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‘And his ghost may be heard as you pass by that billabong, You’ll come a-waltzing, Matilda, with me’ –


Andrew Barton ‘The Banjo’ Paterson, 1917





Prologue



Churinga. The sigh of the warm wind in the pepper trees seemed to whisper its name. Churinga. A place of magic, of sacred mystery, carved from the bush and scrub by her grandparents. It broke hearts and backs but until now Matilda had been willing to pay the price. For this was all she had known, all she had ever wanted.


Her throat constricted as she looked beyond the family graveyard and out into the wilderness. She must not cry, no matter how deep the pain, no matter how sharp the loss – for the memory of her strong, seemingly invincible mother forbade it. Yet in all her thirteen years, there had been nothing to compare to this sense of abandonment, this feeling that childhood was over and she was destined to follow a lonely trail in this great, beautiful, dreaming place that was home.


The horizon shimmered, diffusing the bright ochre of the earth with the impossible blue of the enormous sky, and all around her were the sounds to which she had been born. For this vast, seemingly empty land was alive with a voice of its own, and she took comfort from it.


The fretting of the sheep in the pens, the quarrelling of the galahs and sulphur-crested cockatoos, the distant cackle of the kookaburra and the soft jingle of harness, were as familiar as the rhythm of her pulse. Even now, in her darkest moment, Churinga’s magic had not deserted her.


‘You wanna say a few words, Merv?’


The shearer’s voice broke the silence of the graveyard, jolting her back to the present and reality. She looked up at her father, willing him to speak, to show some kind of emotion.


‘You do it, mate. Me and God ain’t what you might call on speaking terms.’


Mervyn Thomas was a giant of a man, a stranger who’d returned five years ago from Gallipoli, scarred in mind and body from the things he’d seen – things he never spoke of except in the night when his dreams betrayed him, or when the drink loosened his tongue and his temper. Now he stood sombre in dusty black, leaning heavily on the makeshift walking stick he’d carved from a tree branch. His face was in shadow, the brim of his hat pulled low, but Matilda knew his eyes were bloodshot and that the trembling of his hands had nothing to do with remorse, merely the need for another drink.


‘I’ll do it,’ she said softly into the awkward silence. Stepping out of the small circle of mourners, she clutched her tattered prayer book and approached the mound of earth that would soon cover the rough timber of her mother’s coffin. There’d been little time to mourn. Death had come swiftly at the end and the heat made it impossible to wait for neighbours and friends who would have had to travel hundreds of miles to be here.


The sense of isolation grew as she felt her father’s animosity. To give herself a moment to regain her courage, Matilda trawled the familiar faces of the drovers, shearers and jackaroos who worked Churinga.


The Aborigines were clustered outside the gunyahs they’d built near the creek, and watched curiously from a distance. Death to them was not something to mourn, merely a return to the dust from which they’d come.


Her gaze finally came to rest on the crooked headstones that marked the history of this tiny corner of New South Wales. She fingered the locket her mother had given her and, with courage restored, faced the mourners.


‘Mum came to Churinga when she was just a few months old, wedged in a saddle-bag on my grandfather’s horse. It was a long journey from the old country, but my grandparents were hungry for land and the freedom to work it.’ Matilda saw the nods and smiles of agreement on the sunbaked faces around her. They knew the story – it echoed their own.


‘Patrick O’Connor would have been proud of his Mary. She loved this land as much as he did, and it’s because of her that Churinga is what it is today.’


Mervyn Thomas shifted restlessly, his belligerent glare making her falter. ‘Get on with it,’ he growled.


She lifted her chin. Mum deserved a decent send-off, and Matilda was determined she would have it.


‘When Dad went to war some people said Mum would never manage, but they didn’t know how stubborn the O’Connors can be. That’s why Churinga’s one of the best properties around, and me and Dad intend to keep it that way.’


