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To the Daniher family, bless us all.




Many thanks to Sally Milner, who published my first two books; to Sue Fletcher, who took over from there; and to my stalwart minders, Clare Foss and Sarah Thomson.




Cromwell I charge thee,


fling away ambition:


By that sin fell the angels.


Shakespeare, King Henry VIII





Chapter One


Everyone on board yearned for the long voyage to end; everyone, that is, except the boy, Clem Price, who gloried in this great adventure. He loved the ship, from their snug little cabin to the swaying decks above, where a boy could scuttle about as nimbly as the sailor men. Every day was a new excitement. In good weather there was so much activity up top. Passengers played quoits or deck tennis, some did their physical jerks, others strolled about or set up deckchairs to read or chat with passers-by, while the crew worked under the Captain’s watchful eye. But when the weather turned foul, passengers stayed below, squashing in for meals at the long mess tables, or wasting time just lying on their bunks. Clem could never stay still that long. He roamed about with the stewards, or slid into the galley to talk to the cook, who could always be relied on to produce a slice of apple or a piece of bread and dripping for the boy.


And then there was the ocean itself, a never-ending delight to Clem, who clung to the rails watching the endless surge, revelling in its moods. He was there when they first sighted dolphins, and he would never, ever forget the massive whale that surfaced near the ship like a great steam train bursting up from the depths. Clem’s father had grabbed him, thinking he’d be frightened, but the boy thrust him away, not wanting to miss a second of this awesome spectacle.


At night, as he lay in his bunk, the sounds of shipboard life captivated him. Back home on the farm, nights were still and silent, but here, darkness came alive. He could hear the swish and swirl of the ocean, the creaking timbers, the clink of steel rings on the masts, the call of the watch, the unlovely whine of winds that were much gayer in daylight. Clem liked to listen and identify all these sounds, adding them to his repertoire as if to distinguish instruments in an orchestra.


And over all this were the less disciplined sounds of the voices of his fellow passengers, raised in fun and laughter or community singing or even, at times, angry shouts, followed by the buzz of earnest talk. All of which told the boy that he was safe, that the fine clipper with its three tall masts was bearing him across the oceans as surely as a bird on the wing.


Then, one night, the voices ceased. Disturbed by the sudden quiet, Clem waited, straining. For a minute he thought the world had stopped, but the ship was still ploughing on, rising and dipping, and the ocean sounded louder than ever.


He sat up in his bunk and peered about him. The others were still up, his mother and father and even Alice, his sister. She was nine, allowed to stay up later than he was because he was only six, but even so, she should have been abed by this. Slowly, he slid to the floor and opened the cabin door to peek along the narrow passage.


He saw two ladies down the companionway, talking quietly, and watched as they disappeared into their cabin. At least now he knew he wasn’t the only one left on board.


Only slightly reassured, he returned to his bunk, allowing himself to be lulled to sleep by the comforting whispers of the ocean rather than dwelling on the vague concern that was stirring within him.


In the morning, his father, Noah, woke him with a mug of pale tea and then sat heavily on the low bunk to talk to him.


This was a rare occurrence and Clem was uneasy. ‘Where’s Mother?’


‘You know your mother has been bad sick, son,’ Noah said with a sigh, and Clem nodded, sipping his tea.


‘So poorly, she’s been in the ship’s infirmary for the last week,’ he continued.


Clem heard Alice sniff, as if she was crying, and he peered up at her bunk. ‘What’s the matter with Alice?’


‘She’s upset, leave her be. I want to talk to you. Here, finish your tea.’ Noah held the thick mug as Clem swallowed the tea. ‘There, that’s better. Now, Clem, it’s as hard a thing as I’ve ever done to have to tell you that your dear mother has gone to heaven. God saw she was suffering and in his kindness took her to where she can rest in peace.’


Clem stared. He didn’t believe a word of it, and he was angry with his father for making up such a lie.


Above him Alice was sobbing loudly now, and Clem wished she’d stop. She might be a big girl but she could be a real cry-baby at times. His father was still talking, explaining, apologising, and Clem didn’t dare contradict him. Noah was a huge man with a loud voice, not one to cross. So Clem said nothing, nodding dully like the loose head on Alice’s doll, until Noah resorted to prayer, with both children kneeling beside him, cramped over the bunk.


Ladies came to the door, whispering, conferring with Noah, crowding in, patting Clem on the head, calling him a brave boy. They said Alice was a brave girl – which she was not, she was howling – and Clem didn’t trust any of them.


When he finally escaped from all the suffocating clutching and patting and sweet talk, he ran headlong up top, barging into the Captain himself. That was the best thing to happen all morning. Captain took him into the wheelhouse, normally out of bounds to passengers, and let him steer the ship. He didn’t go on about heaven and death, he had more important things to do, and Clem appreciated that. Standing on a stool, he steered the ship into the steep waves with care, to show he was a serious person, mindful of duty, and beside him, Captain smoked his pipe with patient respect.


The next day Alice stepped out in a shiny black dress, and Clem stared at her. It was an ugly dress, with a lopsided collar big and flappy across the front, and an uneven hem that scraped the floor at the sides.


‘Where’d you get that funny dress?’ he asked her.


‘Some ladies made it for me.’


‘Take it off, you look like a dwarfie old lady.’


To his astonishment Alice burst into tears.


‘You don’t look like a dwarfie old lady, Alice, truly you don’t,’ he offered, but she was not to be consoled.


‘I do so. It’s an awful dress but I have to keep on wearing it because we’re in mourning. I’ll always be ugly now.’


He tugged at the dress. ‘You’re not ugly, Alice. I heard the ladies saying what a pretty girl you are.’


‘They did?’ She looked at him in pleased astonishment.


‘Yes, cross my heart.’ It was true, but they’d added ‘except for …’ and Clem reasoned that was best left unsaid, if he was to make up for saying the wrong thing in the first place.


He wished his mother hadn’t gone to heaven; she wouldn’t have made Alice wear a dress like that. But she’d gone all right. After he’d looked for her in the infirmary, Clem had searched the ship. He’d looked everywhere, using his diminutive size as a cloak for spying into cabins and deep in the hold. He hoped she’d be all right in heaven but he missed her, he’d been her favourite.


Just the same, if she had to go it was a pity she hadn’t taken Alice with her. He and Pa would be fine, but it was hard on Alice. She cried a lot, probably because the family had become uneven: two men, counting himself as one eventually, and only one girl now. Alice had no one to plait her hair or make her dresses or sit sewing with her, all those ladies’ things she’d have to do on her own now. Poor Alice.


‘Don’t you worry,’ he said stoutly. ‘I’ll look after you, Alice. When I grow up I’ll always look after you.’


‘Which lady said I was pretty?’


‘Mrs Cathcart, and the others all agreed. I told you true, I did.’


Despite his brave words it was Alice he clung to when the ship docked at Fremantle, the first port of call in Australia, and he found himself in the bewildering confusion of the wharves, a very small boy intimidated by the noise and the crowds.


They waited an age, staring at nothing but sheds as their father made sure all their luggage was ashore, and then, to their astonishment, they had to join a queue to board a barge.


‘Where are we going, Pa?’ Alice asked nervously. ‘I thought we had arrived.’


‘We have, girl. From here we go upriver to the city of Perth. This is only the port.’


Alice was tired, and she dozed leaning against Noah as the barge plied upstream, but Clem ran from side to side, looking out at the green forests that lined the wide, calm river. Hours later they rounded a bend and came upon Perth.


Noah roused Alice. ‘Look up, girl. Here we are now. End of the journey.’


Shipboard companions raised three cheers to celebrate their arrival and everyone looked eagerly at the scattering of white buildings among dusty green trees.


‘Doesn’t look much like a city to me,’ a woman complained, but Noah laughed. ‘And there’s the beauty of it. A fresh country and plenty of land for all. A city doesn’t have to be all smoke and clutter.’


Ashore again, Noah and Alice were busy. A wagon appeared from somewhere and Clem was told to sit on it and wait, but he sat there so long in his sailor suit, he thought they’d forgotten him, and in a panic went looking for them among a welter of luggage and hooped skirts.


Alice came running after him with that funny wobbly run of hers. She had a turned foot. Noah always said it was a perfectly good foot, it just liked looking at the other neat foot instead of the way ahead, but Alice was shy of it. Her dresses were always longer than need be, to keep it hidden, but the good ladies on the ship hadn’t allowed for it, so her black boots were in full view, in all their oddity.


Her brother sighed. Adding a black shawl and black bonnet to that clumsy dress, she did look like a miniature old lady, but this time he did not tell her so.


‘Give us a go, Clem,’ she puffed, yanking his arm. ‘You were told to stay on the wagon.’


‘You took so long! Where have you been?’


‘We had to fill in a lot of papers, and then there was an argument over the horse and wagon. A man claimed it was his but Pa wouldn’t have that. It was the one he’d ordered to meet us, well in advance. We’d have been in a nice fix if we’d got here with all our stuff and no transport.’


‘Where is our stuff anyway?’


‘It’s coming on the next barge. Now come back to the wagon and sit, and I’ll get you a raspberry drink from the kiosk by the jetty.’


He didn’t sit, but stood on the high German wagon, watching people collect their goods, and after hugs and kisses and tearful farewells march up to the town. For some reason the departures reminded him of Mother, and he hoped she knew where they were.


Noah seemed to know exactly where they were. He soon had the wagon piled high with as much as they could cart in this load – the rest of their furniture was in store, he said – and they too were on their way. They drove slowly along sandy streets until, on the outskirts of Perth, he stopped at a roadside café and bought them steaming bowls of thick soup.


‘We must say grace,’ he told his children.


Obediently Alice and Clem clasped their hands and lowered their eyes as he prayed.


‘We thank you, Lord, for our first meal in this land, which I am pleased to say was splendid fare, and we thank you for delivering us in safety to these shores. We ask you to keep Esther Price, our dear departed wife and mother, as close to your heart as she will always be in ours, and further to bless my little family in this our new life. Amen.’


He picked up his hat and grinned broadly at his children. ‘Come along now. We’re off to our new home. The farm is ten times bigger than any in our county, with a ready-made farmhouse. ’Twas a pity to have to leave Old England but we’ll prosper here in the new world.’


Clem heard the excitement in Noah’s voice as he lifted them into the wagon and took the reins, giddy-upping the new horse, and he grinned too, pleased to see his father in such high spirits.


But then they hadn’t seen the farm.


Using the map that had been sent to him, and asking directions all along the way, Noah finally found his land at the end of a bush track that could hardly be rated as a road. But there it was, a sign nailed to a post that read: Winslow Farm.


By this, Noah’s mood had changed, and he didn’t seem too pleased at all, but Clem thought it was because they’d come so far and it was nigh on dusk.


‘Where’s the house?’ he asked.


‘Not far now,’ Noah said, and they followed another track across this unfenced land, assisted by arrows nailed to tree trunks, until they came to a collection of broken-down sheds.


‘Which one is the house?’ Alice asked, but Noah handed her the reins. ‘Hold on here. I’ll look around.’


