ Minnie said sullenly, and made her way over to the basket of potatoes in the corner of the kitchen.


Rupe shrugged, polished off the last sandwich and left them to it. Having disposed of his dusty work clothes, he took a shower and retreated to his room to throw himself on the bed for a nap.


That was where Victor found him. ‘Get up. The old man wants us, he’s on a real rampage.’


‘What have I done this time?’


‘Nothing. He’s declaring war.’


‘On who?’ Rupe jerked up on the bed, running his hands sleepily through his still-damp hair.


‘On a world full of conspirators against squatters.’


‘Oh Jesus! What next?’


‘Don’t ask. Just get a move on.’




CHAPTER TWO


Minnie was confused and upset, and she was grateful that neither Rupe nor Hannah pressed her for an explanation, because she hadn’t got the worry straight in her mind yet. Even after years working for the white people, she could still have occasional lapses in understanding their language.


Hannah and Victor, not Rupe, were her favourites at the big house. The cook treated her well, often giving her leftovers to take down to the camp where most of her family lived. Victor was always kind, even though he had grown into being a bossman like his daddy.


When she became pregnant with Bobbo – real name Bobburah – there’d been such a fuss, because she’d refused to name the father. He was a stockman who had threatened to beat her if she told, so she kept quiet, and then she’d been shocked to hear that Mr Victor was being blamed, just because he was her friend. They’d grown up together. She could hardly tell any of the white people that neither Victor nor Harry ever came near the black women. Rupe did, though. He was a villain, always chasing black girls, hanging about the camp of nights. They were all glad when there was talk of him going to live in the city, but he never did go. Once he came home from school, he stayed.


She’d thought Victor would have been angry with her over her stubborn silence, but he’d only laughed. ‘What have you got there, Min? Black or white?’


‘Black piccaninny comen,’ she’d blushed, lying to be on the safe side, and it was a relief when the baby was born beautifully black, accepted by her own family without the confusion a half-caste child usually caused. By that time the stockman had left, so the problem just faded away. Minnie’s real name was Moomabarrigah. She was Cullya, of the emu people, her mother’s clan of the great Kamilaroi tribe that once owned all this land, from far south through to the blue ranges where the sun set. Now, though, the Kamilaroi people were scattered. Minnie’s father had been killed by whitefellers, in a raid on a hunting party. They’d said he was a renegade, leader of a bad mob, but his people said that was not true. Sometimes Minnie wished it was. Unlike her sister Nioka, she was a shy girl, but she liked to think of her father as a great warrior, a fighting man, and she hoped he had been a renegade, giving all those whitefellers their own back.


After his death, life had become even more difficult for the Cullya people. Many went north into the hot lands to seek refuge with distant tribes, some just drifted into the white men’s towns, but Minnie’s immediate family and friends tried to make do in the country they knew. Sadly, that was hardly possible any more, because the whites kept moving them on to make way for their families and all their livestock.


In the end it was Minnie’s mother who’d made the decision, after much argument, to ‘go in’. Her name could not be mentioned now, because she had died last summer, but in her day she had been a strong, brawny woman, with a loud voice, and the white men soon came to know who was boss in this mob.


She had gone, on her own, to front up to Mr Broderick and demand that they be allowed a permanent camp at the bend of the river, well away from his house camps. In return she would see to it that there would be no more fighting, no more killing sheep and no more stealing from stores.


So they struck a deal. He even agreed to give the mob of about fifty Cullya people two eating sheep per month and occasional presents of tea and flour and tobacco, if they were good.


It didn’t always work, though. Every so often the girls would hear their mother engaged in shouting matches with Mr Broderick, as she defended her people, right or wrong, waving her heavy waddy at him, demanding he keep his men away from the black women. He would yell back at her, threatening to throw the whole mob off his property, and that would send her into a rage. She was a fierce woman, standing nearly as tall as he was, and she’d never back down, because, as she’d said, he was a good man, as white men went.


