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			The cruellest lies are often told in silence.

			Robert Louis Stevenson, 1850–1894

			
		

	
		
			PROLOGUE


			The SS Arcadia had left Liverpool six weeks earlier. Now it was the tenth of March in the year 1894, and the storm came off the western shores of Australia with little warning. 

			The Captain fought to keep his ship bow on to the hurricane winds and titanic seas, but he was beginning to suspect it was a losing battle. He’d already watched, helplessly, as three of his crew were washed overboard as they attempted to repair a hatch cover, and now two of the three masts had been snapped off like matchsticks. The decks were leaking, the cargo scattered to kingdom come, but the funnels had held and the mighty engine still throbbed in the engine room. He knew his ship had seen other storms and survived them, just as he had done, and he refused to give in. There were 1,500 passengers in his care as well as his crew. It was his duty to bring them safely to land. 

			He peered through the rain–lashed window into the black night. This storm could have tossed them miles off course, and with no moon, no stars, it was impossible to fix their position. Riding the shifting, rolling deck beneath his feet, he took a firmer grip on the great wheel and began to pray. This coastline was littered with submerged islands of coral and pinnacles of rock. Even Arcadia’s steel hull couldn’t survive being battered against them.

			In the first–class stateroom on the upper deck, Eva Hamilton clung to Frederick. It was dark. So black she couldn’t see his face or the gleam of her new wedding ring. Yet her fear was laced with excitement, a dreadful thrill that they were at the height of a great adventure. Nothing could have prepared her for this.

			The great ship plunged with stomach–churning ferocity, lifted her bow and tossed them both from the bed to the floor. ‘This can’t go on,’ shouted Frederick above the banshee wail of the wind and the thunder of the ocean. ‘Three days we’ve been riding this storm. The hull won’t take it.’

			‘She’s lasted this long,’ Eva yelled back as they again found one another in the darkness. ‘We have to keep faith in the Captain.’ 

			He didn’t reply, merely tightened his grip around her waist. 

			Eva sat on the floor, her face pressed to his chest, her back hard against the oak panelling. The storm had begun as a darkening of the skies to the east. The Captain had assured the passengers all would be well, and that this was merely a routine hazard off these western shores. Yet, as the wind picked up and began to howl and the waves towered so high they blotted out the horizon, the passengers had sought refuge in their cabins – no longer exhilarated but terrified. 

			Her own fear was beginning to surface and she hastily turned her thoughts to more pleasant things as she attempted to remain rooted in one position. They were on their way to a new life in a new country. Frederick would take up his role as Her Majesty’s Land Surveyor and she would settle down to manage his home and take part in whatever society Melbourne had to offer. 

			Their first home would be gracious once the furniture was unpacked from the hold, and she’d daydreamed all through the long engagement of the time when she could hold soirees and tea parties with the ladies of that region. Her trousseau was carefully packed away in trunks, the dresses and tea gowns folded in linen to protect them from the sea air. What a swathe she and her handsome husband would cut amongst the colonials, for no doubt they were hopelessly out of touch with London fashion.

			Her pleasant thoughts were interrupted by a fierce crash that seemed to shudder right through the ship. The Arcadia plunged, then lifted her bow, rising higher and higher until it seemed as if they were suspended from the sky itself. 

			Eva screamed as they were sent slithering up the wall and thudded against what she guessed was the ceiling. Crockery smashed all around them in the darkness. Furniture crashed and splintered and the chandelier shattered in a million pieces as it hit something hard. All excitement for the adventure was swept away in a moment of pure terror. 

			‘Freddy,’ she screamed as she clutched his lapels. ‘We’re going to sink!’

			‘Hold on to me!’ he yelled in her ear. ‘Whatever happens, don’t let go.’

			Eva didn’t need telling twice. Frederick was warm and solid and the only anchor she had. She wasn’t about to lose her hold on him.

			The bow crashed back into the heaving sea and came to a shuddering standstill. A thousand–ton wave towered over the Arcadia, now helplessly caught in the jaws of the reef. 

			The captain looked up at it, knowing this was the end. His last thoughts were for the poor souls in steerage and the men in the engine room as the wave released its full force and fell with a giant hammer blow on the helpless ship and broke its back.

			 Eva screamed. Water was pouring in. The storm plucked at her with icy fingers, trying to rip her away from Frederick into the howling blackness beyond the cabin.

			‘We’ve got to get out of here.’ Frederick yanked her to her feet. ‘We must stay together,’ he shouted above the wind. ‘Hold on tight and don’t let go.’

			Eva grasped his hand. She was soaked through and chilled to the very bone for she was still in her dinner gown. She couldn’t see, and didn’t know which way they were going. She had to have faith in Frederick’s sense of direction.

			The ship lurched and writhed, grinding ever further into the reef as they stumbled knee deep in water into the passageway. The wild night was full of terror. Passengers fought, clawing and trampling each other in the darkness to reach the boats. The screams mingled with those of the wind giving them a vision of hell.

			Eva grabbed Frederick’s belt and hung on as he pushed and shoved and fought his way through the chaotic stampede. Her long skirts were hampering her, but to survive was all. The instinctive urge to reach those boats, to get out before the sea claimed the ship and took her down made Eva strong. 

			She heard children screaming for their mothers. Felt the fanatical clawing of another passenger as he was dashed from the deck by a monstrous wave. She clung on to Frederick, blind with panic, no longer caring who or what she was trampling.

			They reached the lifeboat station and Frederick managed to grab Eva and pin her against an iron stanchion just as another wave hit the deck. Eva gasped as the force of it took her breath. It had struck hard. Washing the length of the ship in a fury of spume, it had taken everyone who had reached here before them. 

			‘Come on. Make a run for it.’ Frederick tried to wrest her from her hold on the stanchion.

			All was blackness, all confusion. Eva had been numbed by the cold, the howling of the wind and the crash of the sea. Blinded by the sting of salt, she was frozen, incapable of moving. She knew only that she was clinging to something solid – something that had saved her from that terrible wave and the blackness that was all consuming.

			Frederick pressed his body over hers as another wave battered the dying ship. It tore over them, wresting fingers from their hold, snatching their breath and any courage she might still have had. 

			‘Now, Eva,’ he yelled. ‘Come on.’ He tore her fingers from the stanchion and swept her up into his arms just as another wave poured over the bows and smashed in a hatch. Water tumbled into the forward holds. Acting as ballast, the bow momentarily righted itself.

			Eva heard the faint sound of a creaking pulley as Frederick stumbled along the deck past the shattered remains of the funnel. A boat was being swung over the side. ‘They’re going without us,’ she yelled. ‘Stop them.’

			The davits swung. The boat inched away from the tilting deck. If they didn’t do something before the next wave hit then they would be lost.

			Frederick lunged as the Arcadia gave a vast, dying shudder and the lifeboat began to swing outwards – away from the ship. 

			Eva found herself flung from his arms and flying into the maelstrom. She opened her mouth to scream, but her breath was viciously knocked from her as she landed with a thud in the bottom of the lifeboat. Hands reached for her, helping her up, jamming her between the others who’d made it in time.

			She looked up. They were dangling clear of the Arcadia. Frederick was still on deck. She could see the outline of him as he leaned against the railings. ‘Freddy,’ she screamed. ‘Jump, jump.’ 

			He couldn’t hear her. The words had been ripped away by the wind. Drowned in the angry sea. 

			She fought off the restraining hands and grabbed the nearest sailor. ‘You’ve got to go back,’ she screamed. ‘My husband’s up there.’

			He shook her off as the little boat rocked dangerously on the davits. ‘If I don’t get this rope unjammed we’ll all die,’ he shouted into her face. ‘Sit down.’

			She had no time to berate him for she was sent crashing once more to the bottom of the little boat as it collided against the side of the ship. Hands no longer reached for her. The other survivors were too intent upon clinging to the sides of the boat. In despair she looked back at the Arcadia. She was breaking up fast, the rocks and coral ripping great gouges below the water–line as the sea lashed over her tilting decks. 

			‘Freddy,’ she moaned. ‘Oh my God, Freddy.’ Tears mingled with the rain and the sobs were dredged from deep within her as she watched a wall of water race from stem to stern. It swept the remaining passengers away into the night, their screams lost in the wind. 

			The lifeboat was also in trouble. With ever–increasing force it was being rammed against the side of the Arcadia. Soon the bow would be smashed to pieces. It was imperative the umbilical cord was cut from the mother ship. 

			While the seamen struggled to clear the wreckage that had become entangled in the davits, Eva strained to pierce the darkness for sight of Frederick. She could hear the screams of those in the churning water below, and feel the sickening lurch as once again the lifeboat crashed against the Arcadia. 

			But it was too dark. She could see nothing.