She looked at Mervyn for confirmation and received a resentful glower in return. It didn’t surprise her. His pride had never recovered from returning from the Great War to find his wife independent and the property flourishing. He’d found consolation in the bottom of a glass soon after that, and she doubted the death of his wife would change him.


The pages of the prayer book were well thumbed and brittle. Matilda blinked away tears as she read the words Father Ryan would have said if there had been time to fetch him. Mum had worked so hard. Had buried her own parents and four children in this little cemetery before she was twenty-five. Now the earth could claim her, make her a part of the Dreaming. She was finally at rest.


Matilda closed the book in the ensuing silence and bent to gather a handful of soil. It trickled between her fingers and gently scattered on to the wooden box. ‘Sleep well, Mum,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll look after Churinga for you.’


*

Mervyn was feeling the heat and the effect of the whisky in his belly as the horse plodded towards Kurrajong. His shattered leg throbbed, and his boots felt too tight. This did not improve his temper. Mary had been put in the ground two weeks ago but he could still feel her presence, her disapproval, everywhere.


It had even manifested itself in Matilda, and despite his giving her a touch of his belt after that embarrassing performance at the funeral, still she eyed him with her mother’s customary contempt. Two days of frosty silence had passed before he’d slammed out of Churinga and headed for Wallaby Flats and the pub. A man could drink in peace with his mates there. Could shoot the breeze and garner sympathy and free whisky as well as a tumble with the barmaid.


Not that she’s much to look at, he conceded. In fact she was just a ripe old tart, but then he wasn’t particularly fussy when the urge took him, and he didn’t have to look at her while he did it.


He leaned precariously from the saddle to fasten the last of the four gates to his neighbour’s property. The sun beat down, the whisky churned, and his own sour smell drifted up from his clothes. The horse shifted restlessly, jarring Mervyn’s bad leg against the fence post, and with a yelp of pain, he almost lost his balance as well as his breakfast.


‘Keep still, you mongrel,’ he growled, jerking the reins. He leaned on the pommel and wiped his mouth on his sleeve as he waited for the pain to ease. His head was a little clearer now he’d thrown up, and after straightening his hat, he slapped Lady’s flank and urged her forward. The homestead was visible on the horizon and he had business to discuss.


Kurrajong stood proudly on the crest of a low hill, sheltered from the sun by a stand of tea trees, its verandah cool and welcoming beneath the corrugated iron roof. It was a quiet oasis amongst the bustle and noise of a busy station. Horses cropped the lush grass in the home paddock which was watered by the bore hole Ethan had dug a couple of years back. Mervyn could hear the ring of the blacksmith’s hammer coming from the forge. The shearing shed was still busy if the noise was anything to go by, and the sheep in the pens were kicking up a racket as they were herded and bunched by the dogs towards the ramps.


He took it all in as he rode up the long drive to the hitching post, and nothing he saw made him feel any better. Churinga’s land might be good but the house was a dump compared to this place. God knows why Mary and Matilda thought so much of it, but then that was typical of the bloody O’Connors. They thought themselves better than anybody else because they had come from pioneer stock, which in these parts was considered almost royal.


Well, he thought grimly, we’ll see about that. Women should know their place. I’ve had enough. They don’t own me.


His belligerence stoked by alcohol, he slid from the ornate Spanish saddle. Grasping his crude walking stick, he made his erratic way up the steps to the front porch. The door opened as he was about to knock.


‘G’day, Merv. We were expecting you.’ Ethan Squires looked immaculate as usual, his moleskins gleaming white against the polish of his black riding boots, open-necked shirt crisp over broad shoulders and flat stomach. There was very little grey in his dark hair. The hand he offered Mervyn was brown and calloused but the nails were clean and the ring on his finger sparked fire in the morning sun.


Mervyn felt overweight and old by comparison, and yet there was only a few months’ difference in their age. He was also aware he was in dire need of a bath and wished he’d taken up the offer before leaving the hotel.