Eventually they’d sit down, have a smoke and a talk, and even end up laughing, to the amazement of the rest of the mob, who’d congregate among the trees, afraid of being expelled from their last campsite.


Only Minnie and Nioka knew the real despair in their mother’s heart. When they went walkabout, fulfilling the old laws by visiting the ancient sites, she saw how impossible it was all becoming. Sacred places were being desecrated, land cleared where once they knew they could find nuts and honey in their travels, and the big mobs of emus driven off. That hurt her more than anything else. Emus were their totem, untouchable, never to be harmed, and as the numbers dwindled so did her strength. She cared less and less about their plight, and spent her last days fishing and daydreaming.


But Mr Broderick had come to respect her, and he’d been there, standing vigil outside her humpy as her family mourned, and her life ebbed away.


Minnie had been impressed by this kind act, but not so Nioka. She was more like her mother, fiery, bossy, a fighter. She wanted to drive him away.


‘He was not invited,’ she cried. ‘How dare he intrude! His people killed her heart.’


‘Respect, Nioka! He is showing respect.’


‘We don’t need his respect. You’re only saying that because you work for him. You don’t want to lose your stupid job.’


‘That’s not true.’


Minnie left the kitchen and went out to the produce shed, where she chose a big pumpkin, put it on a bench and skilfully whacked it into four pieces with a small machete. She sighed, delaying her return. She wondered if she would have had a different attitude that day if she hadn’t been protecting her job.


Mrs Broderick had brought her up to work for her when Minnie was twelve. It had been difficult at first, making sense of a house and a language, but she’d tried very hard and she didn’t make too many mistakes now. Other girls had come and gone over the years but Minnie had lasted the longest. She was settled now, and she liked being part of both worlds. Two black girls had jobs as housemaids but Minnie liked the kitchen work best. She was good at helping the cook, who appreciated her.


On the other hand, Nioka had flatly refused to work for the whites. She didn’t mind looking after little Teddy because she liked him and he was a playmate for her boy and Minnie’s son, but no one could persuade her to go into service, as it was called. She’d play with the three little boys near the house, or take them down to the camp for a swim, and the Broderick people accepted her rule. They knew that Teddy was much loved by the blacks, and no harm would come to him with so many people watching over him, delighted with the white-haired boy.


Dismally, Minnie stomped back to the kitchen carrying the pumpkin pieces and handfuls of beans in a wide enamel dish.


What would Nioka say if she knew?


Hannah took no notice of her as she proceeded with her chores, peeling the pumpkin and stringing the beans with a small knife, or with her teeth when Hannah’s back was turned.


What exactly had she heard when she was clearing up after their tea meal? Minnie wasn’t too sure. She’d been in and out with trays and had only picked up scraps of the conversation. And that praying man and his missus talked in singsong voices, not straight out like the rest of them, so maybe she’d misunderstood. That happened often enough. But they were saying something about taking the children away. The black children. Not Teddy. But they wouldn’t do that, would they?


She knew the Broderick boys went away to school when they were big enough. Teddy would have to go when he was twelve, she supposed. But she’d distinctly heard that man say six-year-olds, because Mrs Broderick had repeated it.


Six? Minnie shuddered. Her boy was six. Jagga was seven. And there were others about the same age at the camp. Minnie was so fearful she wanted to scream.


‘You’re daydreaming again, missy,’ Hannah said. ‘Get on with it. I want some apples peeled too, and then you can get me some milk and cheese from the dairy.’


High on a cliff overlooking the ocean sat a very old man. He wore his hair in a high cone, plastered in place with beeswax and shells, and around his neck hung a cord threaded through a mean-looking crocodile tooth. His dark, skinny frame was clothed only in a loincloth but the body was so laced with cicatrices they almost gave the impression of a garment. A glance at the poor old fellow presented a picture of the cruel ravages of age, but he looked weak and feeble only until his eyes snapped open. Moobuluk did not need to shade them from the strong sunlight; they glistened, brown and bright, as alert as those of a man a quarter of his age.