When he came back he had a face like thunder, and the children quaked. ‘This is it,’ he said. ‘Get yourselves down.’


‘It doesn’t look much to me,’ Clem said, but Alice shushed him.


‘Be quiet. Don’t you think Pa knows that?’


Dismayed, they followed Noah into the foremost shed, and when he lit the lantern they saw that it was indeed their new home, just one large room with four windows, no glass, each covered by hessian bags. It had a bare corrugated-iron roof and an earthen floor. The furniture consisted of grubby bunks lined against the far wall, a bare table and chairs at the other end near a large open fireplace and, surprisingly, a new pine kitchen dresser.


Clem sniffed. This place stank, and underfoot he could feel the scrunch of animal droppings, mice or rats maybe. He looked to Noah who stood, arms folded, surveying their miserable home, seething with rage.


Suddenly he went into action. ‘No point in us standing staring,’ he said. ‘We have to bunk down here for the night, but first we light a fire and clean up this place.’


As they worked, sweeping and dusting, hauling buckets of water from the well to wash away the grime, throwing out the musty mattresses and carrying in necessities from the wagon, Clem worried. He was hungry.


‘There’s no food in this house. What will we eat?’


Alice managed a smile. ‘Don’t fret. Pa bought a box of starting-up provisions from a vendor at the jetty. He’ll buy the rest tomorrow. There must be a shop round here somewhere.’


That night there was no grace, before or after their meal of bread and bacon, their father being in no mood to give thanks to anyone.


Clem slept fitfully, beset with cares, knowing that his father was not sleeping at all – he could hear him tossing and turning on his creaking wooden bunk. Screeching birds woke him in the morning but the others were already up. He smelled toast and that cheered him.


‘What’s for breakfast?’ he asked Alice, who was busy at the fireplace.


‘Fried eggs,’ she said shortly, and Clem jerked up, listening.


‘Who’s Pa talking to? Outside there?’


‘Shush! Hisself.’


‘Why?’


‘He’s angry.’


Clem thought that queer and deemed it wise to stay right where he was until summoned. Noah’s anger could be alarming.


When he did come in, the burly bearded man was still glowering. He ate his breakfast quickly, gulped his tea and stood.


‘I have to go to town. You’ll be all right here, but don’t wander. I’ll be back as soon as I can.’


He grabbed his town hat and coat and stormed out of the door, only to turn back and stare at them, a new softness on his rugged face. ‘You be good.’


He was in a real hurry. Within minutes he was on the horse, galloping away across the uneven fields.


The children hoed into the eggs, adding some fried bacon and the last of the bread to the wide pan.


‘I’m the cook now,’ Alice said officiously. ‘I should have given Pa a list, he won’t know what kitchen provisions to buy.’


‘Sure he will,’ Clem said. ‘But why did he have to go right back to town to get supplies? Aren’t there any shops out here?’


‘I don’t know. You’d think there would be. If he finds one nearer, then he’ll be back sooner.’


They explored the empty barn and the smaller sheds, unimpressed by this dilapidated farm, as yet bare of stock, and finding the day very hot, repaired dismally to the shelter of their hut.


Noah was back and he had a man with him. At gunpoint!


The children watched, bewildered, as he ordered the man down from his horse and set off across the fields with him. They ran to keep up, as Noah hustled him more than a mile, first in one direction and then another, shocked that Noah didn’t care about the stranger’s city clothes when he stumbled and fell to the ground. Appalled when their own pa shouted his rage, and with his boot pushed the man’s face into the dirt.


‘Taste it, you bastard! Taste the land you sold me! Salty, isn’t it? And why? Because it’s mostly sand. And why? Because it’s too close to the ocean. I’ll bet this land was once covered by the sea, and I’ll bet you soon woke up to that too.’


The man was red-faced, spluttering. ‘You let me up, Price! I’ll have the law on you.’


‘No you won’t. I haven’t got time for that foolery. I’m not waiting years to get my money back from a land shark like you. I know all about those sort of tricks. I’ll shoot you right now if I have to.’


‘Pa! No!’ Alice screamed.


Noah squatted on his haunches and grinned, but the grin was loaded with menace.


‘This here gentleman,’ he said to his children, ‘is Mr Clive Garten. He got this land free, all fifteen hundred acres, because he’s a clerk in the gov’mint. Then he wakes up it’s crook country, useless for farming, so what does he do?’


The stranger, still on the ground, was edging away like a crab, but he stopped when Noah tilted the rifle at him with a click.


‘He can’t sell it locally because folks know, so he advertises it in a London paper as prime farmland, the best, handy to Perth and all that, with a cottage to boot.’


Noah looked back over his shoulder. ‘Now that there hut’s neither a cottage nor a farmhouse, but that I could overcome. I could build us a decent house, but I can’t do anything about the soil.’ He poked his victim with the rifle. ‘I can’t turn sand into good soil any more than I can turn water into wine. So there you have it, Alice. We’ve been done, good and proper, us new chums. We’ll starve out here. All because of him.’


‘Shoot him, Pa!’ Clem was all for shooting, and even Alice was wavering.


‘There’s another way out of this.’ Noah’s voice was soothing. ‘If I get my money back, every penny, then you, Mr Clive Garten, could survive this day.’


‘You’ll never get away with this.’


‘Yes I will. I’ve had time to think this out. You give me your IOU or you die out here. If you renege on that, I’ll come to town and shoot you dead in the main street. You can take that as my solemn oath, for I’m a man of my word.’


Back at the hut, Garten signed the IOU and, encouraged by Noah, left his gold watch for good measure.


As soon as Noah received his refund and returned the watch, they packed up the wagon and moved on, but this time Noah chose his own land.


They travelled a long, long way, over the ranges from the coast and on east in an interminable straight line for days and days, because Noah wanted land, plenty of land, at his price. There was no shortage out on these massive plains.


They came to a tiny village called York and went still further east from there until Noah was satisfied.


He bought his land, built a stone farmhouse, stocked his property with sheep and called it Lancoorie. He always referred to it as his farm, but as the children grew up they insisted it was a sheep station, not a farm. Their father was not much interested in what it was called; he went on acquiring land and more land, because there was no end to these wild acres.





Chapter Two


It was shearing time. Noah had managed to scrape enough cash together to hire three shearers to help him and Clem to get through the job while the weather was clear and warm. They only had about five hundred sheep this season, thanks to a sudden cold spell that had killed off more than seventy newly shorn sheep in one night last year, so they were going at it hard, with Alice working too, mustering them into the runs and dashing inside to collect and pile the fleece.


Nineteen now, Clem loved shearing time. He was a good shearer himself. He loved the smell of sweat and dust, the noise, and the clip, clip of the shears, the heavy hunched backs of the men, and their talk, their cursing and swearing and the irreverent laughter that seemed to dance in the air with the shower of sun particles in the shaft of light from the high window. It was a good working day, running smoothly, when one of the men coming back from the outhouse noticed a new horse at the rail.


‘You got a visitor, Noah?’


‘Yeah. Vicar Petchley. Bloody hangers-on, those blokes.’


‘Trying to convert you, is he?’


‘Fat chance!’


Clem saw the men exchange winks, and grinned, feeling part of it, though he wasn’t sure of what. Shearers liked to gossip, and even more, they were great teasers, taking good-natured rises out of people.


‘You ought to listen to him sermonize, Noah. It’ll do you good.’


‘I got no time for sermonizing.’


‘You could get him to recite his latest while he’s here. A free sermon from him and no chance to pass the plate.’


‘Nothin’s free. I reckon he only turns up here for a feed.’


‘That’s not kind, Noah. The poor feller’s spreadin’ the word of God.’


Noah released his ram, nudged it out the door, stood up and stretched his back. ‘Well, he ain’t spreading it on me.’ He laughed his deep, throaty laugh. ‘He can spread it on Dora. She can do with it. What is he anyway? What bloody church?’


‘He’s of the Wesleyan denomination, they say.’


‘Never heard of it.’ Noah took a rolled smoke from behind his ear and stepped outside for a break.


The grins were passed about again, and Clem watched, feeling a nervousness in the pit of his stomach.


‘That vicar spreads himself round all right,’ one winked.


‘Has a hard time keeping it in his trousers, they say.’


‘Kind to the ladies, is he?’ A leer.


‘Ah, terrible kind. Skinny as a link but he must have somethin’ working for him, there’s a few don’t mind his style.’


‘He’s probably spreading it on Dora right now.’


Noah was in the doorway. Filling the doorway. Blocking the light. He didn’t say a word. He didn’t have to. They could feel his rage engulfing the shed. Then he turned and ran.


Clem dropped his animal. ‘You stupid buggers! Now look what you’ve done!’ He sprinted after his father.


‘Don’t take no notice, Pa. You know how they go on. Half of what they say ain’t true, the other half you can’t believe.’


It was a farce. Like the silly stage play they’d seen in York, in the days when they could afford to take time off to go into the village.


All the way across the paddock Noah was roaring: ‘What’s going on up there? By Jesus, you little apology for a dingo! If you touch Dora I’ll make tripe of you!’


‘Pa! Shut up!’ Clem was running along beside him. He truly didn’t believe that talk. ‘He’s a vicar, for God’s sake. He wouldn’t be doing any wrong. He’s a man of the church! He wouldn’t!’


But as they ploughed up the back steps, the vicar was off out the front, his shirt tails hanging out of his pants. And there was Dora, her blouse askew, one large drooping bosom visible as she shot for their bedroom.


‘No you don’t,’ Noah shouted. ‘What have you got there?’


She was clutching a piece of clothing, but he tore it from her and Clem gaped as Noah held them up. Her bloomers! They really had been up to no good, the pair of them! Noah was enraged that the vicar had touched his wife, but that didn’t stop him. He clouted Dora across the face, sending her flying, then he upended her, displaying her big bare bum, pushing the bloomers into her face. ‘You bloody hussy! Where do these belong? Not on the bloody floor when we’ve got a vicar in the house, do they? You whore! By Christ, I’ll deal with you when I get back.’


Clem hung back, enjoying the show. Years he’d waited for the old man to wake up to Dora, and it had to be with a vicar of all people. He wished Alice could have witnessed Dora getting her come-uppance at last. And he was still laughing as he watched Noah take off after the vicar. He wouldn’t ever want to come back into this district again after Noah had finished with him!


‘Bad luck, eh?’ he said to the weeping Dora before he went off to find Alice, to tell her the good news.


The shearers found his body. ‘His neck’s broke,’ one of them told Clem. Then, with a shuffle and a shift of sad eyes, ‘He wouldna suffered, Clem. He’d a hit the ground. Bang! Gone! Movin’ that fast, you see. Cuttin’ across country. The horse took a tumble. Broke a fetlock. We had to shoot him. We’re real sorry, mate. Real sorry. You come on back with me, the boys’ll bring your pa in.’


‘No. I’ll get him. I’ll bring him in.’