			With no warning, the stern of the lifeboat plunged several feet towards the water. Eva’s screams mingled with the others, but they were cut short when the bow did the same. Like the other survivors, she clung to the side, eyes tightly shut, breath shallow as they swung level.

			The boat hovered there for an instant, then plunged with breathtaking suddenness towards the maelstrom below. They landed with a bone–jarring crash and were immediately flung away from the dying ship by a gigantic wave. But the seams of that little boat held and the surviving men pulled hard on the oars to get as much space as possible between them and the stricken Arcadia.

			Eva moaned in fear and grief. Out there, in the blackest of nights and in the vast, angry seas of this foreign ocean a ship had died, and along with it had gone her husband and every dream they had shared.
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			Australia 1947

			Home. It was an emotive word, conjuring up warmth and love and security. Yet, here she was, at thirty-two, back in a place that had remained only a provocative memory. A memory of eternal sunshine, of childish pleasures – a memory of something dark behind the brightness of the sun – something that only now, after twenty-two years, she was beginning to understand.

			Olivia shivered, touched by something far colder than the light breeze coming off the sea. Those long-lost days of childhood had returned full force now she was here, and as she watched the children playing on the beach, she was drawn to one in particular. 

			The little girl was absorbed in making sandcastles, her fair curls glinting in the sun, her mouth pursed in concentration. It was as if time had stood still in the intervening years and she’d been granted a glimpse of how she had once been. As if she was the child, innocent, unaware of the tangle of secrets and lies that bound her to the people she trusted. And yet Olivia knew that innocence was priceless, for the truth, when it was finally revealed, could shatter everything she had believed in. 

			What kind of future did that little girl have, she wondered, as the child emptied the small metal pail and resumed digging. What secrets will overshadow her life? She hoped there were none. Hoped she was loved.

			Olivia blinked away the tears that threatened and made a concerted effort to remain calm. The years of war had taught her it was pointless to feel sorry for herself. A waste of energy to let the rage surface and take over. She had learned there was little profit in letting the fear of the unknown waver her resolve. Better to use these still moments to garner strength and courage for what lay ahead. For the truth was here in Trinity, and she was determined to find it. 

			She tucked the handkerchief into her belt and brushed sand from the narrow shantung suit that had been considered the height of fashion in post-war London, but made her feel overdressed amongst the cotton frocks and swimwear of the others on the beach. Her white gloves, handbag and peep-toed high heels were all wrong too, and her smile was wry as she continued to watch the child at play. She hadn’t waited to book into the hotel. Had been too impatient to change first before coming here. For this beach, this tiny corner of northern Queensland encompassed all the memories.

			Despite the bewildering and painful reason behind this trip, she had gleaned some fun from choosing a new wardrobe. It had almost been a relief to hang up her uniform for a while, to forget the horrors of what she’d seen and all the other responsibilities she’d shouldered as a nursing sister and become a woman again. Even though it meant using all the clothing coupons she’d saved.

			With a deep sigh she leaned back on the wooden bench and took in her surroundings. She’d forgotten how much space there was. Forgotten how extraordinary the light after the darkness and chaos of London in the Blitz. Time, for once, seemed to have no meaning, each day following another at a leisurely pace, without the hustle and bustle she’d become so used to in England. It was as if the years of war had never been. As if this corner of the world had merely woken from a long sleep, the nightmares forgotten in the healing warmth of the sunlight the Australians almost took for granted. 

			As she looked around her, she saw that warmth reflected in the easy way of the people and in their cheerful attitude to life and welcoming smiles. She closed her eyes for a moment and breathed in the scent of pine and eucalyptus that was tinged with sea spray. The magic of this special place had begun to work on her. How quickly she’d forgotten its force.

			Olivia’s gaze swept over the familiar scenery. It was familiar because her dreams were of this place. Familiar because the memory of it had lived with her, deep in the yearning part of her being ever since she’d had to leave. Now the wonder of this homecoming filled her with such deep emotion she could barely catch her breath. Nothing had changed, she realised. It was as if this special corner of the world had been waiting for just this moment – like a precious gift, it seemed freshly unwrapped and sparkling - and she drank in the sights and sounds and scents she had once thought were forever lost to her.

			The beach curved in a crescent of pale yellow sand that was lapped by the milky froth of the warm Pacific. At the furthest reaches of this arc lay sheltering cliffs of black rock that tumbled into the turquoise sea. These rocks were streaked with red, the colour of rust – the colour of the vast outback, which sprawled only a few hundred miles west of this peaceful bay. Pine trees and bright yellow wattle jostled for position along the clifftops, their roots buried in a thick carpet of pine needles, cones and rich black soil. 

			Olivia breathed in the fragrance that had been so much a part of her childhood, and as she watched the elegant pelicans glide across the water, she listened to the cries of the curlews and plovers. Home. This was home, regardless of the painful memories, regardless of the secrets she had still to uncover. Her time away had been short in the wider scheme of things, but in truth her spirit had never left. For like the native trees, her roots were buried within this black soil. She prayed only that they were deep enough to withstand the coming storm.

			*


			Giles ran a finger around his collar and wished he’d worn something more suitable. His tropical suit was rumpled and travel-stained, the collar too tight on his shirt, the tie strangling him. He pushed back the panama hat and wiped his brow with a handkerchief. The heat reminded him of Italy, and the interminable weeks he’d spent in the POW camp after being shot down. Escape had come at a price and even in these peaceful surroundings he thought he could hear the echoes of gunfire beyond the seabirds’ cries. 

			He tugged his hat forward and smoothed his moustache. He was doing this for Olivia, he reminded himself. It didn’t matter if he suffered a little discomfort. She was worth it.

			Giles eyed the young woman sitting on the bench by the shore and although she was set apart, not only by her clothing, but by her demeanour, he knew instinctively she was content to be alone. Her thoughts had to be in turmoil, and he felt he understood what coming home had to mean to her. He’d experienced something similar when he’d finally left hospital and returned to Wimbledon, but if he’d been asked to describe the overwhelming emotions of that day he’d have been hardpressed. For they were legion.

			He loosened his tie and collar and after a moment’s hesitation slipped off his jacket. The empty shirtsleeve would always be a reminder of his war, but he had to learn to come to terms with it. At least he was still alive. Placing the jacket on the ground beneath a pine tree he sat down and leaned against the rough bark. Lighting a cheroot, he watched Olivia through the drift of smoke. 

			She had been a part of his life for twenty-two years and he could still clearly remember the day she and her mother had arrived in that quiet street in Wimbledon. He closed his eyes and watched again as the crates and cases were carried into the house from the removal van. His eleventh birthday was a week away and he’d been hoping their new neighbours had at least one son young enough to play with. It was lonely being an only child. 

			Giles opened his eyes, his gaze immediately seeking out Olivia. He smiled at the memory of the sharp pang of disappointment he’d experienced when the little girl had emerged from the taxi. How wrong he’d been to think she couldn’t be a friend. 

			Olivia had intrigued him from the start, for she was different from anyone he’d ever met. Despite being a year younger, she enjoyed the rough and tumble of his boyish games, and positively thrashed him at climbing trees and riding their ponies full tilt across the common. She was brave and energetic, never bursting into tears or telling tales, and would wear the grazes and bumps of their adventures with a bravado he’d admired.

			Giles felt the laughter bubble up as the snapshots of memory flashed before him. He’d poked fun at her accent once. He’d never done it again. For he’d soon discovered she could deliver a stinging punch as good as any boy. 

			He looked across the expanse of sand to the young woman on the shore, and felt the old familiar surge of love. Olivia’s rougher edges had been smoothed by the years at a girl’s boarding school, and the accent was gone, but there were still flashes of that famous temper, of the little hoyden who’d admitted in a quiet moment to feeling out of place in what the English termed ‘society’. 

			Olivia had come into her own during the war years, if the gossip on the wards were anything to go by. No-one could drive an ambulance quite as fearlessly, or deal with stroppy air-raid wardens and surgeons quite so effectively. Her energy and no-nonsense approach had served her well, and yet her gentler side had come to the fore when caring for the maimed and screaming as they had been disinterred from the burning rubble of the East End and brought into the wards. 

			Giles watched as she sat deep in thought. Small and slender, the straw hat shadowing her face, there was no hint of the passion he knew was encompassed in that little body – no clue to the experiences she’d had, or the bewilderment she must be suffering over the events of the past few months. The casual observer would notice only the aura of stillness that surrounded her, the neatness of her dress and the deceptive delicacy of her frame. On closer observation perhaps they would note the depth of fire in her dark eyes and the way the chin was held so defiantly – and garner a hint of the strength of will behind the elfin facade. Perhaps get a glimpse of the lustrous black hair she had refused to cut despite fashion and matron’s orders and which lay coiled neatly at her nape. 