Beside him sprawled a three-legged dingo. The animal had faced the choice of dying in a white man’s trap or chewing off his own leg. He’d decided on life, then, finding that he was no longer boss of the pack, had attached himself to this human, who also seemed to have been left behind to die.


But the dingo was wrong. Moobuluk was no derelict. Far from it. Not only was he a distinguished elder of the emu people, he had been endowed with great responsibilities. The Dreaming had taken him deeper and deeper into the profound secrets and mysteries of his race, and now he was the most famous magic man on this side of the continent, because he had outlived all his mentors. Moobuluk had travelled far beyond his Kamilaroi lands for many, many years. He’d met and conferred with the chiefs of countless tribes, including the wise Jangga people, the strange Manganggai and the fierce Warungas, because he spoke many languages and was known as a listening man. More than this, though, he was always made welcome because his powers were greatly feared, never underestimated.


On this day he gazed sadly at the brilliant blue of the ocean, which hid, he knew, a reef of such colours as would put a rainbow to shame. This was his favourite sitting place in the whole world. His own secrets had taken an age to divine from a lifetime of listening and learning, but his lifespan was trivial compared with the eons it had taken those tiny polyps to build their massive underwater treasure. It was a humbling experience to contemplate time in that context. And amusing. And pleasurable. All about him was such a richness of colour, from that sea-blue, as brilliant as the blue stones he’d found out in the dry country, to the softer blue expanse of sky, to the rich green of the steamy forests of these mountains, lit by an amazing variety of flashy, cheeky birds.


He would be sorry to leave here, but it had come to him on the wind that he was needed elsewhere.


But where to turn these days? There was so much anguish caused by the white invaders, so much despair, that he could hardly contain his own sense of hopelessness. He couldn’t hold back the tide; destiny had overtaken the old order and replaced it with … what? Moobuluk could not reach into his great store of knowledge for the answers, because the whole structure was based on the experience of thousands of lifetimes, passed on to men like him. The white men were not part of the Dreaming, nor were their animals, or even the strange plants they’d introduced, so he had no base to work from …


He scratched his belly and looked down at the dog. ‘The Jangga people are calling me but I can’t go that way because those Cullya people are headed for trouble.’ That irritated him a little. Obviously the Jangga had much more serious problems than the little mob down south. Taking the lead from his great-granddaughter, they had ‘gone in’ and settled on a sheep station, so they couldn’t be in too much trouble.


But the concern nagged. Something bad was in the wind by that great river. And they were family. Immediate family. It was his duty to respond.


Moobuluk wasn’t looking forward to returning to his home territory. Even though peace dwelled there now, it distressed him to visit memories of his childhood by the big-man river, and know that that joyful way of life was lost to his descendants. He found no consolation in realizing that the mob now living under Broderick’s laws accepted their lot and even claimed to be content, because he grieved to see the old ways passing.


Oh yes. He knew Broderick. And he’d known the one called Kelly, too. The first white men to enter Cullya country without permission. Not that any of the whitefellers ever asked permission, but in taking those first steps they’d broken tribal law. Normally peaceful people, the Cullya men had been curious at first; then, when it dawned on them that the whites were digging in, they’d tried frightening them off, to no avail. Then they’d harassed them, killing sheep, starting bush fires, stealing their food which, Moobuluk recalled with a grin, was good eating.


In the end they’d attacked in force. The first time they’d met the power of guns. It was all over in minutes, with six men dead and several wounded. Shocked beyond belief, they’d dashed back into the cover of the scrub, where they were forced to face the inevitable. That was the first and last open battle with Broderick.


There were consultations with the elders, arguments and discussions went on for weeks, and then into months, while more and more whites arrived with their huge mobs of animals alien to this Cullya land. Finally it was decided that the guns were too strong; there should be no more attacks, but payback had to be enforced.