But it was too late for regrets. To hide his discomfort he gave a bark of laughter and pumped Ethan’s hand rather too jovially. ‘How’re ya goin’, mate?’


‘Busy as always, Merv. You know how it is.’


Mervyn waited for Ethan to sit down, then followed suit. Ethan’s greeting had thrown him. He hadn’t announced any intention of calling so why had the other man been expecting him?


The two men remained silent as the young Aboriginal housemaid served drinks. The breeze on the verandah was cooling Mervyn off and now he wasn’t on the back of a horse his stomach was more settled. He stretched out his bad leg and rested his boot on the verandah railings. No point in worrying over Ethan’s welcome, he always had talked in riddles. Probably thought it was clever.


The beer was cold and slid easily down his throat, but it didn’t quite shake the bitterness he could taste at the thought of how lucky Ethan was. Not for him the carnage of Gallipoli but an officer’s billet miles from the fighting. No shattered leg, no nightmares, no memory of mates without faces and limbs, no screams of agony to haunt him day and night.


But then Ethan Squires had always led a charmed life. Born and raised on Kurrajong, he’d married Abigail Harmer, who was not only the best-looking widow around but also one of the richest. She’d brought her son Andrew with her and given Ethan three more before she died in that riding accident. Three living, healthy sons. Mary could only manage one scrawny girl – she’d lost the others.


Mervyn had once dreamed of having a woman like Abigail for himself, but being only a station manager was not considered good enough. Money always went to money, and when Patrick O’Connor had come to him with his extraordinary offer, he’d jumped at the chance. How was he to know Mary was land rich but cash poor – and that Patrick’s promises had been empty?


‘Sorry about Mary.’


Mervyn was startled from his dark thoughts. It was as if Ethan could read his mind.


‘Still, I reckon she suffered enough. Not good to have so much pain.’ Ethan was staring off into the distance, his cheroot clenched between even, white teeth.


Mervyn grunted. Mary had taken a long time to die, but had never once complained or let that steely determination slip. He supposed he should have admired her but somehow her strength had merely weakened him. Her courage shattering his own feeble attempt to blot out the horrors of war and the pain in his leg. He’d felt cheated by the bargain he and Patrick had struck, trapped in a loveless marriage which denied him the respect he craved. No wonder he spent most of the time in Wallaby Flats.


‘How’s Matilda taking it, Mervyn?’


Ethan’s bright blue gaze rested on him for a moment then slid away, but Mervyn wondered if he’d caught a glimpse of disdain in that fleeting look or whether it was just his imagination. ‘She’ll be right. Like her ma, that one.’


Ethan must have heard the acid note in his reply for he turned and looked at Mervyn more deliberately. ‘I don’t reckon you came all this way to talk about Mary and Matilda.’


That was typical of him. Never wasted time on trivialities when he could outmanoeuvre another man. Mervyn would have preferred to sit on the verandah for an hour or two, drinking beer as he watched the work go on around him and wait for his moment before broaching the reason for his visit. He drained his glass and dropped his foot from the railing. Might as well get it over and done with now Ethan had taken charge.


‘Things are a bit crook, mate. I don’t feel the same about Churinga since I got back and I reckon, now Mary’s gone, it’s time to shoot through.’


Ethan chewed his cheroot, gaze drifting with the smoke. When he finally spoke, his tone was thoughtful. ‘The land’s all you know, Mervyn. You’re too old a dog to learn new tricks and Churinga’s a nice little station after all the work Mary put in.’


There it was again. Praise for Mary. Didn’t his years of labour count for anything? Mervyn clenched his fists and dug them into his lap. He needed another beer but his glass was empty and Ethan wasn’t offering more.


‘Not compared to Kurrajong, it isn’t. We need a new bore dug, the roof’s falling in, termites are making a meal of the bunkhouse and the drought’s killed off most of the lambs. The wool cheque won’t barely cover the bills.’


Ethan stubbed out his cheroot, lifted his glass and drained it. ‘So what is it you want from me, Mervyn?’