‘I reckon we’d better get on back to the homestead. Break the news to the missus and Alice. Young Alice, she’d be best off hearing it from you than any of us.’


‘The missus can go to hell, and there’s no kind way to tell Alice. Whichever way, it’ll be a shock. He’s my pa, I have to be with him.’


He wished he hadn’t insisted. He fought against a faint when he saw the men loading the slumped bulk of his father, Noah Wolverton Price, on to a horse, heaving him across the beast’s bare back like a large, ungainly sack. But the horse, spooked, would have none of it. As they tried to strap him on she shied, bucked, snapped angrily at them, and when the body slid to the ground for the second time they kept their curses to a mutter in deference to the bereaved son standing by; the indignity of the scene a terrible embarrassment. In the end, with Clem’s help his father’s body was firmly aboard, covered in a saddle blanket, and they set off on the long ride back to the homestead, a good nineteen miles by Clem’s reckoning.


Noah would have known that his old horse was no match for the vicar’s fine mount, so he’d left the track to try to cut him off on the west road into York. Obviously he hadn’t caught the bastard, Clem thought grimly. But I will one day. Not for the likes of Dora, but for the life of my father. Reduced to this.


As he rode behind the small procession, two of the men doubling on one horse, he looked out over the wide, flat sweep of country. ‘Flat as a tack,’ Noah used to say, with wonder in his voice. ‘Flat all the way to the horizons, no matter which way you look. Bloody uninteresting I call it, but great pasture land.’


Clem had never thought about it one way or another, because he knew no different. He was a plainsman, and he took the vast country for granted. As much as a farmer could here, with one eye on the water supply. But now he looked at the huge overhang of pale-blue sky and wondered what was to be done about all this land, most of it still virgin bush. He supposed it was dull country. Sometimes you could be riding along for ten miles or so, dreaming, thinking of things, and when you looked up you’d swear you hadn’t moved, it was that much of a sameness.


Other farmers had put in wheat, they had huge wheat fields, and Noah had considered it, talked about it to Clem, but then he’d claim he was a sheep farmer, his family had been sheep farmers for generations, and he might as well stay one.


‘You clear this land,’ he told Clem, ‘and the bloody trees keep coming back at you. Try burning them out and they grow even better.’


‘Not if it’s properly cleared. Get all the roots out.’


‘And that takes money. We’d need an army of men to clear Lancoorie.’


‘Not if they did it acres at a time.’


‘We’ll see when we get some spare cash.’ He never did have enough spare cash, and then Dora and the house took what little he did have.


Alice came running down the track, hair flying, skirts bobbing, calling, ‘Did you find Pa?’ Then stopping so suddenly she tripped over herself.


Clem was down in an instant to help her up. ‘Come away, love, Pa’s had an accident.’ But she wrestled free and ran on, to stand staring, speechless, at Noah’s lolling head brushing the horse’s flank, white hair, scraggy with sweat and grime, set loose at that angle, to resemble another beard on the wrong end of his head, eyes open in a grotesque gaze.


‘He’s dead!’ she screamed as Clem took hold of her. ‘What did that terrible man do to him?’


‘Nothing. I don’t reckon he caught him. Now let’s you and me go and have a cuppa tea. They’ll take Pa over to the shed.’


‘They’ll do no such thing. Bring him to the house.’


‘Is that the right thing to do?’ Clem asked uncertainly.


She nodded, needing his support as they stumbled past the three big oak trees that Noah had planted with acorns he’d had sent from England. He’d planned a row of them as a windbreak against the hot, dry winds that swept across the plains in the summer, but only three had survived. And only then by Alice’s constant watering and nurturing.


‘We’ll come back tomorrer,’ the shearers said, clutching their hats, their sad duty done, addressing the missus, who was prostrate on the couch, loudly bewailing her loss.


‘No you won’t.’ Clem interrupted her performance. ‘We’ll get back to the sheds. We have to get the shearing finished.’


‘Oh, you cruel boy!’ Dora screamed at him. ‘Have you no respect for the dead? Let them go!’


‘The sheds,’ Clem said, and the shearers, practical men, nodded, knowing he was right.


Women came swiftly to lay out the body, to sit with Alice in long, mysterious conversations, women’s talk, while they prepared for the funeral; while Dora, in her best black taffeta with the wide gold stripes, sat obstinately on the front veranda, snuffling into a large handkerchief; while their menfolk, at a loose end, busied themselves giving a hand. They milked the cows, they mended fences, they fixed the wheel on the dray and the roof of the storehouse, and they sheared the strays that kept being found. They packed the bales of wool and set them under cover, waiting for the wagoners to come for them and take them into York. With their women and children they camped nearby like a miniature settlement, not wanting to intrude on the small family in their long stone farmhouse, but Clem felt their strength as if they were right in here with him and Alice. And it astonished him. Although he’d been called up, with Noah, for similar service over the years, he never thought these people would bother with the Prices, who were so poor-looking, compared with the other farmers and the townies. Not much of a cut above the selectors who struggled to survive on pocket-handkerchief acreages that had no place out here, ill-chosen blocks parched of water.


A new pride grew in him when he was asked to choose a site for the family graveyard and when, at the burial, several men stepped forward and spoke of Noah Price in glowing terms. ‘An honest man, upright and true,’ they said. ‘A hard-working man who will long be remembered as one of the pioneers of the district. Taken too soon,’ they said, heads nodding. ‘A great loss.’


The women were distantly polite to Dora, referring to her, Clem thought gratefully, as the housekeeper, and on packing up their baskets reminded Clem and Alice that they were always welcome to visit.


‘Don’t shut yourself in now, you young people,’ Mrs Gordon Swift said to them. ‘Nothing to stop you coming in to the dances in the church hall.’


Alice blushed, on account of her foot, and Clem answered quickly, to cover the gaffe, ‘I can’t dance.’


She laughed. ‘Why, Clem Price, no one can until they try, and there are pretty girls in York who’d be lining up to teach a fine strapping lad like you. How old are you now? Eighteen?’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


‘Then we’ll be expecting you. All you young people should support the socials.’


Clem agreed he would go, knowing he’d have to find the money for a decent pair of boots if he were to do any socialising at all.


‘What are we going to do about her?’ Alice asked him when the last of the mourners rode away.


‘Get rid of her.’


‘She says she’s not leaving.’


‘Does she?’ He strode into the kitchen where Dora was polishing off the last of a donated fruit cake. ‘Tomorrow you leave. Pack your things up. I want you out of here!’


‘This is my house, I’m staying! My brother is coming to stay here too, we got the farm to look after.’


‘If you are ready by dawn I’ll take you as far as York in the dray. If not, I’ll dump your stuff at the end of our track and you can walk.’


Dora threw one of her tantrums, screaming abuse at Clem and at Alice, but he ignored her. When she flew at him, scratching and biting, he slapped her hard. ‘That’s for Noah, and a taste of what you’ll get tomorrow if you’re not out there in the dray first up. Now get packing.’


‘Watch what she takes,’ he warned Alice, ‘or you won’t have a pan to cook with.’


‘I’m watching. She gets nothing from the kitchen, but she can take all her fripperies out of the sitting room. I’ll be glad to be rid of them.’


That night, when the two women had gone to bed, Clem dragged out Noah’s old sea box, not surprised to find the books and papers in a jumble. Dora had been ferreting about looking for something worth taking, but since she couldn’t read, there’d have been nothing in here to interest her. He found the land deeds, neatly tied with ribbons, and then lost himself in memories as he sorted through their old school books. Not that he’d ever been to school. Alice had been given the task of teaching her young brother, and at night, Noah gave them lessons in reading and writing and sums as they sat round the kitchen table. He’d been very strict about their ‘learning’ and they were only let off the irksome tasks on Saturday and Sunday nights. Clem smiled. Alice was the good speller, but eventually he could beat them both at sums. He was still a good counter.


As he looked over at the big old chair by the fireplace where Noah used to sit, he was overcome by the enormity of what had happened. Noah was dead. Their father. He couldn’t imagine their lives without him. Until now he hadn’t seemed to have time to let this sink in. It had been so sudden. He recalled laughing as Noah raced out after the vicar, not realizing it would be the last time he’d see him alive. Noah. His Pa. God, he’d miss him. Clem slammed the box shut as if to stem the tears that were welling up from inside him.


‘Damn you, Noah!’ he muttered. ‘You spoiled our last years together as a family by bringing Dora into the house. I’ll not let you foist her on us permanently.’


Dora didn’t go easy. As soon as she’d unloaded her things at a friend’s shack by the bridge, she made straight for the police station, demanding Clem Price be put in charge for throwing her out of her own home. Discomforted, Constable Fearley, with Dora in tow, waylaid Clem at the bank.


This was Clem’s first stop in town. He felt Mr Tanner would be the best person to talk to about the station.


‘I’m sorry to hear about your Dad,’ Tanner said. ‘I always liked Noah. I couldn’t go out to the funeral, it would have meant closing the bank for the day and we can’t have that, can we?’


‘That’s all right, Mr Tanner. I’ve come in to ask you how things stand … like.’ He wasn’t sure exactly what he wanted to know.


‘Yes, I’ve been expecting you. Or Alice. Carty lodged the death certificate. He’ll bring a copy here for you. And here’s the bank statement. We’ve got a few papers for Alice to sign …’


‘I’ll sign them.’


‘You’re under age, son. How old’s Alice?’


‘Twenty-two.’


‘That’s all right, then. Did she come in with you?’


‘No. There’s the milking. We got no one else.’ As he spoke, Clem glanced down at the neat figures on the sheet, scanning swiftly to the bottom line. ‘What’s this? It says five hundred pounds, three and seven pence.’


‘That’s right. In credit.’


‘I thought we was broke.’


‘Were broke,’ Tanner corrected. ‘Ah, no. Your dad called that five hundred his “sleeve”. He always liked to keep it up his sleeve, he’d say, against bad seasons. Many’s the time he had to dig into it, and you’d think the end of the world had come. I used to tell him we’d stand him for a loan, but he was a proud man, your dad. Asked nothing of anyone.’


‘Only his kids,’ Clem said angrily.


Tanner brushed at his dark beard, and leant his chin on his hand. ‘Did you want for anything, Clem?’ he said quietly.


‘We got fed, but we lived poor,’ Clem said definatly. He looked about to make sure no one was listening. ‘Look at me! I’m bloody embarrassed to come into town. I got nothin’ but work clothes, and these old boots don’t come any worse.’


Tanner shrugged. ‘Clothes aren’t the worth of a man, Clem. You’ll learn that in time.’


‘We needed farm hands. We got a thousand acres going to waste out there.’


‘I’m aware of that, but Noah was a careful man. He saw too many go under by overextending. The plains can be dangerous in drought seasons.’


‘What about the ones who didn’t go under? What about the Pedlows, and O’Mearas, and Cadmans? What about their big wheat fields? They got rich. They didn’t go under.’


‘They had a bumpy time, though bush fires nearly wiped out the Pedlows years back … One day, when I have time, I’ll tell you the history of those properties over the last twenty years.’