All this time Moobuluk, already considered an elder at that stage, had been tracking the two white bosses as they went about their work, and studying them.


He spoke at the meeting when it was agreed that a fitting payback would be to pick off those two men.


‘No, just one of them,’ he’d said. ‘A ritual killing, so that the other boss will know we could just as easily have killed him too. The big feller with the white hair is quieter, a thinking man, leave him in charge. If we kill them both, then who might come after him? Another boss even more savage than this one?’


And so it was.


After payback, when they’d speared one of the bosses, the two men who had been appointed to carry out the killing left the district. There was big trouble as a result, with horsemen raiding the camps, some intent on killing every black in sight, even the women and children, but Broderick had stopped them. He was told by the elders that the culprits had gone, so in retaliation he ordered twenty young men to leave his land, forever.


That had caused huge grief among the people, as Broderick had known it would, but he was adamant. His payback decimated the clan, but at least lives were spared.


Moobuluk had been there when the woman of his kin died, the mother of the two girls. She had called to him as she was slipping away to her Dreaming, and so he’d appeared beside her to show her the way. The old men inside the death humpy had known who he was, and they were proud that the woman could summon up so powerful a man, though they continued their chanting without a sideways glance.


He’d recognized Broderick standing among the trees behind the weeping women, paying his respects, and nodded to himself, relieved that he’d chosen the right man so long ago, but he made no move towards him. Moobuluk rarely associated with white men. It would not do, nor was it necessary. He could, however, understand their language, and that was enough.


Instead he drifted away to stand gazing at his beloved river, and when his great-granddaughter passed over, the dingo howled mournfully. As silently as he’d come, Moobuluk walked away into the night.


He could see a great ship with sails like wings out there on the blue sea, and he marvelled at its grace, but reluctantly he turned away. Duty called.


By the time Rupe made his appearance with his brother, Austin Broderick was ready for them. He sat them down at the table piled with section maps and began: ‘Now, this is where we start.’


‘Start what?’ Rupe said.


‘Start protecting Springfield.’


‘From what?’


‘Jesus Christ! Do I have to go through this all over again? Didn’t you explain the situation to him, Victor?’


‘I told him you were scared selectors were going to grab great hunks of Springfield.’


‘Scared. Who said I’m bloody scared? It’s the selectors who’ll need to be scared.’


Victor shook his head. ‘You never listen to me. I keep telling you the Selection Acts, or the Lands Acts as they call them now, will never get passed. Not a chance in hell.’


‘But what if they do?’ Rupe said, and his father slammed a fist on the table.


‘Exactly. What if they do? There’ll be a rush for land that will equal gold rushes. At least land is a sure thing. And this is what we’re here to discuss. Have you got any suggestions?’


‘Yeah.’ Rupe grinned. ‘We’ll run them off. A few shots up their backsides will soon discourage settlers.’


‘And if there is such a law, you’ll be breaking it,’ Victor said angrily.


‘So what?’ his father snorted. ‘It’s my land. My only alternative to keep Springfield intact would be to buy all the leases, which I can’t afford.’


Rupe stood back and stretched. ‘Of course you can. Freehold the lot, and if you need more ready cash, borrow the money. You’re in good with the banks.’


‘That’s just the sort of stupid thing you would say,’ Victor snapped at Rupe. ‘You just heard Dad say he can’t afford it. We’d be in debt for generations.’


Austin ignored them. ‘We have two plans of attack. First we employ more boundary riders to keep out intruders, and secondly we start marking off the best land.’ He explained the necessity to identify and map the areas most suited for pasture: ‘That way we’ll cut off possible selectors from access and essential water, and leave rocky, hilly, scrubby stuff to the scabs who want to get in here.’


‘You’re talking as if it has already happened,’ Victor remonstrated. ‘It’s not a foregone conclusion, only wishful thinking on the part of selectors who think they’re on to a good thing.’