Impatience welled in him. Ethan knew perfectly well what he wanted. Did he have to rub salt into the wound and make Mervyn grovel? ‘I want you to buy Churinga.’ His tone was deliberately flat. No point in letting the other man know how desperate he was.


‘Ah.’ Ethan smiled. It was a smirk of satisfaction, and knowing how Ethan had always looked down on him, Mervyn hated him for it.


‘Well?’


‘I’d have to think about it, of course. But perhaps we could come to an arrangement …’


Mervyn sat forward, eager to wind up negotiations. ‘You’ve always liked the land around Churinga, and with your property bordering mine, it would make you the biggest station in New South Wales.’


‘It would indeed.’ Ethan raised one eyebrow, blue gaze steady beneath dark brows. ‘But haven’t you forgotten one tiny detail?’


Mervyn swallowed. ‘What detail?’ he asked nervously, avoiding Ethan’s penetrating stare as he moistened his lips.


‘Matilda of course. Surely you hadn’t forgotten your daughter’s passion for Churinga?’


Relief drenched him and hastily he gathered his wits. It was all right, Ethan didn’t know about the will after all. ‘Matilda’s too young to meddle in men’s business. She’ll do as I say.’


Ethan stood and leaned against the ornamental railings. The sun was at his back, his expression inscrutable. ‘You’re right, Mervyn. She is young, but she has a feel for the land that’s as natural to her as breathing. I’ve seen her work, watched her ride as fast and as well as any jackaroo when she follows the mob at round-up. To lose that land would kill her spirit.’


Mervyn’s patience snapped. He rose from his chair and towered over Ethan. ‘Look, mate, I’ve got a property you’ve been eyeing for years. I’ve also got debts. Whether Matilda loves the land is neither here nor there. I’m selling, and if you ain’t buying there’s others who’d be only too pleased to take it off my hands.’


‘How exactly do you plan to sell the land when it doesn’t belong to you, Mervyn?’


The wind of Mervyn’s temper blew itself out. He knew! The bastard had known all the time. ‘No one need find out,’ he croaked. ‘We could do the deal now and I’ll be gone. I ain’t gonna tell no one.’


‘But I’ll know, Mervyn.’ Ethan’s tone was arctic, his pause just long enough to make Mervyn itch to hit him. ‘Mary came to me several months ago, just after the doctor told her she didn’t have much time. She was worried you might try and sell Churinga and leave Matilda with nothing. I advised her on how best to protect the girl’s inheritance. She left that land in trust for Matilda. The bank has all the papers until she reaches twenty-five. So you see, Mervyn, there’s no way you can sell it to pay off your gambling debts.’


Mervyn’s gut rolled. He’d heard the rumours and hadn’t wanted to believe them – until now.


‘The law says a wife’s property belongs to her husband. Patrick promised it to me when I married her, and it’s my right to sell it now. And anyway,’ he blustered, ‘what was my missus doin’ calling on you for advice?’


‘I was merely doing the neighbourly thing by lending her the services of my solicitor.’ Ethan’s face was stony as he picked up Mervyn’s hat and held it out to him. ‘I might want Churinga but not enough to break my word to someone I respected. And I think you’ll find that goes for most of the other squatters around here. G’day Mervyn.’


*

Ethan dug his hands into his pockets and leaned against the white verandah post as he watched Mervyn limp down the steps to his horse. The man’s tug on the rein was vicious as he led it across the hard-baked dirt of the front approach to the cookhouse, and Ethan wondered if that temper had ever been loosed on Mary – or, God forbid, Matilda.


He glanced at the shearing shed before going back into the house. The season was almost over and the wool cheque would be welcome. Lack of rain meant expensive, bought-in feed, and if the sky was anything to go by, the drought would be with them for some time yet.


‘What did Merv Thomas want?’


Ethan eyed his twenty-year-old step-son and gave a humourless smile. ‘What do you think?’