			He flicked ash from his cheroot and sighed. How many times had he been tempted to unfasten the pins so he could run that curtain of ebony through his fingers? How many times had he wanted to kiss those dark winged brows and sweet mouth, to cup her face in his hand and feel the softness of her skin? 

			He dipped his head and grinned. Olivia would box his ears for taking such liberties – and quite rightly. For he’d never told her how he felt – had never dared risk the deep friendship they had shared over the years. Now it was too late. What woman, let alone one as beautiful as Olivia, would want him now? 

			Giles dismissed the fleeting moment of self-pity, recognising it for what it was, but acknowledging the truth behind it. Yet he was all too aware of the spark of hope that would not be extinguished. The hope that one day Olivia would come to love him.

			He ran his fingers over the empty sleeve. The ghost of his left arm was still there, still aching, itching, tingling with a life it no longer had, and he supposed he would eventually become used to its absence. In a way, he mused, his missing limb was like his relationship with Olivia. There, but not really in the form and solidity he wished it to be. He’d had to settle for friendship – second best – and forget all the plans he’d made at the beginning of the war for marriage, children, and a home in the country. 

			He suspected she didn’t share his passion, but regarded him with deep affection as the elder brother she’d never had, the closest friend and keeper of her secrets. To speak of love would change things between them; bring an awkwardness that had never been there before, a shifting and withdrawal of their shared intimacies that would ultimately destroy what they prized. So he’d remained silent. 

			He stubbed out his cheroot, careful to make certain it was well and truly dead before getting to his feet and retrieving his jacket. He was being selfish, he admitted. Thinking only of himself when Olivia was obviously deeply troubled. She had made this journey for a reason – a reason, which unusually, she had so far not shared with him. He had no doubt she would tell him when she was ready, and he must be prepared to put all thoughts of love aside and be her anchor. For he had a nasty feeling they were heading for stormy waters.   
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			‘Wait on a minute, why don’t ya?’ yelled Maggie Finlay as she struggled through the narrow door into the bar with the crates of beer.

			‘A bloke could die of thirst,’ grumbled the shearer, who was in town for a few days to spend his hard–earned money before moving on to the next sheep station. 

			‘You’ll die of something far nastier if you don’t stop your whingeing,’ Maggie muttered as she stacked the crates beneath the counter and plucked out a bottle. She looked the shearer in the eye. He was a grizzled individual, with leathery skin and bloodshot eyes. ‘Money up front, mate. You know the rules.’

			He pulled a ten bob note out of his pocket and slammed it on the counter. ‘Strewth, Maggie. What’s bitin’ you today?’ 

			Maggie tucked back the wisps of brown hair that had escaped the bristle of pins she used to keep it neat, and blew out a breath. ‘The heat, the flies – having to run this place on me own while Sam goes fishing. So what else is new?’

			She left him to his beer, turned back to the shelves behind the bar and began to run a damp cloth over them. Despite living so close to the shore, the outback dust still lay in a red film over everything, and Maggie wondered if she would spend the rest of her life trying to get rid of it. She caught sight of her reflection in the mirrors behind the shelves and sighed. The clean cotton dress was already sticking to her, and there was a smear of dirt where the beer crates had left their mark. Her hair, freshly washed that morning, already looked limp and dull, and there were dark shadows beneath her eyes. She was too skinny – more like a boy than a woman in her thirties, and the lack of decent make–up didn’t improve matters either. There seems to be no time to myself any more, she thought crossly. I look a sight. 

			Yet she liked living in Trinity. It was a nice little town, with enough passing trade to keep things fairly lively. Shearers and drovers came in from the Big Wide to spend their money, and the homesteaders left the awful heat of their remote stations and came to relax at their beachside cottages. All in all, she mused, she was glad she’d come here, even if the reason for the long journey north hadn’t quite been fulfilled. At least a part of her curiosity had been satisfied, and knowing what she did, she’d had to acknowledge that some things just weren’t meant to be. 

			I really shouldn’t grumble, she thought as she dusted. I have work, a roof over my head and the sea to swim in – to hell with everything else. 

			She looked in the mirror, gazing past her reflection to the room behind her. The hotel stood on the corner of the main street, which ran directly down to the shore. It was almost a hundred years old and had so far managed to escape fire, flood and the pestilence of white ants, but it needed a coat of fresh paint and some of the windows were webbed with cracks. Painted brown, it had two storeys, both surrounded by wrap–round balconies where the guests could sit in the shade and watch the world go by. The old hitching rails were still embedded along the kerb, but most of the hotel patrons arrived in utes and cars these days. 

			The bar was similar to any other in Australia, dark and sombre with fly papers hanging from the ceiling and a rickety old fan stirring the hot air in an attempt to cool the patrons down. There were a couple of rough wooden benches set against the walls, but most of their customers preferred to lean against the polished pine bar with their boots resting on the brass railing that ran just above the floor.

			Maggie would have liked tables and chairs and vases of flowers about the place. Gingham curtains would have looked nice at the windows, and perhaps a bit of carpet to deaden the noise. Yet she knew this was out of the question. This was a man’s world and not even a second world war could alter that. They liked things unchanged, and probably didn’t even notice just how run–down and shabby the place was. 

			Women and their fancy ideas were still relegated to the lounge or the verandah, and after almost a year of working here, Maggie approved. After all, what lady would want to hear a load of blokes swearing and boasting, the volume rising in direct parallel to the amount of beer consumed? Fights broke out regularly – never anything too serious – but it was why the furnishings were kept to a minimum, and women kept out.

			Maggie grinned, gave the shelves one more swipe and began to wash the glasses. She knew why she was having a bit of a blue –  Sam. Impossible man. Impossible to deny her feelings for him. If only he would notice her – see her as more than a good manager and barmaid – see her as a woman. But she suspected Sam thought of her as just someone to clean and cook and take care of his business. A companion at the meal table, someone to chat to when the bar was closed and they could rest for an hour before retiring to their separate rooms. 

			Samuel White was the owner of the Trinity Hotel. A war hero who’d returned from Europe to find his wife and son had perished in a bush fire. He had turned away from life in the outback and had invested in this place. At forty–two he was ten years older than Maggie, but still had the energy of a man half his age. Tall, lean and tanned by the sun, his dark hair was winged with grey. He wasn’t handsome in the ordinary way, not until he smiled. Then his face lit up and warmth struck the startling blue of his eyes and emphasised the blackness of his lashes. Maggie was in love with him, God help her, and she would often lie awake at night and wonder what it would be like to share his bed.

			‘Any danger of another jar?’

			The shearer’s voice broke into her thoughts and she thankfully pulled another bottle from the crate and opened it. There was no point in wishing things were different between her and Sam, and thoughts like that were doing her no good at all.

			The bar was slowly filling and the noise level was rising as an argument broke out on the possible winner of the Melbourne Cup which was due to be run in a week’s time. Maggie was sweating profusely as she served drinks, mopped up spills and tried to keep the peace between the warring factions. Her feet were hurting and her back ached, and there was still no sign of Sam. Love him or not, Maggie would give him a piece of her mind when he did show his face.

			She was bent double, wrestling with a heavy barrel that needed to be attached to the pump and didn’t notice the drop in the noise. ‘Can one of you blokes get round here and help me with this flaming thing?’ she yelled. ‘Stuck tighter than a cork up a goanna’s arse.’

			The silence that greeted this plea for help was so unusual she left the barrel and straightened her back. Maggie was met by a sight and sound she’d never before experienced. The silence was so profound she could hear the cricket chirruping in the drainpipe, and the wall of backs pressed against the bar made it impossible to see what had brought about this phenomenon.

			As she stood on tiptoe and tried to see what was going on, the wall in front of her parted like the Red Sea. The silent men shuffled back, their glasses held tightly against their chests, their eyes wide in suspicion and horror. 

			The woman stepped into the bar and let the door swing behind her. She seemed unfazed by the reaction of her audience and actually smiled and nodded to a couple of the younger men who’d apparently forgotten how to shut their gaping mouths.

			Maggie reddened, aware of how she must look to this cool, elegant woman in the beautiful suit and white shoes. Aware of the coarse language she’d used only moments ago, and surely been over–heard. She ran a hand over her hair, tucked back a few stray wisps and attempted to smooth the lapels of her cotton dress. The lady had courage, whoever she was. But she wasn’t a local, that was for sure, for no respectable Australian woman would be seen dead in here unless she was working behind the bar.

			‘What can I do you for, luv?’ she asked. ‘Ladies lounge is out back, or you can sit on the verandah and I’ll bring you something.’

			All eyes followed the woman as she approached the bar and placed her handbag on the counter. They began to mutter as she pulled off the gloves and dabbed her top lip with a pristine handkerchief. ‘I was wondering if you have a room?’

			A Pom, realised Maggie. No wonder she could waltz in here like that. ‘Come with me and I’ll see you right,’ she said hastily.