‘All right,’ Clem insisted. ‘But tell me now. How did they get out of it?’


‘Loans. Mortgages. I can’t discuss any of our clients, but a lot of farmers have debts to cover. That’s what Noah couldn’t, would not even consider. Do you understand?’


‘Not properly. I haven’t got a grip on it yet. I’d like to see the loan business on paper. Do you reckon you could show me?’


Just then Dora bounced into the bank, taking up more space in her hooped skirt and high bonnet than was spare. ‘There he is, Constable! Arrest him!’


Clem sat stolidly facing a picture of the main street of Perth on the back wall, but Tanner stood, smoothing out his coat tails. ‘What is the meaning of this?’


‘He threw me out!’ she snapped. ‘Done me out of house and home, the bloody blighter he is. My husband dies and I get treated like I’m nobody.’


Constable Fearley intervened. ‘She wants to prefer charges, Mr Tanner.’


‘I was not under the impression that you were married to Noah Price,’ Tanner said.


‘Well, I was.’


‘She was not,’ Clem said, still looking at the picture of Perth. He hadn’t been back there since they left the first miserable farm, a hundred years ago, it seemed now. He’d only been a nipper.


‘Do you have a marriage certificate?’ Tanner asked.


‘Yeah, I got one somewhere.’


‘She hasn’t,’ Clem said.


‘Noah loved me!’ she cried. ‘For all intents and purposes I was his wife. Where’s his will? That’s what I want to know. Wait till you see his will. He wouldna left me out. Not Noah. He never cared about those kids of his.’ She banged on the desk, plump hands bulging from their black lace mittens.


‘Did you bring in your father’s will?’ Tanner asked Clem.


‘He didn’t write a will. There’s no will. How could there be? He didn’t expect to die while we were shearing. Or when he was chasing that dirty bastard out of his house after he’d been fucking her.’


Tanner stiffened. ‘That’s enough, Clem! We won’t have that sort of language here. Since there was no will – nor was there a marriage, or I most certainly would have known of it – I suggest you escort the lady from these premises, Constable.’


‘You’re all the same, you men!’ Dora shook a faded parasol at the bank manager, tears forming grimy rivulets through the dust that had accumulated on her cheeks during the long, awkward hours on the road. ‘You think you can use women and throw them away. Well, let me tell you, Noah was different! He wasn’t like that! Noah would never have seen me scorned, thrown into the street. I want my entitlements.’


Fearley took her by the arm. ‘You’re disturbing the peace, Dora,’ he warned. ‘So you just settle down now. I don’t want to have to take you in charge.’


‘Take me in then,’ she wept. ‘At least I’ll have somewhere to lay my head.’


Clem had no sympathy for her. ‘You can stay with your mate Mrs Penny, you were never short of excuses to come into town and visit her when Pa was alive. She’s a good drinking partner, and you won’t be short of company there.’


‘Now, now,’ Tanner said nervously, obviously afraid that Clem would commit another indiscretion in the presence of the law, since Mrs Penny was known to entertain more than her share of gentlemen callers. ‘This is my place of business, Constable …’


The policeman took the hint and backed out, waiting for Dora, who had to have the last word: ‘This is a terrible thing you’re doing, Clem Price!’ she hissed at him. ‘I’ve been like a mother to you and your sister. And you take that sneer off your face! You’ll never be half the man your pa was.’


She shoved through a trio of curious bank customers who were gathered at the front step, in no hurry to see the end of this juicy little drama, and swept across the sandy road, her parasol pounding the ground in dudgeon.


‘Perhaps you could come back?’ Tanner said to Clem, indicating the growing queue.


‘Yes. In the morning.’ He was glad to escape, to savour the events of the day.


As he headed for the Duke of York hotel, he felt like throwing his hat in the air and doing a little jig right then and there. Not only was he rid of Dora, he owned Lancoorie and had money in the bank! He was rich! What an old miser Noah had been. Cashed up all this time, while having them all think he was broke. Including Dora. Just as well she didn’t know the truth, or she’d have put on even more of a turn. She hadn’t demanded money of Clem, believing he hardly had a penny to bless himself with.


He stopped to tighten the laces on his boots, Noah’s boots. He had balked at admitting to Tanner that his own boots had been resoled so often, by his pa, the uppers were grey with age.


Come to think of it, he mused, I should have asked Mr Tanner for a few quid from Noah’s stash, since I’ve got to stay over and see him tomorrow. If Noah had left any money in the house, Dora must have grabbed it. Alice never found any. So here I am now without a bean in my pocket.


He had intended to drop Dora and go straight back to Lancoorie, eating his cut lunch out there on the road. Now he might stay a day or so. Alice would be all right.


He braced himself, strode into the dim bar and bought a beer.


‘Put it on the slate, Chas,’ he said to the publican. ‘I’ll be in town for a bit. Have you got a room for me?’


‘Of course we have, Clem,’ the man said kindly, pushing a beer across the counter. ‘This one’s on the house. Real sorry to hear about your dad, mate. He was a good bloke, old Noah.’


Clem found himself the centre of attention, friends and strangers alike treating the bereaved young man with due deference. He had never been permitted to ‘knock about the district’, as Noah put it, with lads his own age, so he had no real mates.


When Les and Andy Postle swaggered in, they claimed him as if they’d been friends for years, not just neighbours separated not only by a distance of thirty-two miles, from homestead to homestead, but by parental disapproval. ‘Wild pair of brutes,’ Noah called them, referring to their well-known leering and leching after girls, ignoring the fact that he was hardly a beacon of virtue in the drab landscape.


‘Orphans!’ Les intoned after several rounds of commiserating drinks. ‘By Jesus, it just hit me, Clem! Youse two, you and Alice, you’re orphans now. You poor buggers.’ Fascinated, he worried the subject until his brother put a stop to the maudlin conversation.


‘Cut it out, Les. We gotta cheer old Clem up, not make him feel worse. Come on, Clem. Have another drink.’


When the pub closed they repaired to Clem’s room with two bottles of beer and a bottle of whisky that Clem had added to the slate in reckless abandon, profoundly grateful in his drunken state for the company of his two new mates.


Miraculously, Clem thought, the barmaid appeared a little while later carrying her own tribute of a bottle of beer. Her name was Jocelyn, a beautiful name, Clem told her, several times, as they made room for her curvy presence on the side of his bed. She was older than any of them, he guessed, pretty, with rosy cheeks and a mass of glistening black hair, and playful as a kitten. They drank from the bottles and laughed and teased her, and Jocelyn, with a quick tongue, gave as good as she got.


Clem hoped she favoured him over the others but it was Andy who was really making the running. He was getting more free with her by the minute, whispering in her ear, plucking at the buttons on her white blouse, even managing to undo several of them without complaints from Jocelyn, Clem observed jealously. But at the same time Clem and Les were engaged in an earnest quarrel over the merits and demerits of wheat farming, and as Jocelyn and Andy fell back, giggling and wrestling, on the bed, they merely moved aside to make room for them.


Les was ignoring the cavortings of the pair, and Clem, trying to do likewise, pretended that a man kissing and cuddling a woman right here beside him was an everyday event. It was nothing to this all-important conversation he was having with Les Postle, because the fate of Lancoorie was at stake. But out of the corner of his eye he could see the open blouse, and Andy Postle’s heavy hand roaming inside. The room was hot. Sweat stood out on his face and he shifted uncomfortably.


‘You’ll get your turn.’ Les winked at him, and Clem shuddered, shocked. He’d never been with a woman and he was petrified of trying it in front of this pair, who’d never let him live it down if he made a fool of himself.


‘I’ve got to take a piss,’ he said, and bolted for the door.


He took his time down the steps and back again, and stole along the passage, trying to think of an excuse not to return but it was his room. He wished he had gone home. But then he couldn’t do that, he had a business appointment with Mr Tanner. And he had to see the clerk of the courts. Les had given him some interesting advice: ‘If you can’t afford to pay farm hands, get convicts. There are still some around and they’re no worse than the rest of the layabouts that wander out this way. We had one for a while. Until he knocked up my sister.’


‘Who? Elsie?’


‘Yeah. Pa took the horsewhip to him and packed her off to Perth.’


Clem was astonished, Elsie had always seemed so dull and staid. He found he was still thinking about Elsie, standing outside that door, when he realized that a row had started inside and they were making enough noise to have him thrown out with them.


Jocelyn was sitting up on the pillows at the head of the wide bed, her legs tucked under her, snarling at both of them like a cat at bay. ‘I told you no, Andy Postle, so get away from me!’


‘You been asking for it,’ Andy snapped, and in one lunge lifted her with both arms and threw back down on the bed, flipping her skirts up over her head and falling clumsily on top of her.


Clem stared at Les, who was tilted back on a chair with his long legs up on the dresser. ‘Wanna take a bet, Clem? I’m five to one on Andy.’


At least the noise had stopped. Now there was just this muffled struggle coming from the bed.


‘She’ll settle down,’ Les said, as casually as if he were commenting on a mare being put to stud, and Clem was appalled. He didn’t know what to do. He advanced on the bed.


‘Are you all right?’ he asked the woman smothering under her own skirts and Andy’s hefty flannel-checked back.


‘Of course I’m not all right,’ the voice came back. ‘Get this bastard off me!’


So Clem did just that, more in a reflex action than a considered decision. He didn’t know the rules of this game. He moved as fast as Andy had done, grabbing Andy by the legs and yanking him down the bed. Then, with a twist and a shove, he sent him crashing to the floor from the high bed.


His new friend leapt up from the floor, clutching his pants. ‘I’ll have you, you bloody maniac, Price! You coulda broken me back.’


‘Go on, try it,’ Clem said, shaping up, fed up with this débâcle, with Dora, with Noah and his hypocrisies, with the weight of a huge property being run like a suburban farm. With everyone!


‘You try me,’ he warned Andy, who, he knew, couldn’t match him in size and strength, ‘and you’ll get the hiding of your life.’


‘Listen to him!’ Les, the elder of the brothers, laughed. Everything seemed to amuse Les. ‘I reckon he could take you, Andy old pal. But not here, if you don’t mind. Jocelyn’s not in the mood, so we’d better get down to Mrs Penny’s before she shuts up shop.’


Having buttoned herself up again, Jocelyn slid off the bed, bristling with resentment. ‘You can go to hell, Andy Postle!’


Boldly she pushed Les’s legs aside with a thump so that she could make some attempt to tidy her hair in the dresser mirror, and then she was gone.


‘Well, what about it?’ Les said, picking up his hat. ‘Are you two coming with me, or are you gonna go down and thump it out in the yard?’


‘I’ll get you another time,’ Andy growled at Clem in tacit agreement with his brother’s suggestion.


In a panic, Clem felt them willing him on his way to Mrs Penny’s. The whorehouse was bad enough at the best of times, but what if he ran into Dora? Les would have a field day with that one. Not to mention what another confrontation with Dora would result in. He descended the back steps of the hotel for the second time that night, and suddenly let himself sprawl to the ground.