Andrew’s boots rang on the polished floor as they went into the study. ‘It’s Matilda I feel sorry for. Fancy having to live with that mongrel.’


Andrew flopped into a leather chair and slung one leg over the arm. Ethan eyed him fondly. He might almost be twenty-one, but his strong, wiry figure and dark mop of auburn hair made him look younger. Although the boy had turned his back on the land, Ethan was as proud of him as if he’d been his own. Andrew’s English education had been worth every penny. Now he was doing well at university and would afterwards take up a partnership in a prestigious law firm in Melbourne when he qualified.


‘I don’t suppose there’s much we can do, is there, Dad?’


‘Not our business, son.’


Andrew’s blue eyes were thoughtful. ‘You didn’t say that when Mary Thomas showed up here.’


Ethan swivelled his chair to face the window. Mervyn was heading down the track towards the first gate. It would take at least another day and night for him to reach Churinga. ‘That was different,’ he muttered.


Silence filled the room, broken only by the ticking of the grandfather clock Abigail had brought with her from Melbourne. Ethan’s mind drifted as he stared out over his land. Yes, Mary had been different. Tough, indomitable little woman that she was, she’d had no armour against the terrible thing that had slowly eaten away at her insides. He could see her so clearly, it was as if she stood before him again.


Unlike Abigail’s cool, fair beauty and striking height, Mary was small and angular with an abundance of red hair which she squashed beneath a disreputable felt hat. Freckles dusted her nose, and wide blue eyes and dark lashes stared back at him as she wrestled to still the black gelding dancing beneath her. She’d been furious, that first time they’d faced one another after her return to Churinga. The fences were down and her mob had got mixed in with his.


He smiled as he remembered the Irish temper of her. The way her eyes flashed and she tossed her head as she yelled into his face. It had taken the best part of a week to sort the mobs out and repair the fences, and by that time they had called an uneasy truce that hadn’t quite become a friendship.


‘What’s so funny, Dad?’


Andrew’s voice dispelled the memories and Ethan dragged himself back to the present. ‘I don’t think we need worry too much about Matilda. If she’s anything like her mother, then it’s Merv we should feel sorry for.’


‘You liked Mary, didn’t you? How come you never …?’


‘She was another man’s wife,’ he snapped.


Andrew whistled. ‘Strewth! I did touch a nerve, didn’t I?’


Ethan sighed as he remembered the time he’d had his chance and lost it. ‘If things had been different, then who’s to say what might have been? If Mervyn hadn’t come back so crippled from Gallipoli then …’


He let the unfinished sentence hang between them as the sights and sounds of war intruded into his mind. They still gave him nightmares, even after six years, but he was one of the lucky ones. Mervyn had finally been released from hospital almost two years after the war was over but was a different man from the one who’d eagerly caught the train in 1916. Gone was the lazy smile and careless charm and in their place was a shambling wreck who, after a long convalescence, found relief only in a bottle.


It was a poor substitute so far as his wife was concerned, Ethan thought. And I’m to blame, lord help me. He pulled his thoughts together. At least all the time Merv was bed-ridden she could keep an eye on her husband’s drinking. But once he was up and back on a horse, he would disappear for weeks on end, leaving Mary to cope with the running of the station. She’d been tougher than he’d thought, and although his plans had come to nothing, Ethan couldn’t help but respect her strength.


‘I admired her, yes. She did the best she could in a tough situation. Although she rarely asked for help, I tried to ease things the best I could for her.’ He lit a cheroot and opened up the wool accounts book. There was work to be done and half the day had already been wasted.


Andrew unhooked his leg from the arm of the chair and sat forward. ‘If Merv runs up many more debts, Matilda won’t have an inheritance. We could always make her an offer in a couple of years’ time and get the land cheap.’


Ethan smiled around his cigar. ‘I plan on getting it free, son. No point in paying for something when you don’t have to.’


Andrew cocked his head, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. ‘How? Matilda’s trust is hard won. She’s not going to just give it away.’