			‘I’d like a drink first,’ said the woman who seemed determined to remain on the other side of the bar. ‘A cold beer would be just the ticket.’

			The muttering grew and Maggie could distinctly hear the comments now being bandied about. ‘I’ll get you a drink in the ladies lounge,’ she said with a firmness that belied the laughter bubbling up inside her. Whoever this woman was, she was one tough sheila, because she had to be aware of the stir she’d caused. Good on her. About time this place was shook up a little. 

			Maggie flipped back the panel in the bar and almost pulled her towards the side door. ‘In here, luv. Before you put my customers off their beer.’

			They entered the cool parlour, the light dimmed by the closed shutters, and turned to face one another. Of similar height, Maggie found she was staring into a pair of wide brown eyes that were several shades darker than her own. ‘Sorry about that,’ she said. ‘But the blokes can be a bit crook when a woman comes into the bar. Makes ‘em nervous.’

			‘Why ever should they be nervous of me?’ The tone was soft, the vowels rounded. ‘I often go into the pub in England.’

			‘It’s different here, luv. You’ll learn.’ Maggie grabbed the visitor’s book. She was feeling uneasy, gauche, all too aware of her grubby clothes and reddened hands. This woman had an unsettling effect on her, and she could only think it was the stillness of her, the complete confidence in the way she did everything. ‘One night, was it?’ 

			The handbag was placed on a side table, the gloves alongside it. The hat was removed and the black hair smoothed back from the flawless face. ‘We seem to have got off on the wrong foot. I’m sorry if I’ve caused trouble.’ A slender hand was thrust forward. ‘The name’s Olivia Hamilton.’

			Maggie shook her hand, noting the polished nails, and the absence of a wedding ring. ‘Maggie Finlay. Manager and general dogsbody of this place,’ she said with a nervous laugh. ‘It ain’t much, but it’s home and the sheets are clean.’

			Olivia’s smile seemed genuine. ‘Then we shall look forward to staying here,’ she said softly. She must have noticed Maggie’s look of surprise. ‘I’m travelling with a friend,’ she explained. ‘We’ll need separate rooms of course, and I don’t really know how long we’ll be here.’

			Maggie hid her knowing smile as she watched Olivia fill in the reservation docket. Separate rooms or not, she’d been in this business long enough to know ‘friends’ often shared a bed. It would be interesting to see what kind of man this cool, composed Olivia favoured. And even more interesting to discover just what the hell she was doing so far off the tourist track.

			*

			‘Maggie said you’d be in here,’ said Giles as he came into the upstairs parlour that connected their bedrooms. ‘I hear you caused quite a stir. They’re all talking about you.’

			‘At least they’re leaving some other poor bugger alone,’ she murmured before taking a sip of the ice cold beer Maggie had brought up earlier.

			Olivia noticed he’d changed into light slacks and a fresh shirt. He was a handsome man, with his light brown hair, hazel eyes and trim moustache, but she could see he was tired. The darkness under his eyes told of sleepless nights, and possibly some pain despite the medication. Yet Giles had never complained, and seemed to be slowly coming to terms with the amputation. 

			She smiled and sank further into the softness of the armchair. She too had washed and changed, and had even snatched a half hour of sleep while Giles had a drink in the bar. Her loose–fitting cotton dress and sandals were far more comfortable than that silly suit, and she didn’t feel quite so out of place. Yet she was exhausted. It had been a long journey from Sydney to Trinity and she still couldn’t quite believe she was here. She took another sip of the beer and sighed in satisfaction. ‘Makes a change from the warm brew back home.’

			Giles placed his glass on a nearby table and sat down. ‘So,’ he began, as he often did. ‘Has the old place changed much?’

			She shook her head. ‘Not really. There are more cars about of course, and the road has been covered in bitumen, but on the whole it’s just the same.’ She took in her surroundings. The dusty aspidistra in the corner, the worn sofas and chairs, the scratched tables and dull paint were all so familiar. As was the squeaking fan on the ceiling, the dusty French doors leading out to the verandah, and the dangling fly–papers covered in black bodies. ‘In fact, if I didn’t know this was a hotel, I could have sworn it was the old house. We had a flowerpot just like that one in the corner.’

			She saw Giles was restless and knew, before he spoke, what he was going to say. Yet she needed to absorb everything that had happened today. Her senses were filled with the sights and sounds she’d thought she’d never experience again. Her mind almost overloaded by the enormity of what she was doing.

			‘Are you going to tell me why we’ve had to come to the other side of the world?’

			Olivia silently admitted she hadn’t been fair to him. Dear Giles. What would she have done without him these past months? He was such a brick, and she’d been taking his warmth and kind heart almost for granted. ‘Did Mother ever tell you the story of how she came here?’

			Giles shook his head. ‘Eva was a mystery to me, Olivia. Actually, I don’t think she liked me very much. Never really talked.’

			Olivia nodded. ‘She could be like that,’ she admitted. ‘But I think it was shyness on her part, rather than anything else.’

			Giles snorted. ‘I’d have said Eva was the least shy person I’ve met. Despite her lack of height and her tiny frame, she had a glare that still made me quail long after I was out of short trousers. Afternoon teas at your house were positive purgatory.’

			Olivia laughed. ‘Yes, they were a bit much.’ Mother liked to do things properly. Afternoon tea was served promptly at four, with cucumber sandwiches, scones and cake. No crusts on the sandwiches of course, and lemon in the tea. Milky tea was regarded as common.

			Giles grimaced. ‘It was dreadful trying to balance plate and cup and saucer and carry on polite conversation. I never did get the hang of it.’

			Olivia laughed and had a fleeting remembrance of Giles as a young man, sitting awkwardly on the edge of the couch, cup and saucer in one hand, plate piled high with sandwiches in the other, napkin on his knee. He’d rarely managed to eat much despite Mother’s urging. 

			‘Mother’s Victorian upbringing was deeply ingrained, unfortunately, and I think that was her main problem. She often said she never felt she fitted in over here. There was no class system, you see, nothing tangible she could hold on to. And when she finally went back to England she found so many things had changed she was at a loss as to how to deal with them.’ Olivia sighed. ‘Bless her heart. I do miss her, you know.’

			‘Of course you do,’ he said softly. ‘It can’t have been easy to watch her die. I don’t know how you did it.’

			Olivia looked out of the window and saw how the sky was now darkening, streaked with purple and red. The sunset was going to be spectacular and she wished she could escape this room and the memories and return to the beach. Yet, she had come so far, now was not the time to back off and wish things were different. 

			‘Years of nursing gives you a tough shell. But nothing prepares you for the death of a loved one.’ Her voice broke and she blinked. She could remember Eva from those early years. She’d been full of life and nothing had seemed to get her down. Yet, Eva had never been a tactile mother. Never one to suddenly sweep her up in a hug and rain kisses on her. There had been many times when Olivia had yearned for her to break from the stilted constraints within which she was imprisoned and show some emotion. It had taken a long while to understand it didn’t need kisses and hugs to prove she was loved. 

			‘In the end it was a release for both of us. She had so much pain, and hated being helpless.’

			‘Quite so,’ murmured Giles. He paused for a moment and fingered his moustache. ‘I admired her in a way, even though she terrified me. She always seemed so strong, so in control. That’s why I was surprised she packed you off to boarding school. One would have thought she’d have appreciated your company. Being alone, as she was.’

			Olivia grimaced. ‘Ghastly place. Still, Mother thought she was doing what was right. I needed educating, refining and to be taught to behave like a young lady, not a tomboy. They did that for me alright.’ She gave a wry smile. ‘But I can’t pretend I wasn’t lonely, and if hadn’t been for Priscilla, I don’t know if I’d have lasted.’

			‘Ah, yes. Priscilla.’ Giles smiled, the teasing sparkle in his eyes not lost on her. ‘Still around, is she?’

			Olivia laughed. ‘Only now and then. We’ve grown up and don’t need one another quite so much any more.’ She cleared her throat and took another sip of the beer. She felt calmer, ready to begin this frightening journey into the unknown. It was time to tell him something of the history behind this extraordinary journey. 

			‘When Mother died last year I had to deal with all the bumph that goes with winding up the estate and so on. I was clearing out her bureau when the drawer became jammed.’ She grinned at him. ‘You know how impatient I am. Can’t bear being thwarted. I stuck a screwdriver under it and practically ripped it out. Damaged the drawer, of course, but once I’d seen what was hidden behind it, it no longer seemed to matter.’

			Giles sat forward in his chair, the empty shirtsleeve dangling. ‘Always loved a good mystery,’ he enthused. ‘What did you find?’