Les went to help him up, but let him fall again. ‘God dammit, he’s passed out.’


‘Couldn’t drink to save his bloody life,’ Andy responded, cheered.


‘We better get him back upstairs.’


‘No, bugger ’im. Leave him there. Puttin’ on airs, he is, with the old man still warm. And that floozie in the house. I bet he’s on with her already.’


‘No fear. I heard he chucked her out.’


‘Ah, go on!’ Andy pushed Clem with his boot. ‘He wasn’t that drunk a minute ago. He’s probably shamming. They’re as poor as church mice, the bloody Prices. He couldn’t afford the couple of bob we’d need for the whores.’ He kicked Clem harder, but as the pain shot through his ribs, Clem clenched his teeth and refused to react. He hadn’t thought of that. Andy was right. He didn’t have the money to pay a whore.


When the Postle brothers left, he gathered himself up and went back to his room, thoroughly depressed. But in the night he felt Jocelyn slip into the bed beside him, and despite the pain in his side he drifted pleasantly from a voluptuous awakening to a full realization that she was there. In the flesh. Bare flesh at that! No argument now about modesty. Nor about her intentions. Jocelyn was all over him, kissing him passionately, so frantic for him that he was astonished. He’d always understood that women needed coaxing, cajoling, but not her. Excited, wildly excited at this wondrous turn of events, Clem rolled over on top of her and took charge, afraid that she’d change her mind at the last minute.


In the morning he lay on the crumpled sheets in the dim room with the blinds still down, reliving every minute of their love-making. She’d stayed a long time, and they’d made love over and over. That in itself was another revelation. Clem felt strong and proud, especially since she’d whispered to him before she left: ‘You’ve got a beautiful body, Clem Price. I knew you’d be good.’


He grinned, contented. Had she known he was a virgin? He hoped not. Anyway, it didn’t matter now. He wondered, maliciously, how the Postle boys had got on at Mrs Penny’s. They couldn’t have done better than he had. It would be fun to crow over them, but unwise. He could do without the inevitable gossip.


When he emerged from the shower block beside the laundry, towelling his dark hair, he was startled to see Jocelyn pegging clothes on the line. He didn’t know what to say to her. What would be the right thing? But she merely waved to him as if nothing had happened and went on with her work. Clem nodded, relieved, tucked his shirt into his trousers and marched, barefoot, over to the back staircase, past the spot where Andy had booted him. He didn’t care now. He’d won the fight after all.


While he was waiting for the bank to open, he called in at the courthouse to make enquiries about hiring convicts as farm hands, believing that Les had probably been talking through his hat.


A death in the family certainly made all the difference. The clerk, knowing his circumstances, was kind and considerate. He was a busy little fellow, pale and middle-aged, working in a cupboard of a room surrounded by open shelves, tipsily piled with papers.


‘We’ll see what we can do for you, Clem. I’ve got the application forms here somewhere.’ As he searched he talked: ‘A shame about your dad. A terrible shame. What happened to Vicar Petchley? I heard he was out at Lancoorie that day.’


‘No idea,’ Clem said shortly.


‘Haven’t seen him around,’ the clerk murmured as Clem stood stiffly, making no comment.


‘Here we are. These forms have to be filled in. In triplicate. Alice will have to sign them. She has no objection to using convicts?’


‘No.’


‘Oh well, I daresay it will be all right. We’ll find you some reasonable types. How many do you want?’


‘I dunno. Er … two. We’ll try two.’


‘Yes. I think that’s sensible. You being on your own. You don’t want them ganging up on you.’


Clem wasn’t sure that he wanted convicts at all, but he had to get someone. On the way home he’d see how Ted Cornish was placed these days too. Now that he could afford to pay workers, it would be handy to know he could call on Ted.


‘These days the convicts get bed and board and they are entitled to sustenance of two and six a week,’ the clerk said, passing over another form. ‘These are the regulations attendant to the employment of prisoners of the state. Me, I can’t see why they had to stop transportation. Convicts made a huge difference to our work force, I don’t know how we’d have got along without them. And it’s not as if we don’t need them any more, what with the size of this state and the expansion that’s going on all the time.’


Eventually, Clem was on his way again, a confusing array of forms neatly tied in a cardboard folder with thin red cord.


Dr Carty was in the bank, enjoying a cup of tea with Mr Tanner. ‘Ah, Clem. Just the one I wanted to see. You all right now?’


‘Yes.’


‘And Alice?’


‘Yes, thank you, Doctor.’


‘Well, I’ve got the death certificate for you.’


‘What?’


Clem was hard put to drag his mind away from Jocelyn and the intriguing notion of maybe being in a position to borrow some cash from this bank. He scarcely heard what Dr Carty had to say.


Carty reminded him, ‘Your late father’s death certificate, Clem. If it’s all right with you, I’ll leave it with Mr Tanner.’


‘I’ll need it to transfer the deeds of Lancoorie from your father’s name to you and Alice,’ Tanner explained.


‘Oh yes. Of course.’


‘Are you staying in town this evening?’ Carty asked him, and Clem blinked, surprise tinged with a whiff of guilt. Did they know about last night? They couldn’t! He already had it in mind to stay over if he could be sure that Jocelyn would be available. Beyond his bland expression, an imp of a smile was hovering. He’d stay a week if he could be guaranteed her company.


‘I don’t know,’ he replied. ‘Hadn’t given it much thought. I’ve got some things to sort out with Mr Tanner. And I have to get some provisions for Alice.’ He searched his mind for more excuses. ‘And I’ve got some calls to make. To thank people. You know, the ladies, especially, who came out to the funeral. They were very kind, bringing food and all.’


Carty nodded, pleased. ‘And so you should. Good manners seem to have gone by the board these days.’


Tanner provided another reason. ‘Don’t forget the headstone, Clem. Old Henty was asking, the stonemason. He does a good job and will give you the best price.’


‘Yes. I’ll have to do that too, won’t I?’


‘Then it’s settled. You’ll have to stay over. I was asking because it’s Mrs Carty’s birthday and we’re having a party at the house tonight. I realize you’re in mourning, Clem, but I don’t think the Lord would frown, or your dear departed father. You’re so rarely in town, you’re entitled to a little time off. You’ve been through a lot lately. We’d like you to join us.’


Clem stared at him. He’d never liked Carty much. He was a short, plump man with a shock of white hair and red, womanish lips accentuated by wispy white sideburns, but his eyes were cold. Pale blue and as cold as charity. As if, people said, you were a damn nuisance inconveniencing him by getting sick. And he was very wealthy, one of the richest men in the district, dealing in land as well as owning the lucrative Carty Coach and Carrying Company.


‘He’ll be there.’ Mr Tanner answered for Clem.


‘Good. We’ll expect you at five,’ Carty said. ‘Don’t bother to bring a present, Clem. It’s not expected.’


‘What was that all about?’ Clem asked the bank manager when he left. ‘I don’t even know him very well. And I’ve never met his missus.’


Tanner laughed, removing the tea cups from his desk. ‘Think about it. You’ve got a fine property out there.’


‘Who says so? Three-quarters of it is still scrub. The wool clip just keeps us afloat. Better than I thought, I have to admit, but that don’t make me no shapes for the likes of him.’


‘Doesn’t make me any,’ Tanner corrected. ‘You have to watch your speech. Noah knew better and so should you. It’s just laziness.’


Clem slumped into a chair. ‘Are we talking about Carty or my manner of talking?’


‘Both. You’ll be nineteen in a few months and you’re “landed”, Clem. Lancoorie might be under-developed but it’s still a fine sheep station. You shouldn’t underestimate yourself. Especially where men like Carty are concerned. He has three daughters, all of marriageable age. I’d say Carty’s got an eye on you as a possible son-in-law. There aren’t too many really eligible young men about. We have a shortage of single men and among them few that Carty would even consider for his daughters.’


‘And he’s looking at me?’


‘I’d say so.’


‘Jesus! That’s a turn-up.’


‘Possibly. And you could begin to watch the company you keep. I heard you were drinking at the Duke of York last night with the Postle boys. I’d avoid them in future. No harm in it, I’m sure, but could you imagine Dr Carty lining up one of his girls with either of them?’


‘I suppose not.’


‘Noah might have been strict, but you’ve got a good reputation. All I’m saying is, keep it that way. I don’t want to sound like a Dutch uncle …’


‘You’re not doing a bad job.’ Clem grinned and Tanner sat back in his chair.


‘I’m glad you’re not taking offence. If my customers do well, then so do I. You get the picture? A bank is a business and so is a sheep station. It’s in both of our interests that you get it right.’


For the first time Clem took a good look at this man: a bank manager, high and mighty on the York social scale; an important man. Almost unapproachable, he’d thought, giving due deference to the neatly trimmed beard and the serious dark suit. He now began to get the measure of Tanner. Man to man, for God’s sake! Wait till he told Alice about this revelation. Tanner was human after all, and only about forty.


‘You reckon I should go?’


‘Definitely. I’ll be there, with my wife. We don’t have any children to worry about, so that’s not my ulterior motive.’ He opened a tin of peppermints and passed one to Clem. ‘You won’t let me down?’


‘I can’t go. I haven’t got any decent clothes. And what’s more, I walked out of here yesterday with no money. I’m on the slate over there at the Duke of York for bed and board and a few drinks. Can I draw some on Noah’s money?’


‘Not until Alice signs the papers, but I’ll give you an advance on it.’


‘Jeez, that’s a relief. Can you give me enough to get some gear? I can’t arrive at Dr Carty’s place like this.’


‘Lunchtime. Meet me over at the draper’s and we’ll fit you out. In the mean time you’d better go and see Henty. You can order a really nice gravestone for Noah. He’d like that.’


He stood, his usual move to dismiss customers, and Clem stood too, reacting, but there was that other matter. ‘One more thing, Mr Tanner. Once I get things sorted out, I’ll need to borrow some money to expand. I’ve decided against grain.’


‘That’s fair enough. Go with what you know.’


‘And you’ll give me a loan? So’s I can keep some cash up my sleeve?’


‘We’ll see.’


‘I’ve applied for convict labour, to clear some country.’


Tanner was delighted. ‘You have? Good for you. I was thinking of suggesting that. I’ll put in a word for you.’


‘And another thing.’ Clem was losing confidence. ‘I don’t want to go to the Doctor’s house on my own. Can I come over here at five o’clock? Go with you and Mrs Tanner?’


‘Of course. The bank will be closed. Come to the house at the back and walk up with us.’


‘I’m still not too sure about this. I’ve never been to a party.’


‘Don’t worry. No one will bite you. Now run along.’


Forewarned, Clem went along to the party prepared to withstand the advances of three marriage-bent girls, but he had no need for concern, they hardly noticed him.


He was quite proud, sporting new trousers, a striped shirt with a stiff collar and bow tie, and a short-back-and-sides haircut that made him feel like a shorn sheep, but which he had been assured was fashionable. And arriving with the Tanners was a boost to his confidence. As soon as they walked in through the gate, people converged on them from all directions, anxious to ingratiate themselves with the bank manager. Clem wondered which of them were bound to the bank by mortgages.