‘Which they could be,’ Rupe said. ‘We’ll just have to start deciding on our best grazing areas.’


‘That’ll be no bloody problem,’ Austin said. ‘The maps are here. We know this country, they don’t. We’ll start now. Victor, get some pencils. And rubbers.’


‘Now?’ Rupe said. ‘Why now? We’ve got plenty of time.’


‘Who says so? I don’t.’


‘But it will take all night.’


‘I don’t care if it takes a week. We’ll work on the maps between us, then you two can get out there and peg boundaries, so we can get surveyors on the job.’


They were all studying the maps, making tentative lines, when Charlotte came in to remind them it was dinner time.


‘Our guests are waiting,’ she added.


Austin was so involved in his plans, he hardly raised his head. ‘You go ahead. We’re busy.’


‘But your dinner will be spoiled.’


He twisted in his chair. ‘Didn’t you hear me? We’ll eat later.’


Charlotte looked to her sons, but since they didn’t respond, she retreated.


Angrily she informed Hannah, who also was not impressed, and took the guests through to the dining room, where they were joined by Louisa.


‘Where are the men?’ her daughter-in-law demanded.


‘They’ll eat later.’


‘Why not now?’


‘They’re busy.’


Louisa turned back to the door. ‘I’ll see about that!’


‘I wouldn’t,’ Charlotte said, and Louisa, taking the warning, sat in her place with an irritated sigh.


‘Then I shall say grace,’ Billings announced.


Amy sat meekly beside her husband while they were served dinner, a delicious meal of thick soup, succulent lamb chops with bowls of beautiful vegetables, and her favourite dessert, steamed apricot pudding with custard and whipped cream. But she couldn’t enjoy it: her back ached, and Tom glared at her whenever she attempted to speak, even to answer questions. She knew her real punishment would come later.


He had been in a very bad mood, frustrated in his attempts to speak to Mr Broderick at the time he had chosen, and his host’s absence from the dinner table didn’t help. But Amy knew that she had upset him too, and she was very sorry about that, she should have known better.


When she came in from her walk he’d been waiting for her.


‘Where have you been? My socks need darning and all you can think about is skipping about this godless place as if you owned it.’


‘I only went for a walk. I’ll darn your socks now.’


He threw them at her. ‘Do you expect me to be like these overindulged sinners? I only have two pairs of socks, I will only ever own two pairs of socks, praise the Lord, one pair in the weekly wash and one pair ready to wear. But what do I find? Holes!’


‘I’m sorry. I’ll darn them.’


‘There isn’t time if we are to obey the rules of this house.’ He grabbed them back. ‘I shall wear them, holes and all, and if they notice, it will be a good lesson in humility for you. Not for me. Who did you walk with?’


The question was so sudden, Amy was nonplussed. ‘On my own, of course.’


He punched her in the back and she fell against the wall. ‘Liar! I was in the bathroom down the passage. I looked out of the window and saw you walking with a man.’


‘Oh no, Tom, I wasn’t …’


‘Lies again!’ He grabbed her by the hair and pulled her to her feet, shaking her until she bit her tongue.


‘Oh Tom, don’t,’ she pleaded. ‘He walked with me. I didn’t invite him. It was only Rupe Broderick.’


‘Is that what you call him? Rupe? Since when have you become so familiar?’


‘We were told to call the sons … Rupe and Victor.’


‘I was told. Not you. Have you no shame? You’re a married woman. On your knees.’


As his belt lashed her back, Amy clenched her teeth on a towel, so that she would not cry out. She would hate for anyone to hear what was happening, because they wouldn’t understand. Tom loved her, it was just that she had trouble keeping up to his standards of Christian living, and she often defaulted. As he had explained to her so many times, in better moods, he had enough trouble fighting the devil himself, without having to fight her battles as well. Amy knew she would have to try harder, that was all, because Tom was a good husband, and he did care for her. He was constantly afeared that he might have to go on to heaven without her unless she learned to please the Lord. A truly caring man. Not too many husbands had the foresight to think ahead as Tom did; they were all too selfish.