			Olivia smiled despite the turmoil of her thoughts and the images that were haunting her. There was still so much of the boy in Giles, despite the horrors he’d been through. Yet how to describe the appalled shock she’d experienced when she realised what she had found. She could see herself now, sitting in the middle of the floor, the broken drawer upended beside her, the tears rolling down her face unheeded as the grandfather clock chimed one hour and then another. Her world had been turned upside down. She hadn’t known what to believe.

			Olivia emerged from her dark thoughts and realised Giles was still waiting for a reply. Yet she didn’t want to spoil this first day home by recounting those terrible hours. Better to start right back at the beginning. That part of the past didn’t have the power to hurt her, so it was safe. ‘I’ll tell you soon enough,’ she murmured. ‘You’ll have to be patient with me,’ she pleaded. ‘This isn’t going to be easy for either of us.’

			Giles frowned as he leaned back in his chair, his hazel eyes searching her face for some sign of what was troubling her. But Olivia was determined not to be rushed. She wasn’t yet ready to voice her true concerns, and if he was to understand why they were here, then she had to put things in order. She and Giles had always been close – he would understand eventually. 

			She made a concerted effort to relax. Her quest for the truth had begun, and like Eva Hamilton all those years ago, she had no idea where this journey would take her.


		

	
			3

			Olivia was exhausted. The retelling of Eva’s story was too much after such a long journey. She looked at her watch. ‘Time for dinner,’ she said. ‘Come on, Giles. I’m starving.’

			Giles looked at her in horror. ‘You can’t leave it there,’ he protested. ‘What happened to Eva? Was Frederick drowned?’

			‘You’ll find out soon enough,’ she said through a yawn. 

			Giles hauled himself out of the chair. ‘You’re being unfair,’ he grumbled. When he got no response he gathered up his cigars and lighter and stuffed them in his pocket. ‘I don’t suppose I’m expected to wear a tie and jacket, am I?’ he asked with an edge of impatience.

			‘Shouldn’t think so. It’s hardly the Ritz.’ She tucked the empty sleeve into the belt around his trousers. ‘Do come on, I’m famished.’

			His irritation with her vanished. ‘Yes, Matron,’ he teased. He earned a soft cuff on the chin as a reminder not to push her too far, then she linked her arm with his and they went downstairs.

			‘Tea’s ready,’ shouted Maggie as she hurried past the bottom of the stairs with overloaded plates. ‘Follow me.’

			Like the rest of the hotel, the dining room had seen better days. But the floor shone with polish and the tables glimmered in snowy cloths. The last of the sunset was streaming through the lead–light panes at the tops of the windows, painting a golden glow over the diners. Shabby it might be, but it was obviously popular.

			Olivia and Giles took their seats at a table laid for two, fully aware of the curious stares and the drop in the noise level at their arrival. Olivia smiled and nodded in acknowledgement of the muttered ‘g’days’. She realised immediately they were objects of curiosity, but managed to keep any exchanges polite and fairly uninformative. She didn’t want everyone knowing her business, and old habits died hard. She’d been in England too long to relinquish information at the drop of a hat.

			‘Here you go.’ Maggie placed two heaped plates of food in front of them. ‘That’ll put colour in your cheeks and no mistake,’ she said with a grin at Giles. 

			Olivia smiled silent thanks, and was rewarded with a nonchalant shrug before Maggie moved on to the next table. Without being asked, Maggie had cut the meat into manageable portions for Giles, and Olivia was warmed by this thoughtful gesture. Then she looked down in horror at the meal before her. Four, no five lamb chops, a piece of steak, a mound of potato and a fried egg, all liberally covered in a thick onion gravy. Two thick slices of bread and butter were balanced on the side of the plate. ‘How on earth am I supposed to eat all this?’ she whispered to Giles.

			He winked. ‘You said you were starving. Prove it.’ He loaded his fork and began to chew. ‘It’s very good. Nice to have decent meat again.’

			Olivia sighed. It was still hot despite the sun casting the last of its light and the darkness fast approaching. Her appetite had been curtailed by rationing, and combined with the weariness and the awful heat, she doubted she’d make much headway with this gargantuan feast. But the smell of mint sauce and onions was tempting. She tucked in and was amazed that she managed to eat at least half of it. Giles was right. There was obviously no rationing here, and it had been a joy to eat a lamb chop again. 

			She finally pushed the plate away and sat back in her chair, her stomach pleasantly full. As she waited for Giles to finish she took the opportunity to survey the other diners. They were all male, some of them obviously rather more wealthy than others, and she guessed these were the graziers – the nobility of the outback. These men didn’t share tables with the drovers and ringers and shearers, but they talked across as if there were no class barriers and seemed totally at ease with themselves and each other. 

			What a strange place Australia is, she thought. No wonder Mother found it puzzling, for there seemed to be none of the strict codes of English society. Yet she found that cheerful informality heartening, and acknowledged that things had begun to change in England too. It had taken a war to do that – perhaps now they could all move on.

			She looked up as Maggie fetched the dirty plates and replaced them with bowls of steaming sponge pudding and custard. ‘I shall get very fat if I eat this much every day,’ she said with a smile.

			‘Don’t reckon you will,’ replied Maggie as she put the plates on a tray. Her gaze swept over Olivia and she grinned. ‘You’re like me. Born skinny.’

			Olivia digested this bit of wisdom and wasn’t quite sure how to take it. Years of rationing and hard work had made her thin – it was nothing to do with being born that way. ‘I really haven’t room for this,’ she said as she handed back the pudding.

			‘Give it to Giles. He could do with fattening up after what he’s been through.’

			Olivia saw Giles redden and guessed he and Maggie must have had a long talk while he drank in the bar. ‘Are you the only one working here?’ she asked as Maggie polished a spoon and placed it carefully next to Giles’ right hand.

			Maggie tossed her head. ‘There’s Lila and her daughter in the kitchen and someone comes in the mornings to clean the place and to help in the bar at weekends. Sam is supposed to be here – he’s the owner – but he’s gone walkabout as usual.’ Her brown eyes flashed gold in the reflected light of the lamps she’d lit earlier. ‘I’ll have his guts for garters when he does show,’ she threatened. ‘He knows Saturday night’s are busy.’

			Olivia drank a cup of tea and watched Giles plough his way through most of the two puddings. She laughed softly when he finally leaned back and wiped his mouth on the napkin. ‘I’ll be surprised if you can move after eating that lot,’ she teased. ‘But it’s good to see you’ve got your appetite back.’

			‘Comfort food,’ he replied with a smile of satisfaction. ‘Reminds me of boarding school and the officers’ mess.’ He patted his stomach and lit a cheroot. ‘Now that’s what I call a proper dinner.’

			Olivia grinned and as Giles began a long involved conversation with a nearby grazier, she watched Maggie stride in and out with trays of plates and cups and saucers. Her expression was stormy, her mouth set. There was obviously still no sign of the errant Sam, and Olivia was beginning to feel rather sorry for this anonymous individual. Maggie was obviously not someone to cross.

			Giles had been asked to join the other men for a drink, but he wasn’t really in the mood and Olivia could tell that all the travelling was beginning to tell on him. They finally took their leave and decided to take a stroll down to the beach. They needed the exercise after such a meal, or it would be impossible to sleep. 

			Olivia breathed in the soft scent of night flowers, and the crisp salty tang of the sea. It was so still, so silent, the road so empty. She linked her arm through his, enjoying the peace and the light breeze coming off the sea. Enjoying the familiar companionship.

			The beach was bathed in moonlight, the water sparkling beneath a black sky strewn with stars. Olivia kicked off her sandals, peeled down her stockings and wriggled her toes in the sand. It was still warm from the sun. She lifted the hem of her skirt and waded into the velvet coolness of the water. 

			After struggling with his shoes and socks, Giles joined her. They stood ankle deep in that balmy water, gazing in awe at the enormous sky. The Milky Way splashed a majestic white cloud of a million pinpoints of light that seemed to have no beginning and no end. The Southern Cross and Orion twinkled coldly and clearly against the backdrop of endless darkness, and the moon was a perfect silver sixpence reflected in the ripples on the water.

			Olivia once again felt the calming influence of this place that had once been home. As a child she’d never been permitted to stay out after dark, but she’d sat for hours at her bedroom window watching the heavenly display. The stars were old friends – and like old friends they seemed to be welcoming her back.

			*

				Sam rubbed the mare down, made sure she had enough feed and water and quietly bolted the stable door. Gathering his fishing tackle and catch, he turned to look at the lights blazing from the hotel and grimaced. It was late, much later than he’d thought, and would no doubt catch an earful from Maggie.

			‘It’s my bloody hotel,’ he muttered. ‘I can come and go as I please.’

			Yet he knew it was only bravado. He felt bad about letting Maggie cope alone and wished he had a proper excuse for his lateness. But the truth was he’d forgotten the time. Had sat there by his favourite fishing pool up in the tablelands and dreamed away the day, relishing the solitude and the peace the rainforest always brought to his soul. 