The Carty house was an imposing two-storey brick building with a small porch at the front where Dr and Mrs Carty and their three daughters waited to welcome the guests once they had disentangled themselves from meetings and greetings of their own in the garden.


He vaguely knew the girls, having seen them at gatherings over the years, but Dr Carty reminded him: ‘Clem, you know Thora, and Lettice and Felicia?’


One by one, the girls bobbed and dropped their eyes and chanted: ‘Sorry to hear about your father, Clem,’ in such a way that he knew they were following instructions.


They all wore pretty white dresses, with coloured sashes and deep flounces that brushed the polished floor, and they looked very gracious indeed. Thora was the tallest of the sisters, very aloof, with long blonde hair and cool blue eyes like her mother’s. She had real style about her, Clem thought. Lettice and Felicia, younger, had curly hair, rosy cheeks and pink pouty lips. They were all about his own age, give or take a few years, and as he filed down the passageway with other guests to the rear of the house, the venue for the party, he contemplated the girls, at the same time casting furtive glances into spacious sitting rooms (two of them), a gleaming dining room, past a white-railed staircase and a large kitchen, over-crowded with busy ladies. Given a choice, if the occasion ever arose, he decided he’d choose Lettice. As he’d moved on he’d noticed her expression change for the next guest into merriment, her brown eyes twinkling. Thora had remained aloof, nodding curtly. But Lettice? Imagine being married to someone called after a plant. Her name had been a constant joke among the kids in the district.


Mrs Tanner disappeared into the kitchen and Clem walked on with his escort across the wide back veranda, where tables were already set for supper, into a yard where the trees were decorated with colourful ribbons and Japanese lanterns, not yet lit. Even the dunny right down the back looked festive, its pointed red roof peeping over a brush screen garlanded with flowers.


Clem was impressed, and not a little awed. He’d never seen such a display, and there were so many people out there, all dressed to kill. Especially the ladies, hooped skirts mushrooming in gay groups. He followed Mr Tanner to where the men were gathered about a keg of beer and a white-jacketed waiter dispensed the hard liquor and jugs of wine. He stayed there most of the night, leaving only to converge on the supper table, obeying the call, and returning later to stand about with other young men, eyeing off the girls, listening to jokes and rude comments. Becoming bored. Thinking of Jocelyn.


At one stage Mrs Carty invaded their clique and dragged them over to mix with the young ladies who were gathered by the back steps, and who giggled furiously, sharing a common awkwardness.


Clem managed to station himself by the middle Carty daughter, determined, now that he was in the presence of the girls, to make some sort of a showing.


‘How are you, Lettice?’ he asked firmly, as if he were a veteran at parties.


‘I’m very well, thank you, Clem. How is Alice?’


‘She’s very well.’


‘You should have brought her.’


‘There wasn’t time.’


‘Oh well. Another time.’


Her sister interrupted. ‘Lettice, Mother wants you in the kitchen.’


Clem was surprised when Lettice touched him on the arm with a disappointed shrug. ‘I’d better see what she wants.’


One of the lads nudged him. ‘You’re doing all right, Clem. She likes you.’


And so it seemed to him for that fleeting moment, and he was sorry she’d been called away. He could get to like Lettice.


Loud voices from the house caused a sudden rent in the air, and people turned, curious, glancing about for an explanation.


‘What’s going on?’ Clem asked a girl who had replaced Lettice by his side.


‘Thora’s missing,’ she whispered, ‘and Dr Carty’s furious.’


‘Missing?’


‘Yes, she’s got a boyfriend and he wasn’t invited. Lettice thinks she probably ducked off to meet him.’


‘Thora!’ Clem was amazed.


‘Yes. She’s got a crush on Matt Spencer. Do you know him?’


‘No.’


‘He’s not a bad-looking bloke, but he’s a stable hand at Dr Carty’s coach company. He might as well be the nightman to Dr Carty, absolutely beyond the pale. They say the Doctor has threatened to horse-whip him if he comes near Thora again.’


‘And Thora’s gone to meet him!’


‘I reckon so. I bet he’ll be grilling Lettice and Felicia, but he won’t get anything out of them.’


Thora never did reappear, and Clem drifted away, hoping that Lettice would seek him out later, but that didn’t happen. Eventually he concluded it would be prudent to disengage from the now-rowdy lads, some of whom were at the staggering stage, so he thanked his hosts and left with the Tanners, a model of propriety.


‘Did you enjoy yourself, Clem?’ Mrs Tanner asked him as they walked down the road.


‘Yes, thank you. Did Thora come back?’


She pursed her lips. ‘That’s not for us to discuss.’


‘Oh! No, I guess not,’ he mumbled.


‘I thought it was an excellent affair all round,’ Tanner said breezily, slowing to restoke his pipe, and Clem grinned to himself, realizing that the bank manager was a bit tipsy.


‘Rather too much alcohol,’ Mrs Tanner sniffed. ‘I don’t know why people need liquor to enjoy themselves. Dr Carty should know better.’


‘Ah, now.’ Tanner exhaled heavily. ‘That’s not for us to discuss.’


She turned on him: ‘Are you mocking me, Mr Tanner?’


‘Not at all, my love.’


Angrily she quickened her pace, and the men strode out to keep with her, their footsteps crunching into the stillness of the night. A dog barked as they turned into a side street, and Tanner woofed back at it. Clem laughed.


They crossed over to the manager’s residence at the rear of the bank, where Mrs Tanner exacted her revenge.


‘Finish your pipe out here,’ she instructed her husband. ‘You know I can’t stand that smell in my house. I’ll say good night to you, Clem, and remind you that you have a duty to bring your sister in to church whenever possible.’


‘Yes, ma’am. I’ll do that,’ he replied to placate her. It was a full day’s travel in the dray from Lancoorie to York and back, and it hardly seemed sensible for a church service, when all the stores were closed. It would be faster to ride, but in Sunday clothes? Alice would be mortified. Come to think of it, she didn’t have any Sunday clothes. He’d have to see to that.


‘Did you see Henty?’ Tanner asked him, leaning against the fence, ready for a chat while the pipe still glowed, and Clem’s heart sank. He’d been hoping to hurry back to the hotel now, in case Jocelyn was still up.


‘Yes. It’s all fixed. He’s going to send the headstone out when it’s ready.’


‘Good. You know, you don’t want to think too badly of Noah over that Dora woman. Men get lonely, and he wouldn’t have given himself the time to go courting. He was a fine man.’


Clem looked at him curiously. ‘I never imagined you knew him that well.’


‘He did me a favour once. A long time ago. When I first came here.’


‘What sort of a favour?’


‘He got me out of a bit of trouble.’


‘What trouble?’


Tanner hesitated, taken aback by the direct question, then he shrugged. ‘Money trouble. Gambling. I got carried away, lost too much at cards and couldn’t pay.’ He warmed to his story. ‘I was in a real fix. Could have cost me my job. And just at that time Noah Price walked into the bank. He only came in once in a blue moon, so that was my lucky day. And he never mixed much in town, so I knew he wasn’t one to gossip. Anyway, I took a chance on him. I told him the spot I was in and mentioned I’d appreciate a loan.’


‘Couldn’t you have borrowed it from the bank?’


‘I did. Madness. The road to ruin for a bank man, with inspectors breathing down your neck. I had to replace the money quickly.’


‘I’ll bet Noah got a surprise.’


‘He did indeed. He loaned me the money, refusing to charge me interest, claiming it was ungodly. But I had to put up with a lecture on the error of my ways. I remember him saying: “There’s a time to sow …”’


‘“… and a time to reap”,’ Clem responded. ‘I got that one plenty of times.’


‘Yes. Back then I wasn’t sure what he was getting at, not being a farmer. He said a farmer smells the air, smells the soil, and he knows exactly when to start sowing a crop, and so it had to be in my business. I gave up gambling on the spot – that wasn’t hard after the fright I got – and eventually I woke up to what Noah meant. I began to study banking very carefully instead of regarding it as just a job, and I got very good at smelling the air. Picking which of my customers were fertile soil.’


Clem moved in on the opportunity. ‘Do you think I’d be fertile soil for a decent loan?’


‘I couldn’t say, as yet. You’re bold enough. But I owe it to your father to give you careful consideration.’


Clem slept well. It didn’t seem to matter any more that Jocelyn chose not to visit him again. He was eager to set out for Lancoorie.


In the morning he paid his hotel bill, returned to the drapers and bought presents for Alice, then turned the dray to the general store, splurging on groceries to please her. He’d had a great time in the little town and he wanted his sister to share some of his excitement, as a reward for staying behind at the lonely homestead. He had so much to tell her about everything that had happened – all except his night with the Postle brothers, and with Jocelyn. He blushed. His Dora! Because he knew now in the clear light of day that Jocelyn was of the same ilk as Dora. He could almost hear his father laughing.


Alice couldn’t believe her eyes as he unpacked the dray and piled his presents into her arms. As well as a blue dress and bonnet, he’d bought her linen for the house, to replace the old patched sheets on the beds and towels so thin and worn they were reduced to threads. A dozen of everything, pillowcases and shams as well. Laughing, teasing her, he piled them so high they spilled to the dusty ground and she floundered to retrieve such precious booty.


‘For God’s sake, Clem. What have you done? Robbed a bank?’


‘No need, sister mine! We ain’t, I mean we’re not broke at all. Noah was holding out on us.’


He carried in a box and she stared as he unloaded hams and jams and tinned peaches, boiled lollies, cakes and sweet buns; big red apples for them, and green apples for the horses.


‘My Lord, Clem, what’s all this?’


‘I went to the store too.’


‘I can see that. But next time, if you don’t mind, I’ll do the providering. We could do with fresh tea and flour and sugar, and you bring home this peculiar fare.’


‘Don’t you like these things? This ham is sugar-cured, the very best.’


‘Yes, of course, but Clem …’


‘Don’t worry. Help me unpack and I’ll explain it all to you. Over a party.’


‘A what?’


‘A party. You and I, Alice Price, are going to have a party. I know all about parties now, I went to one in York.’ He handed her a flagon of wine. ‘This is what they served, so I bought some for you as well.’


Alice frowned. ‘Are you sure you’re not still under the influence?’


‘Never let it be said. I’m stone-cold sober. And look here …’ He hauled out two unwieldy parcels. ‘Blankets. Not grey old things, real wool. One for you and one for me. I was thinking, if it’s all right with you, I could move out of my room into Pa’s room. Mine’s just a sleepout. We can keep it for visitors.’


‘What visitors?’


‘You never know. People might come to visit.’


‘Let’s get all this stuff inside, Clem. Or should we leave it on the dray so that you can get the money back? I knew I should never have let you go to town on your own. I’ve been worried sick.’


Alice sat like stone at the kitchen table as he set out all their party fare, slicing the ham, opening a tin of peaches with a knife, spilling sticky boiled lollies on to a tin plate, producing the squashed buns. ‘I should have bought a tablecloth,’ he commented casually. ‘I remember we used to have pretty tablecloths. Our mother embroidered them herself.’