The other two women at table with her would hardly have seen Tom Billings as a caring husband. In fact, had they known that he beat his wife, and under their very roof, they’d have been calling for the horsewhip. On the other hand, both women did consider their own husbands selfish. Charlotte because he deprived her of that romantic love she had always yearned for, and Louisa because Victor allowed his father to make the running on everything. Her wishes took second place. He loved her, he loved her dearly, she knew that, and he was so proud of her, always introducing her as ‘my beautiful wife’, and making a fuss of her whenever he could. But it just wasn’t good enough having to compete with that tyrant of a father, who, Louisa was well aware, had disapproved of the marriage.


Grimly she picked up her spoon and attacked the soup, leaving Charlotte to nod wisely at the Reverend, who had once again launched into a monologue about the Second Coming, interspersed with soupy slurpings. He had the worst table manners, and that added to Louisa’s irritation. If only the men were here, the women wouldn’t have to put up with his sermonizing. What did Rupe call it?


A captive audience.


He thought the missionaries were funny. He would!


Glancing up, Louisa caught sight of her reflection in a gilt-edged mirror on the wall, and was consoled. Victor need never be ashamed of her, even if she was only a storekeeper’s daughter, and not born into the Queensland élite like he was. In fact, it was often said that she and Victor could be taken for sister and brother. They were both tall, fair and blue-eyed, but as Louisa liked to insist, there the similarity ended. After all, one didn’t need to be likened to a man. Her hair was long and silky, almost to her waist, and Victor adored it, made her promise that scissors would never touch the lovely strands. Her features were fine, her skin was clear and free of freckles, and her mouth was small. ‘Like a rosebud,’ Victor had said.


She frowned. Her father had warned her, when she married Victor: ‘Don’t let them put you down, love. You remember, we’re as good as any of them. My dad was a free settler. Broderick’s grandpa came here in chains. You keep your chin up.’


At the time, Louisa had been so excited at the prospect of marrying Victor, who had been courting her for a year, that she’d considered his advice too silly for words. Victor was mad about her. What else mattered? Plenty, she now thought, sullenly. But there wasn’t much she could do about it.


Minnie came in and took the plates one by one, moving slowly as if her feet were lead weights, until Charlotte noticed and frowned at her.


She brought in the chops and vegetables but overturned a jug, slopping gravy on to the crisp damask cloth.


‘Oh Lord, now look what you’ve done,’ Charlotte cried. ‘What’s the matter with you?’


‘I’ll get a cloth,’ Louisa said, jumping up.


‘No. Stay where you are,’ Charlotte instructed. ‘I’ll attend to it.’


She took a napkin to sop up the mess. ‘Hand me another one, Minnie.’ But their waitress burst into tears and dashed out of the room.


Having been told to sit, to stay put, Louisa ignored all the confusion. Just another example of her status in this family.


‘I’m nothing here,’ she’d told Victor. ‘Your father treats me as if I haven’t got a brain in my head, on top of making it obvious that his son married beneath him. And Charlotte won’t even let me pick up a broom.’


‘She doesn’t want you to have to worry about anything. She runs the house, you’ve got Teddy to look after.’


‘She runs her house, you mean!’


She and Charlotte were friendly, but they were not friends. Not like the girlfriends that Louisa had now lost touch with. They’d never even had an argument. Sometimes Louisa wished they could, so she could find out who Charlotte really was, this plain woman with her stringy red hair, who presided over the Springfield mansion with a fussiness that bordered on obsession, all to please her husband. They had nothing in common, except Teddy of course. Charlotte even regarded fashion as giddy, while Louisa adored lovely clothes. She allowed herself a grim smile.