			He was getting old, he thought as he decided to roll one last smoke before facing Maggie. What had happened to the tough grazier who’d fought fire, flood, drought and bullets? He’d become a dreamer, that’s what. An old bludger trying to make sense of a changing world that had moved too fast for him. He grimaced. Without Stella and the boy none of it mattered anyhow.

			His hands cupped the match as it flared in the darkness. This simple action still had the power to chill him, for it was a reminder of the war – a reminder of sniper fire fixed by the gleam of a carelessly guarded third strike of a match. A reminder that one single spark had the power to wipe out everything he’d known and loved.

			The images of that burned–out shell when he’d returned home to Leanora Station after the war still lived with him. He could still see the simple gravestones in the little cemetery. They had already looked abandoned and were terrible reminders of nature’s power. A man could fight all his life against that power, but it always won in the end. It had been a harsh lesson. 

			With a sigh he stuffed the dead match back in the box and eased his shoulder against the rough wood of the stable wall. The will to fight had been knocked out of him then. He’d had to accept that resilience was for younger men. They had the strength for it – the hunger to keep going. His war was over in every sense, and now here he was, the owner of a shabby hotel in the far northern reaches of Queensland.

			Sam pushed the gloomy thoughts away and watched Maggie through the lighted window. She was moving swiftly as always, mouth going nineteen to the dozen as she talked to the lubras in the kitchen. He grinned. She was a dinkum sheila and no mistake. Skinny as a rake, but not bad–looking when scrubbed up for a special occasion, Maggie had proved she was the perfect choice to run his establishment. But he’d guessed a while back that poor old Maggie had had it rough all her bloody life, and admitted he wasn’t exactly helping matters by staying out late and leaving her to cope on her own on a Saturday night.

			He finished his smoke and ground it beneath his boot heel. His absence hadn’t been totally selfish, he acknowledged, for it was in Maggie’s interest that he kept his distance. He’d noticed how she looked at him and had understood what it meant. He’d been flattered that someone so much younger should find him attractive – though why this should be confounded him. 

			Not that he hadn’t been tempted, he thought with a grin. Maggie had fire in her and he’d always admired that in a woman. Yet his instinct told him Maggie wasn’t the sort to accept a fling and then forget about it. They lived in the same hotel, in a tiny town where gossip was rife and everyone knew your business and he was reluctant to enter into any kind of relationship that might cause complications.

			Sam picked up his tackle and catch and loped towards the back door. If he was lucky Maggie would remain occupied in the kitchen and wouldn’t hear him come in. He reached for the latch, but the door was snatched open.

			‘Where the hell have you been?’ she snapped, arms akimbo, feet planted squarely in his path.

			Sam stood in the stream of light pouring out through the open door, his fishing gear dangling from his hands. He scuffed the dirt with his boot, his face hidden by the brim of his hat. ‘Forgot the bloody time.’ He looked back at her and grinned, hoping this would better her mood. ‘Sorry, Maggie.’

			She laid the flat of her hand on his chest and pushed him back out into the darkness. Slamming the door behind her, she faced him. ‘Sorry ain’t good enough, Sam,’ she snapped. ‘I’ve been on me own since six this morning. The bar’s heaving and we’ve got eight rooms rented out.’

			He felt the embarrassment heat his face as he tried to avoid her accusing glare. ‘Fair go, Mags,’ he drawled. ‘I got a nice bit of fish for tea.’ He held up the catch, his smile winsome.

			‘I’d like to tell you where to shove it,’ she said angrily. ‘But I’m too much of a lady.’

			Sam knew he shouldn’t grin, but just couldn’t help it. Maggie was so comical when she was angry.

			‘Don’t you bloody dare,’ she hissed, her index finger inches from his nose. ‘This isn’t funny, Sam. I’ve been on me feet all day, and I’ve had enough.’ She threw the tea towel at his face and stormed into the enveloping darkness. ‘I’m taking tomorrow off,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘And might very well not come back. So put that on your line and go fishing.’

			Sam bit his lip and tried not to laugh. He turned away and pushed through the door into the light of the passageway. She’d be back. She always came back. Yet, as he deposited the fish in the kitchen and left for the bar, he had a sneaking suspicion he’d pushed her too far this time. One of these days she’d carry out her threat, and the thought of running this place without her wiped the smile from his face. However would he cope?

			

			*

			

			‘Looks like the workers are revolting,’ murmured Giles as they heard the last of this exchange and watched Maggie storm into the night.

			‘Good for her,’ replied Olivia. ‘She’s entitled to let off steam.’

			They made their way up the broad staircase with the shabby red carpet and crossed the square landing to their adjoining rooms. ‘Nightcap?’

			Olivia nodded. ‘I’m absolutely whacked, but my mind is still on full alert. Perhaps a brandy will help me sleep.’

			Giles poured them both a hefty slug from the bottle he’d bought earlier and they sat in companionable silence listening to the squeak of the ceiling fan and the soft thud of insects hitting the screens over the window.

			Olivia relaxed into the soft comfort of the faded armchair and closed her eyes. The sounds and scents of her childhood were returning, their persuasive allure drawing her ever closer to the reason behind this homecoming. She would soon have to face the consequences of this journey, of the events that had been out of her control and beyond her understanding when she’d been a child. The images of those early years were vivid, and she frowned as she remembered that not all of those days had been filled with sunlight – but rather with fear.

			‘What are you thinking about? You look very solemn.’

			She opened her eyes and gave him a wan smile. ‘Ghosts,’ she replied.

			He lifted a brow as he fumbled with the top button of his shirt. It was still warm, despite the lateness of the hour. ‘Sounds ominous.’

			Olivia looked away, her gaze finally settling on the doors leading to the verandah. She could just make out the glow of the moon through the screens, and she was once again the little girl at the window, watching the stars, listening to the terrible arguments that went on in the other room. ‘Why do we only remember the sunny days?’ she murmured. ‘Why do we never remember the rain, the clouds, the wind that cut like a knife?’

			‘Because we don’t want to,’ he replied gruffly. He shifted in the chair. ‘Talk to me, Olivia. Tell me what’s really worrying you.’

			She plastered on a smile she knew wouldn’t fool him, but helped her to overcome the dark thoughts. ‘Later,’ she said. ‘I haven’t finished telling you about Mother’s awful introduction to her new life in Australia.’

			He cocked his head, his gaze thoughtful. ‘You’re tired, and obviously troubled. Perhaps we should leave it until tomorrow?’

			She shook her head. ‘I won’t be able to sleep. Mind’s too active.’ She took a drink of the brandy and her good mood was partially restored. ‘Besides,’ she added, ‘there are things I have to do tomorrow, and there might not be time for story–telling.’ She saw the curiosity gleam in his hazel eyes and laughed. ‘One thing at a time,’ she teased. ‘You’ll know as much as I do soon enough.’

			

			*

			

			Eva sat shivering and crying in the bottom of the little boat as the storm raged and the men struggled to wield the great wooden oars and keep them afloat. Eva thought their labours in vain, for how could mere mortals keep them from drowning in such a ferocious sea? How could any of them survive this terrible night?

			For the first time since leaving England she was sick. So sick the spasms eventually exhausted her and she slumped in the icy embrace of the water that sloshed around her in the bottom of the boat. The cold had robbed her of the spark of will that had seen her defy her parents and marry Frederick. Had robbed her of the thirst for adventure that had brought her across the world. She’d had enough and no longer cared what happened to her. If Freddy was gone, then she was prepared to go with him. Her eyelids were heavy as her head drooped and the water seeped into her nose and mouth.

			‘Come on, ducky. No sense in drowning before you have to.’

			Eva heard the woman’s rough, cockney voice and was only vaguely aware of the strong hands gripping her beneath her arms, tearing the fabric of her dinner gown. Only vaguely aware she was being hauled along the bottom of the boat and manhandled until she was sitting propped up between what felt like two stout legs. She tried to open her eyes to see who was misusing her so roughly, but the lids seemed glued together by the salt and the wind. ‘Cold,’ she shivered. ‘So cold.’

			‘I know, darlin’, we’re all cold.’ 

			The boat lurched and rolled and the stinging salt lashed her face as the strong arms enfolded her and held her close. Eva could smell the wet wool of the woman’s dress and the strange musty scent of her skin. She felt a vague resentment for this stranger and her almost insolent familiarity, but was too ill and downhearted to protest. Her neck bowed and she rested her head against the protective arm. Her last thoughts before she fainted were of Freddy and that terrible wave that had swept him away.