‘They wore out,’


‘I suppose they did. We used to have nice things.’


‘So?’


He uncorked the wine. ‘This is called claret. It’s what Dr Carty serves to guests in his house. The very same thing.’ He reached for two thick tumblers. ‘We’ll have to drink our claret from these … Dr Carty served the wine in nice glasses, and at the store, in a cabinet, I saw fine glasses. They had two, real crystal like our rose bowl, Mrs Hannigan showed them to me. They sing when you plink them with a finger. They’re a bit rich for us but one day I’ll buy you crystal glasses, Alice. For now, though …’ Clem poured her wine.


She took it with a sigh. ‘If you’re talking about the rose bowl in the sitting room, the one that Mother and Pa got as a wedding present, it’s not crystal, it’s cut glass. Now, Clem, you tell me the truth about all this.’


Piece by piece, Clem related the tale of his visit to York. Good news and bad news. Alice was upset to hear that Noah did have money in the bank. More upset than he’d expected. His reaction had been surprise, irritation and then delight, but she was hurt.


‘That was cruel of him.’


‘I suppose he knew he couldn’t refuse Dora, so best to shut up.’


‘You’ve given me a lot to think about, Clem.’


‘That’s right,’ he said eagerly. ‘We’ve got such a lot to think about. I’ve got all these papers to sign. For you to sign, I mean, me being under age. And I’ve put in an application to employ two convicts.’


That took some explaining.


‘I don’t understand,’ Alice said. ‘We give them jobs out here. Miles from anywhere. They’re not imprisoned. Why don’t they just bolt?’


‘Where to? In all these years only one prisoner has escaped from West Australia, and he was an Irish political. He had help. Stowed away on a ship bound for America. Everyone heard about him.’


‘But these fellows? Why don’t they just run away?’


‘That’s what I keep saying. Where to? Take me, for instance, Alice,’ he said magnanimously, quaffing more of the splendid claret, wishing he’d gone for this at Carty’s party instead of sticking to the best-known beer. He’d know better next time. ‘Where was I? Right. Now, I’m a bushie. Been out here since I was six. Know the country. Now, I ask you, if I was on the run, where would I go?’


She was intrigued, leaning forward, sipping on the wine as she contemplated the problem, her eyes, always intelligent, roving over the possibilities. ‘Not east,’ she replied. ‘Heading for endless desert. No way out.’


‘North?’ he asked.


‘Dangerous,’ she said. ‘Even from York. You’d need a gun and ammo and a lot of know-how to live off the land, but where would you be going?’


‘That’s right,’ he encouraged her. ‘A few thousand miles on foot to hit a coast if the Abos didn’t get you. Try south.’


‘A man could hide out in those big forests there …’


‘Forever?’


‘Make for the port of Albany.’


‘After journeying hundreds of miles on foot, a stranger would stand out in a small town like that.’


She smiled. ‘All right then. I’d make for Perth.’


‘Good. That’s only a hundred miles, with the same worry of seaching for water and a feed, and by then every man and his dog would be searching for you. The police would grab you in no time. But that’s not our problem, so cheer up.’


‘It doesn’t seem right to be celebrating, with Pa just buried up there.’


‘He wouldn’t want us to be miserable.’


‘Nor would he want us to go spending his savings like this. He’d expect us to be just as cautious with our money.’


‘That’s it, Alice. Our money. It’s ours now, and there’s more where that came from.’


‘God in heaven! How can that be?’


As he sliced the ham, Clem outlined the conversation he’d had with the bank manager. ‘So you see, I’m sure Mr Tanner will give us a loan if we ask.’


‘A mortgage, you mean. Pa was always afeared of mortgages.’


‘It’s the only way to get ahead. Everyone gets loans, that’s what banks are for.’


‘I’ll have to think about that.’


‘Of course you will. We’ll have to decide the best way to use a loan, to make it work for us.’


Ham sandwiches, more wine, followed by the cakes and buns moved Alice into a less nervous frame of mind, and Clem jollied her along with the gossip from York until he had her laughing.


‘One thing we can be thankful for,’ she said fuzzily. ‘That Pa didn’t write a will. I was petrified you’d find it at the bank. He’d have made provision for Dora, he couldn’t see past her. Not until the last day, anyway.’


‘He did.’


‘Did what?’


‘Make provision for Dora in his will. He left her half of everything.’


Alice stared, stunned.


‘I thought you said he didn’t leave a will.’


‘I lied. He did. I found it in his box, it was in the Bible. I burned it.’


‘Oh my God! You looked them in the eye and lied like that!’


‘Not exactly. I threw in some really foul language about the Vicar and Dora. That got Mr Tanner in such a spin, he shut down the talk quick fast before I got arrested, what with the Constable standing there.’


Alice blushed. ‘You didn’t mention what went on here between those two?’


‘Sure I did. It caused such a fluster, they forgot to pin me down, to ask me again if I was sure there wasn’t a will.’


‘Why didn’t you tell me you found it?’


‘Because you might have owned up. Now you can’t. Not without getting me into a lot of trouble.’ He looked earnestly at her. She really was quite pretty, much like the photograph of their dear departed mother, with her heart-shaped face and big brown eyes. Admittedly, unlike their English mother, Alice’s skin was browned and freckled from the sun, but that didn’t matter; most of the girls out here on the plains looked like that. If the sun didn’t get them, the hot winds did. He and Noah shared different features, with high cheekbones and hawk noses and wide mouths that held good, even teeth. Noah used to boast he still had all his own teeth. Clem hoped he would too at that age. False teeth were a great mystery to him.


‘Now you listen to me, Clem Price,’ Alice said eventually. ‘You promise me you’ll never do that again.’


‘Do what?’


‘Swear in front of a policeman. You really could have been arrested.’


In the morning he walked outside to take a look around. He had a lot of thinking to do.


The house, for instance. It was a long, low stone building with an iron roof and an awning along the front, for shade.


Some of the properties had brick or timber houses, two storeyed, like the swell houses in York, but they were in the minority. On the other end of the scale a lot of families still hung on in slab huts, no better than small cow sheds. They were the very poor settlers, like Ted Cornish, who’d been sold a useless pocket of land for a sheep run on the east boundary of Lancoorie, into the more arid country. Ted was a shepherd, and his dad before him. And probably back further. He was no farmer, he never should have tried it, but he asked no advice of anyone as far as Clem knew. He just bought land, the dream of so many. Noah’s dream too. All these people coming from Britain, seeing land as space, not just land. Because that was all it was out here, just bloody space with a million acres more behind it if anyone was mad enough to keep going. And they did.


‘A bloomin’ shame,’ Noah had said about the misfortunes of Ted Cornish. ‘He’s stuck. Land’s too poor to carry enough sheep and too small to sell. He’ll end up walking off too.’


And yet he, Noah, had bought more than three thousand acres out here because it was going cheap, more land than he knew what to do with. Clem wondered if he should sell a thousand acres. Get in some cash.


The inside of the Lancoorie house had begun with an earthen floor, a rock-hard mix of termite mud and water that was easy to care for, but not good enough for Dora. She had to have floorboards, even outside under the awning to make a real veranda, though Noah had balked at that extra expense. But she got her floorboards inside, and Alice got the job of keeping them polished. Then she had to have a sitting room, so Noah added another room on to the end of the house after the kitchen, made a bench and a few chairs to put in it and let her order all sorts of cheap fripperies from the catalogues to put in there. But he still preferred his heavy old chair by the fireplace in the kitchen, and the family still sat round the kitchen table at night as they’d always done.


The sitting room became known as Dora’s room. In the mean time there was no money for their clothes. Clem wore Noah’s hand-me-downs, and to her acute embarrassment Alice was given Dora’s gaudy cast-offs. Her complaints fell on deaf ears. To Noah, if the material wasn’t ‘wore out’ then it was wearable. They ate mutton three meals a day, hot, cold and in soup with the vegetables that Alice managed to grow in her small garden. Dora never seemed to care about their diet – ‘Knows no better,’ Alice would comment angrily – as long as she had her grog and the tins of biscuits and sweets hidden under her bed.


Now the sitting room, swept clear of the wall pictures and old calendars, hanging scarves and shawls, frothy dolls and music boxes, tin spittoons, china ornaments, piles of empty chocolate boxes and all the rest of Dora’s hoard, looked bare, but fresh and clean. Clem wished it had looked like that when all those neighbours had come for the funeral.


He turned to gaze across the cleared land to the surrounding bush, a wall of trees that, to survive, never grew too tall in this parched land. Beyond, there were water holes, a few fresh but mostly salt. For a while there he and Noah would collect and bag the salt for sale, but too many other farmers had the same idea, so their hard work was not worth the effort.


He leant on the fence and whistled to his horse for company. The animal trotted over and blinked at him curiously.


‘I’ll get money,’ Clem said. ‘I’ll raise a mortgage so I’ll have money to pay the labourers, but what to do with them? Clear more land? Raise more sheep? But what if we have a couple of dry years again? That was always the bugbear.’


He’d often argued with Noah about building a real dam, but Noah had said there wouldn’t be enough rainfall to fill it. Now his son wasn’t so sure. He’d been riffling through Noah’s Countryman magazines and come across a rainfall listing of recent years. Allowing for evaporation, Clem was fairly certain a dam could be maintained.


He shrugged and headed for the woolshed to get the bales ready for the carriers, wrestling with that other question. Wheat? The seasons here were known as summer, winter and hell. Hell was high summer, temperatures up over the hundred mark, dust storms and lightning and fire. The bush could shoot flames skywards without warning and farmers could only watch helplessly as fires roared into life, burning out in their own good time. Clem had seen wheat fields go up like that, caught in the path of destruction, and he’d pitied the farmers. All that work for nought. And the fear writhing in your gut year in and year out that it would happen again.


Alice came out to help him, tying her long hair up and tucking it into a checked scarf as she limped along.


‘You know, Alice,’ he said, weary as an old man. ‘I wouldn’t mind selling up the lot here and moving to Perth.’


‘What would we do in Perth?’


‘That’s the trouble. I don’t know. But I can’t see myself breaking my back clearing land for the rest of my life just so’s I can break my back shearing more sheep.’


She laughed. ‘More sheep means more money, and money’s comfort, they say. I wouldn’t be too keen on selling Lancoorie, I think we’d live to regret that, but oh … Clem, I’d dearly love to see Perth. They say it’s grown into a fine city, the jewel of the west.’


Clem looked at her, surprised. Somehow it seemed out of character for his sister to have such dreams, any dreams. Alice was too stolid, too matter-of-fact, too set in her ways. He felt a rush of fondness for her, pleased that she’d confided in him. After all, there wasn’t much chance of Alice marrying, what with the gammy foot, so he guessed she’d always be with him. It would be his duty to look after her.


‘One of these days I’ll take you, Al,’ he said, her proud champion now. ‘We’ll go there, you and me. We’ll have a holiday.’