The dress she was now wearing, just to dine in her own home, since the Brodericks dressed for dinner, had cost twenty pounds. An absolute fortune. Her father wouldn’t have earned that in the old shop in a week, and yet here she was, swanning through a boring meal in a beautifully cool Swiss organza embroidered with yellow butterflies.


‘They should be bees,’ she’d commented to Victor when the dress had arrived last week. Bought mail-order from a catalogue.


‘Why bees?’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Louisa had said. Hadn’t Napoleon decreed that golden bees be embroidered on to all his raiment? Why not the bloody Brodericks and golden butterflies? It was the same set-up. These squatters and their ilk thought they owned the world. Which they probably did, she admitted. Their world.


So why was she so unhappy? Louisa wished her mother was still alive. She’d tried to talk to her father when he’d last visited Springfield, but he’d been swallowed up by his enthusiasm for her grand lifestyle. By Teddy, his sweet little grandson. By Austin’s assistance in extending his store into a warehouse for country people to buy supplies at less than retail prices, as long as they ordered in bulk, which was a necessity for squatters like the Brodericks anyway. Her father, who was now on his way to becoming quite well off, had also become a fan of the great Austin Broderick, no longer a battler, suspicious of the upper classes.


And there was no point in trying to talk to Charlotte, who always had her ears pinned to the doors as if her bloody husband was out there, eavesdropping.


There was more to Charlotte, there had to be, if only one could break through, Louisa mused, turning her nose up at steamed pudding, which she hated. And there’s more to me. I’m not going to allow this lot to keep me here, trying to think how to fill in the days. I want my own home. But Austin would never allow Victor to build another house on Springfield, even though there was space to burn. He had built this huge house for his family.


The Reverend was expounding. Still. On the Second Coming.


‘When should we expect this?’ Louisa asked, in bitchy mood.


‘Very soon.’


‘But how soon? Like next week or next century? In which case we won’t be here.’


‘Ha! That is the trap so many fall into. Why should the Lord tell you, a mite in the universe, when He will strike? The truth is in the Bible and only true believers in the Holy Word will be ready to receive His grace.’


‘What true believers?’


‘The folk we are blessing, baptizing, through our mission, dear lady.’


‘And where has your mission taken you, Reverend?’


‘From across the Tasman to your fair land.’


Louisa saw Charlotte’s eyebrows raised in disapproval. She did not like her guests, but neither did she appreciate carping.


Well, to hell with that, Louisa decided, bravado increased by the absence of frowns from her husband, who chided her occasionally for talking too much.


He had been right, initially. No one knew better than Louisa herself that when she’d first arrived she had talked too much. Chattered. Rattled on. Especially at the dinner table, fortified by wine. But that had been sheer nervousness and the awful realization had only made her worse. Gradually, with effort, she had managed to quieten down, but not to the extent of being silenced. Louisa had her own opinions, and considered she was entitled to express them whenever it suited her, despite old Austin’s glowers and the twitching of Victor’s nose.


‘What happens to the people who are not privy to your blessings, Reverend?’ she asked suddenly. ‘I mean, all the rest of the world? Are the gates of heaven closed to them?’


He sopped up gravy with a crust of bread and smiled at her.


‘Ha! Good question. That is why we are working so hard. We want to bring all souls to the Lord.’


‘What about me then? As an Anglican, am I doomed?’


Charlotte intervened. ‘Really, Louisa, this is hardly the place for such hair-splitting. Remember … in my Father’s house are many mansions.’


Louisa saw the Reverend’s smile turn to a scowl, and she wondered if Charlotte realized she had shot his creed down in flames. You never knew with Charlotte.


‘Well, tell me this,’ she asked him, grasping the opportunity to tease him further. ‘When the black children return, will they be of your religion, Reverend? Or will they be aware, as Charlotte says, of the many mansions?’ She refrained from adding: ‘and not come back as bigoted as you are.’
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