			Eva came round sometime later, startled to find herself still in the bottom of the boat, still within the woman’s embrace. There had been no let–up in the storm. The waves were thunderous, the rain and spume sharp needles that battered her exposed face as she looked around. The men were still bent over the creaking oars, pulling in ragged unison, their faces contorted with pain and fear. The other survivors huddled in groups, heads bowed against the lashing sea and driving wind.

			As she watched, one of the seamen collapsed over the oar and it was only the swift reaction of one of the other men that saved the oar from being lost overboard. With an unceremonious shove, the passenger took the seaman’s place. ‘If you can row, then give these men a rest,’ he yelled into the wind. ‘If you can’t then start bailing out.’

			The weary seaman stumbled over them to reach the locker in the bow. He fell as a giant wave crashed against the stern, landing heavily at Eva’s feet. She reached across and helped him up before taking her place at the oars. The survival instinct had returned more forcefully than ever. She had survived this far, she wasn’t about to give in.

			 The seaman passed down two buckets and a collection of tin mugs which were stored in the locker. The remaining survivors grabbed the mugs and began to scoop. It was a miracle they were still afloat, for there was at least a foot of water in the bottom.

			 Dawn eventually arrived. It was as grey and cheerless as the sea beneath it. Yet the storm appeared to have blown itself out, for the waves, although towering, no longer fought for supremacy. They rolled like muscular leviathans, each following the one before with only the occasional ruffle of wind to stir a creamy crest.

			Eva was resting after her stint at the oars. She sat back on her heels and watched the sky lighten. Her back was aching, her lips were dry and salt–encrusted, but the spark of life still burned brightly within. She had kept faith they would survive the night – and they had. Now she had to believe they would soon see land and find other survivors.

			She turned to the cockney woman who’d been so kind to her and was shocked by the great weariness in her faded blue eyes – at the lines etched so deeply into her youthful face. Jessie had also taken her turn at the oar. Had insisted she could pull as strong as any man after her years of working in a rope factory. Now she was slumped on the floor of the boat, all energy gone, all spark extinguished.

			‘We’re safe, Jessie,’ murmured Eva as she gathered the damp shawl around the other woman’s plump shoulders. ‘The storm’s over.’

			‘And the ship?’ Jessie’s voice was a rasp between cracked lips. None of them had had a drink for hours.

			Eva looked out at the swell of the ocean, hoping that at each rise of the boat she would spot some sign of life, of land. But there was nothing. She turned back to Jessie and after a momentary hesitation, put her arm around her shoulders. ‘Gone, my dear,’ she said, her voice breaking with emotion.

			‘What about the others? Any sign of other boats?’

			Eva shook her head. If there had been other boats they could easily have missed them in such titanic seas. It didn’t need words to convey the tragedy of it all, and the two women sat together in the bottom of the boat deep within their own thoughts, their gaze trawling the endless, heaving ocean for some sight of humanity or redemption.

			The watery sun was ebbing fast, and as the boat rose on a swell a cry went up. ‘Land! I see land!’

			With hope restored, Eva and Jessie struggled to their knees in the bottom of the boat and tried to catch sight of this miracle. ‘There,’ shouted Jessie with excitement as she pointed a grimy finger towards the setting sun.

			Eva peered into the brightness, her hand shielding her eyes. She saw only the golden glow of a tropical sunset. Saw only the endless sweep of an empty ocean. Then, as she watched, she realised she’d been mistaken. It wasn’t a sunset at all, but a vast hill of yellow sand that seemed to stretch along the horizon. She turned to Jessie and they fell into one another’s arms, the tears warm on their faces, the relief immense – all barriers of class and status forgotten momentarily in that one instant of euphoria.

			The men pulled even harder on the oars. They were close to exhaustion, their shirts darkened with sweat, their hands ruined by the unaccustomed labour. Yet the sight of land seemed to have given them a burst of energy and they bent their backs willingly.

			It was dark when the boat finally ground into the sand with a bump. A full moon lit their way as they stumbled through the few inches of water and collapsed on the beach. Eva found a rock and sat down. She stared up at the sky in awe. Never before had she seen such stars. It was as if the heavens were putting on a show to celebrate her survival.

			The tears came again, hot and heavy, rolling down her face. She was alone. Freddy would never see the stars again. Would never hold her again and call her his precious girl. 

			‘No time for all that,’ said the seaman gruffly. ‘Pull yourself together and start collecting wood. We need a fire and shelter.’

			Eva’s famous temper flared. This particular man had insulted her before, yelling orders, pushing her aside as he organised the other passengers in the little boat. ‘How dare you talk to me like that you dreadful man,’ she spat. ‘I am not your servant.’

			He grabbed her arm and pulled her from the rock. ‘On yer feet,’ he growled.

			Eva was about to protest when he swung her round and made her take in their surroundings. ‘There ain’t nothing here but sand. We need water and warmth and somewhere to sleep, ‘cos tomorrow we gotta start walking.’ 

			Eva wrested her arm free and looked up into his grizzled face. He was the most loathsome creature she’d ever encountered and smelled simply appalling. ‘Walk? Why should we walk?’ she demanded. ‘Someone must know we’re here.’

			‘We’ve been blown miles off course,’ he snapped. ‘No one will think of looking this far south and walking is the only way outta here.’ He pushed her from him and walked away.

			With gathering horror, Eva finally realised what he meant as she slowly turned and took in their landing place. The beach stretched for miles in either direction. Littered with jagged black rocks, it was otherwise naked of any other feature. Dunes glimmered in ghostly grandeur behind her, the frail vegetation clinging to their sides, drooping towards the sea. There were no buildings, no friendly lighthouse out by the rocks, no signs of civilisation at all.

			She turned to Jessie, who’d come to stand beside her. ‘We had better do as he said,’ she muttered. ‘We’re going to die of pneumonia if we don’t get these clothes dry.’

			The night passed quickly for the fifteen survivors were all exhausted and soon fell asleep in the warmth of the enormous fire they had built above the tide mark. Eva woke to find the heat was now coming from the sun. It struck her like a furnace, burning her face and exposed shoulders. She ran her tongue over her dry lips, wishing she could have another drink from the evil tasting canvas water bag one of the sailors had brought ashore. But there had been enough only for each of them to take a sip. Now it was empty.

			She looked longingly at the sea. Surely it wouldn’t hurt to take a little drink of that? It might be salty, but at least it would slake this awful thirst. She gathered up her skirts and waded in. As she cupped the water and bent to drink, her hands were roughly slapped apart.

			‘Don’t drink that!’ 

			Eva whirled to face him and almost lost her balance in the water. It was that obnoxious sailor again. ‘I’m thirsty,’ she rasped.

			He grabbed her wrist and hauled her, struggling, out of the water. He released her only when they had advanced up the beach to the others, who were still huddled around the fire despite the sun’s heat. ‘If you drink the seawater you’ll be mad before the sun sets.’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ snorted Eva. 

			He turned and faced her, his expression having lost the earlier belligerence. ‘I beg your pardon, lady, for treatin’ you kinda rough, like. But I seen it ‘appen and it ain’t a pretty sight.’ He grimaced. ‘Screamin’ and hollerin’, frothing at the mouth. Death’s slow. But inevitable. Better to be thirsty.’

			Eva’s temper deflated and she looked around at the other seamen who were nodding their agreement. She returned her attention to him. ‘But I’m so terribly thirsty,’ she said with a plaintive cry.

			‘It’ll get worse,’ he mumbled. ‘Better get moving while the sun’s still low.’

			Eva eyed the other survivors. Out of the fifteen there were six sailors, five women and four men. She recognised none of them and surmised the other passengers must have come from the lower decks, possibly even steerage. Realising she needed to lead by example, she picked up her salt–stained skirts and began to tramp after the seaman. The sooner they climbed the dunes, the sooner they would find water and civilisation.

			The sun beat down mercilessly as they slithered and sweated up the ever–shifting dune that seemed determined to keep them on the shore. Seabirds wailed overhead in mournful accompaniment to the moans of exhaustion as they struggled onwards towards, what they all hoped, was deliverance.

			Eva tore a strip from her petticoat and covered her head as she and Jessie scrambled on their hands and knees from one tenuous purchase to another. Despite the makeshift veil, Eva felt the sun burning her exposed shoulders. Felt it hammering on her skull, bringing an almost blinding headache to thud behind her eyes. Yet she knew the sailor had been right. For when she looked behind her the sea was empty. There would be no rescue. Their survival was in their own hands.

			One by one they reached the summit. Hands reached down to help those lagging behind, and once they’d caught their breath they dared to look around them.

			The land stretched to every horizon. Blood–red, hostile and silent, it shimmered beneath the vast sky. Pale grass formed a shifting, endless sea against the alien earth, the few trees bent in arthritic torture from their exposure to the wind. And high above them soared the dark, circling presence of great birds of prey.