‘Where will we stay?’


‘In a hotel, a grand hotel. And we’ll go and look at the sea again. We haven’t seen the sea since we left the ship. Wouldn’t that be something?’


Alice loved Lancoorie, she loved living out here in this breathtaking endless expanse. She was old enough to remember the bitter cold and the dampness of their cramped farmhouse back in England and the constant fights and arguments staged by her parents. It hadn’t been Noah’s idea to migrate, it had been Lottie Price who’d wanted to come to Western Australia. She’d read about it in a magazine and had her heart set on living in a sunny clime. Noah had tried to tell her that these places were not all they were cracked up to be, but she wouldn’t listen. Not her. Lottie had it in her head that migrating was a superior thing to do, it made her a cut above everyone else in their village. Or so she thought. That was what was at the back of it, Alice knew, nothing to do with whether or not a drastic move like this was viable. Lottie just wanted to be able to crow, to be able to write home to friends and families of how much better off she was than everyone else.


Grandma had accused her of it straight out. ‘You’re a devious miss, Lottie. Good or bad you’ll be writing back your glowing tales about life over the seas. You don’t give a damn about your family, about your husband, a good man and a good provider. You’ll have these little bairns growing up with no notion of us, none at all, and it’s wrong, I say.’


‘It’s for Noah to make the decision!’ Lottie retorted.


‘And that’s what you call it, do you? Nagging the man day and night, sulking, throwing those tantrums. I’m awake up to you, my girl. Ever since Alice was born with that poor sad foot of hers, you’ve been wailin’ inside, ashamed of her, believin’ people think less of you because of it.’


Alice could hear the banging of pans, indicating that her mother was trying to drown out Grandma’s voice. ‘You’re all for the lime-light, my girl, and you shun that child because …’


‘Shut up! Shut up!’ Lottie screamed. ‘Leave me alone. You’re just jealous, you all are!’


Outside the window Alice had cringed. She’d always known her mother was ashamed of her; she always walked ahead of her as if trying to disassociate herself, and it was her idea to dress her daughter in skirts that were too long, but Alice understood. She didn’t mind. What hurt now was for Grandma to be saying so. Out loud. She huddled against the wall, humiliated.


Lottie got her way, and they started to pack up for the sea voyage. Noah was no match for his wife any more than, years later, he could control Dora. He was a strong man with strong opinions, but when it came to the women who shared his bed, pleasured him, he was weak.


Alice, even more than Clem, had hated the woman her father had brought into the house, but she’d held her tongue, recognizing the danger. Noah had cut himself off from his family back home to please his wife, and she knew he’d do the same for Dora if his now adult offspring forced him to choose. And hadn’t Alice been proved right by that outrageous will, leaving half to that whore? She moved quickly about the shed, opening out the bark shutters and securing them with sticks, letting the light in, nodding gently to herself. She’d ever be grateful to Clem for that swift move. He’d solved the problem that was not with Dora, as he thought, but with their father. She wondered if he would turn out the same as Noah, letting a woman lead him about by the nose like a bull in a ring. She hoped not. Although she day-dreamed of having a handsome suitor sweep her off her feet one day, Alice knew that her chances of marriage were very poor, so eventually she could be faced with this same situation again, when Clem brought home a wife. But Lancoorie was half hers now, she was a woman of means and she intended to stay that way.


Right from the start she’d taken to this property, even though they’d lived in a bell tent until Noah and the two farm hands had built the house. Not that she and Clem had minded living in the tent. It was fun, better than the first place, that was gloomy and stunk and had rats. But nothing could ever erase from her mind that first morning at Lancoorie. When she awoke, all was quiet, Noah was off somewhere nearby, Clem was asleep. Alice had stepped outside in the tingling early light to find they were completely surrounded by the old bush she was already well acquainted with after that tiring wagon journey over the range and straight east, but a wondrous change had taken place! All about, in every direction, the bush was carpeted with sheets of colour, on and on, everywhere! It was spring in this topsy-turvy land, September, and wild flowers were blooming gaily. Yellows and pinks and purples and blues, in myriad shades, had turned the dull undergrowth into a fairyland.


Delighted, the girl, in her white nightdress, her hair streaming, had run out into the midst of all this beauty, to be part of the romance, the loveliest experience of her life.


Still is, Alice thought fondly. Still is. Of course, now she knew the names of all those delicate flowers, the fringed lilies, coral vine, Queen of Sheba orchids, wild gladioli and all the rest … the cornucopia of the west. Every year she looked forward to their return. They were always there in the bush by their thousands. To gather them by the basketful for the house wouldn’t so much as make a dent in the profusion. They were there, delicious, smiling, heartwarming in their sweet constancy. Even with clearing, all along the sandy roads the mischievous blink of colour would reappear in scattered, untidy array, and seeing them Alice felt she could hear the little rascals cheering.


Local women often boasted of their wild flower collections, poor brown, dead things pasted into the pages of books, but Alice was appalled by this insensitivity. To her it was as disgusting as collecting the superb butterflies that fluttered about the wild flowers and pinning them to parchment, stealing their short and fragile lives. For years now, Alice had refused to pick any of the wild flowers, to deprive them of their massed glory. That was what they were all about. They were not garden flowers, they were wild and free and not meant to be captured and taken from the light.


Ah yes, this was Lancoorie. Her Lancoorie. And she had other tales to tell herself, her own tales, never shared. Clem was too young, Noah too busy. And anyway, Alice had always tried to be motherly, helpful, not a silly girl, though she knew there was a lot of silliness in her. Secret silliness. Romantic, if you like.


Take the time she came face to face with a kangaroo out by the horse trough. That was early days, with the house half built. She’d seen them before, bounding across country, but never so close, only a few feet away.


It had been drinking from the trough and it looked up at her, not startled, but doe eyes mildly curious.


Under the stare, by habit, Alice had shifted her twisted foot out of sight and the kangaroo had moved its head sharply to note the action. It stared at her and Alice had a sudden lilt of glee, a cheekiness foreign to her.


‘What are you looking at?’ she said boldly. ‘You’re a funny-looking thing yourself. Your legs are all bent. Your knees are backwards.’


The kangaroo stayed and Alice sat down. She stayed too. The sweetness in the face of this docile animal that dared not breach the gap engendered loveliness in the moment. Love. Something she yearned for so desperately in this matter-of-fact, lonely world. She longed to pat the animal, to cuddle it, but she dared not. In the end she moved first, and the kangaroo, released, bounded away.


Alice’s love of wildlife was just part of her growing up at Lancoorie. She’d had pet dogs, lambs, joeys, kookaburras, magpies, but when Noah found she had a dingo pup, he’d killed it, and that was the day, unknown to anyone else, when he lost his daughter. And now he was gone, and that stupid woman too. No one had noticed that Alice hadn’t shed a tear on the death of her father. She was the elder of the two children. It had been her role to keep her chin up, as they had expected, which was convenient.


In the kindness of the women of the district who’d come together in their hour of need, she’d seen their pity for her and their conclusion that here was a young woman destined for spinsterhood because of her deformity. She too knew about animal husbandry: important to the survival of livestock, defects were eliminated, not passed on. The Postles, neighbours, had an elderly aunt with webbed fingers. A spinster, naturally. And the Aborigines who wandered in small clans about this land which once had been theirs, were even more adamant in correcting nature. They killed deformed babies at birth. Old Sadie, an Aborigine woman who occasionally came by the homestead with her motley collection of relations, had even remarked on Alice’s foot with wonder that she had survived.


‘You missus got plenty good spirits, eh?’


‘Yes, Sadie. I’ve got plenty of them. So you better watch out. Don’t get me cranky, eh?’


‘No, missus. No fear.’


Even though transportation of felons to Australia had ceased, there were still men serving out the last of their sentences, some in the dreaded Fremantle jail, others less dangerous and more trustworthy given tickets-of-leave to work for chosen employers.


Alice Price’s application, witnessed by Mr Tanner and Dr Carty, was approved and two convicts were delivered to Lancoorie by an officious Constable Fearley, who bade them stay on the trap until he had attended to the paperwork.


Alice thought that was a bit much, to be telling grown men to stay in place like kids, but they grinned, tipped their caps and pulled out tobacco tins, so she hurried into the kitchen after Clem and the Constable.


Being of age, it was for Alice to sign all the papers again on behalf of the owners of Lancoorie, but she insisted on studying them first.


‘Which is which?’ she asked, looking at the names and then out of the open door at the two silent men.


‘The big feller is George Gunne, and the lighter chap on the other side there, with the red hair, he’s Mike Deagan.’


Alice gazed at them nervously. ‘What did they do?’


‘It’s all there, you have a copy of their records, Alice, and they have to be kept up to date. Like how they’re behaving. Clem can do that for you.’ He turned to the man of the house. ‘I don’t have to tell you, Clem, they got their rights, villains though they might be. Give ’em plenty of work but make it reasonable. Same goes for their tucker. Keep ’em reasonable fed. You got guns in the house?’


‘Yes.’ Clem blinked.


‘Good, see you keep them hid. With blokes like this it’s as well to have protection.’


Alice looked up, startled. ‘Surely they’re not dangerous?’


‘You have to be wary of all strangers,’ he replied cautiously.


‘But all strangers are not felons. It says on Mr Gunne’s papers that he was transported for assault and robbery, and he’s twice had his ticket-of-leave revoked for theft.’


Fearley shrugged. ‘What can you expect? It’s only the hardliners that’s left now. The majority have done their time and gone free, the real crims will never get out of Freo jail, that leaves blokes like this. The tail-enders, we call them, just plain rogues, but harmless enough. They’ve both had extended sentences, but the judge has given them one last chance to work out their time. If they act up again they’re back in jail for at least another seven years. So you see, it’s up to them.’


‘You never told me this,’ Alice accused her brother.


‘I didn’t want to worry you. They’ll be all right. It’s in their own interest to behave.’


‘That’s right, you got the picture,’ Fearley chimed in.


‘But they’re so much older than Clem. Those men are both about forty,’ Alice complained.


‘It doesn’t make any difference,’ Clem snapped. ‘They’re here, and we need them.’


Unconvinced Alice searched the papers anxiously. ‘It says here the other one, Mr Deagan, was transported as a Fenian. What’s a Fenian?’


‘Irish troublemakers,’ Fearley said. ‘There were fifty-six of them banished out here for life. They can’t never go back. He’s got a big mouth, that one, knows his rights, but don’t give him no mind. He’s done extra time for absconding.’


‘And a few other things,’ Alice said primly, noting several convictions for forgery while working in Perth, but not sure what the man had to gain from forgery.


She followed Clem outside and watched as Fearley formally handed over the two labourers, with dire warnings to them about pulling their weight and doing as they were told. The men listened, deliberately affecting boredom. They took their swags from the wagon, waiting disconsolately for further orders, looking to Alice less like rogues than men who had learned to handle humiliation, not let it get to them. That cheered her immensely, and since the Constable had only introduced Clem, the man of the house, she stepped forward firmly, a hand outstretched.
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