			The little group was silent as Eva fell to her knees and stared around her. She didn’t know what she’d been expecting. But it wasn’t this awful desolation. In a daze of pain and despair, she watched the seaman stride out. Watched him carefully pluck the thick leaf from a spiny bush and put it to his mouth. Watched his throat as he swallowed. ‘Water,’ she rasped. ‘He’s found water.’

			They gathered around him and followed his lead. The water was brackish, but Eva thought she’d never tasted anything as wonderful. ‘How did you know it was here?’ she asked in awe.

			‘Native trick,’ he replied shortly. ‘Seen ‘em do it many a time when I were here afore.’

			‘You’ve been here before?’ Eva carefully licked the final few drops from her cracked lips. ‘Do you have any idea of where we are? Of how far we’ll have to walk?’

			He stared out over the land for a long moment before his gaze settled back on her face. ‘We’re lucky,’ he growled. ‘Nearest town’s about a hundred miles away.’ He pointed north, then must have read the horror in her eyes. ‘We’ll make a shelter and stay here during the day and travel at night. Moon’s up, it’ll light the way.’

			The little party of survivors made a rough shelter by hanging coats and petticoats and shirts over the drooping branches of a nearby tree. They huddled in silence all through the interminable day, moving only to wave away the worrisome flies that hovered and buzzed and settled. They crawled over mouths and eyes and explored every inch of exposed flesh until Eva thought she would go mad. How could she ever have thought Australia would be an adventure? Why on earth did anyone choose to live here – and how did they survive this fearsome, deadly sun? Yet far more terrifying was the thought she would have to walk so far. A hundred miles, he’d said. A hundred miles. It was surely impossible.

			Night fell swiftly and the breeze coming off the sea cooled burned flesh and brought a measure of relief. Then they were walking, their feet lifting the red earth in clouds of dust, the women’s skirts hampering every step as they dragged in the dirt and caught on the spiny needles of unseen scrub. There was silence within the group. Strengths were found where once there had been weakness. Courage dredged from wells of resilience never before realised. For the will to live was the most powerful emotion of all.

			Eva walked beside Jessie, gaze fixed to the horizon, each step bringing her closer to what she prayed was a safe haven. She would not be beaten despite the chaffing of her shoe against her heel – despite the burning on her shoulders where the sun had seared them almost raw. She looked across at the other woman and saw the determination on her face that surely mirrored her own. Their eyes met, and with a brief smile that barely touched their tortured lips they returned once more to their inner thoughts. 

			Dawn had lightened the sky with streaks of pink and orange when the cloud of dust was spotted far off towards the horizon. They stumbled to a halt, each shielding their eyes against the glare, peering intensely at this phenomenon. 

			A murmur rustled through them as they puzzled as to what it might mean. The murmur grew as they began to trek towards it. Speculation was rife. Fear almost tangible as someone suggested it could be a dust storm, or marauding black fellows. 

			The cloud grew nearer and the wavering form of something moved within it. Yet it was too far away to discern what it could be and their steps were less sure as they set off again. Fear slowed them as they straggled across the rough terrain, but their gaze never faltered from that looming, ominous cloud.

			Eva stumbled alongside Jessie as the cloud grew and tiny, dark forms wavered at its heart. She stopped walking, her hand shielding her eyes as she tried to believe what she was seeing. ‘It’s a wagon,’ she breathed. ‘A horse and wagon.’ Tears began to stream down her sunburned face and for once she didn’t bother to wave away the flies. ‘We’re safe. We’re safe,’ she sobbed.

			The survivors stood and waited as the cloud drifted on the wind and the wagon drew near. Now they could hear the shouts, the crack of the whip and the thunder of the hoofs of the outriders. Now they could make out the jingle of harness, the rattle and jolt of the wagon as it sped across the rough terrain.

			Eva took Jessie’s hand and gave it a squeeze. ‘I never did thank you for saving me,’ she said quietly. ‘I would have drowned if you hadn’t pulled me out of the bottom of the boat.’

			Jessie returned the pressure on her fingers. ‘We helped each other,’ she said gruffly. ‘You kept me going, you know,’ she said with a wan smile. ‘I weren’t about to let you beat me – not a lady who never walked further than the ‘ouse to her carriage.’

			Eva nodded and silently accepted the truth of her words. She had kept going because she felt it was her duty to set an example to the lower classes – but in truth she didn’t want to show any weakness in front of this tough, determined little cockney – and that had given her the will to go on when she thought she was finished.

			The wagon was nearer now, the dust rising from beneath the wheels and the horses’ hoofs’ swirling in choking clouds around the onlookers. Eva pulled the makeshift veil over her mouth and nose and closed her eyes to slits as the rescuers came to a thundering halt. 

			She was about to join in the joyous greetings when she caught sight of a figure at the back of the wagon. She stilled, her pulse racing, her mind confused.

			The man jumped down from the wagon and strode towards her, arms outstretched and so wonderfully familiar. 

			‘Freddy?’ Her voice broke as he swept her into his embrace. ‘Oh, Freddy,’ she sobbed. ‘I thought I’d never see you again.’
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			Maggie’s temper evaporated as she strode down the street towards the beach. She had said her piece and made it plain she wouldn’t be messed about any longer. Yet they both knew she would never leave – for where else would she go? She had no family waiting for her. No home to return to. Nothing.

			Kicking off her shoes she began to tramp along the sand, relishing the warmth on her bare feet and the tug on the backs of her legs as she forced the pace. The night air was velvet, the breeze from the sea refreshing after the awful heat of the kitchen. Her smile was wry as she remembered the sheepish look on Sam’s face, and the hopeful look in his eyes as he presented her with the fish. Typical man, she thought. As if a bit of fish could make up for anything.

			She finally eased off the pace. It was no surprise to discover where her walk had taken her, and she regarded her surroundings with little emotion. Things could have been so different, she thought wistfully. If only … She squared her shoulders and turned away, determined not to let those thoughts take over. There was no profit in wishing for something that would never happen. No point in dreaming. For there was nothing here for her, and never had been. The lesson had been a harsh one and she wouldn’t make that mistake again.

			Maggie began the long trek back to the road. Her lack of emotion was a sign she was healing. A sign, that no matter what, she would remain here and make the best of things. She had to stop running sometime. Had to put the dark years behind her and begin again.

			The hotel was in darkness when she finally returned, and after living in Sydney for so many years she still found it strange that people went to bed so early up here in Queensland. For she’d forgotten how she used to rise before the sun each day. Forgotten the long hours spent working on the cattle station and the weariness as the sun finally set. It was a different way of life from the one she’d had in the city, and she was thankful to be a part of it again.

			The slab wood cabin was set in the far corner of the plot, well away from the stables and the noise of the hotel bar. Consisting of one room that had been divided into three, it was nevertheless furnished comfortably. Maggie had set the double bed in the far corner, and had placed her favourite trinkets on the dresser. The rather rickety table and two chairs stood in the centre of the cabin, the couch and armchair on either side of the stone fireplace. A curtained–off area served as a bathroom, but as water had to be pumped from the bore, this consisted of an enamel sink, a jug and bowl and a chamber pot stored away in a cupboard. The dunny out the back was dark and spider–infested, and after the luxury of indoor facilities in Sydney, she’d refused to use it. 

			Maggie opened the door and lit the kerosene lamp. The cabin felt like home, and it was a luxury not to be sharing a dormitory like she had in the city. She looked around in satisfaction at her pictures pinned to the wooden walls, and her china ornaments laid out on the polished pine mantelpiece. With a vast yawn she dragged off her clothes, pumped water into the sink and began to wash. The water was from the bore and had a faint aroma of sulphur, but it was hot and welcoming.

			With a towel wrapped around her, she took the pins from her hair and let it fall around her shoulders and down her back. She was too tired to wash it again tonight, and as she was determined to take the next day off she had plenty of time. Sitting on the bed, she began to brush away the tangles of the day, her thoughts drifting to the English visitors.

			The cinema had been her passion when she was down in Sydney, and she and the other girls from the clothing factory would sit in the darkness and be carried into a world far distant from the one they knew. Maggie grinned as she thought of Giles. He reminded her of Laurence Olivier, and she loved the way he talked – all plummy and terribly stiff upper lip. She giggled. Olivia was just the same, and she wouldn’t mind betting she was a stickler on the wards – just like those overseers in the factory.

			Maggie tossed the brush aside and pulled on the cotton nightdress. Climbing into bed, she pummelled the pillows until she was comfortable. Olivia’s clothes were expensively tailored, her hands manicured, her make–up flawless. The two of them must have a lot of money to come all the way over here, but they didn’t have the look of holidaymakers. It was a puzzle, she thought as she watched the lamplight flicker on the ceiling. One that she would probably never solve, for Olivia, as nice as she was, was a bit daunting, and Giles had not been forthcoming when they chatted in the bar before tea.
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