Ethan tapped the side of his nose. ‘I’ve got plans, son. But patience is called for, and I don’t want you shooting your mouth off.’


Andrew was about to speak when his father interrupted. ‘You leave it to me and I guarantee Churinga will be ours within the next five years.’


*

Matilda was restless. The silence in the house was heavy and she knew her father would soon return. He never disappeared for more than a couple of weeks at a time, and he’d been gone that long already.


The heat was intense, even inside, and the red dust she’d swept from the floor was beginning to settle again. Her ankle-length cotton dress clung to her as sweat rolled down her back. She unfastened the sacking apron and folded it over the back of a chair. The aroma of rabbit stew came from the oven and several flies buzzed around the ceiling. The fly papers she’d stuck to the kerosene lamp were black with bodies, despite the shutters and screen doors Mum had fixed a couple of years ago.


Dragging her hair from her sweaty face, she pinned it in an unruly coil on the top of her head. She hated her hair. There was too much of it and it wouldn’t be tamed. And to add insult to injury, it was a pale imitation of her mother’s Irish auburn.


Matilda pushed her way through the screen door and stood on the verandah. The heat was a furnace blast, bouncing off the impacted earth of the front yard fire break and shimmering on the horizon. The pepper trees in the home paddock drooped in it and the weeping willows by the creek looked exhausted, their fronds dipping uselessly towards the runnel of green sludge that still remained. ‘Rain,’ she muttered. ‘We must have rain.’


The three steps leading down to the hitching post and front yard needed mending and she made a mental note to get it done. The house itself could have done with a bit of paint, and Dad’s repair to the roof was already coming apart. But if she stood in the centre of the yard and half closed her eyes, she could see how Churinga would look if they had the money to do the repairs.


The lines of the house weren’t grand, but the single-storey Queenslander was sturdily built on brick pilings, and sheltered on the south side by young pepper trees. The roof swooped down over the verandah which ran around three sides of the house and was finished off with ornate iron lattice work. A rugged stone chimney stood tall on the north wall, and the shutters and screens had been painted green.


Underground springs kept the home pastures green. Close by several horses cropped contentedly, seemingly undisturbed by the clouds of flies swarming around their heads. The shearing shed and wool barn were quiet now the season was over, the wool on its way to market. The mob would be kept in the pastures nearest to water until the rains, but if the drought lasted much longer they would lose even more.


As Matilda walked across the yard she whistled and from under the house came an answering yelp. A shaggy dark head appeared, followed by a wriggling body and wagging tail. ‘Come on, Blue. Here, boy.’


She mussed his head and pulled his ragged ears. The Queensland Blue was almost seven and the best sheep herder in the business. Her father refused to let him in the house. He was a working dog like all the others, but so far as Matilda was concerned, she couldn’t have had a better friend.


Blue trotted beside her as she passed the chicken runs and stock pens. The wood pile was stacked behind the storage shed and the clear, bell-like ring of an axe told her one of the black jackaroos was working hard to make it bigger.


‘Hello, luv. Hot, ain’t it?’ Peg Riley mopped her scarlet face and grinned. ‘What I wouldn’t do for a long cold dip in the creek.’


Matilda laughed. ‘You’re welcome, Peg. But there’s not much water in it, and what there is is green. Why don’t you drive up to the water hole under the mountain? The water’s cold up there.’


The Sundowner shook her head. ‘Reckon I’ll give it a miss. Me and Bert gotta get to Windulla by tomorrow, and if he hangs about for too long, he’ll lose his wages on the two-up game goin’ on at the back of the bunkhouse.’


Bert Riley worked hard and travelled in his wagon all over central Australia, but when it came to gambling he was a loser. Matilda felt sorry for Peg. Year after year she came to Churinga to work in the cook house whilst Bert bent his back shearing. Yet only a fraction of their earnings went with them to the next job.


‘Don’t you get tired of moving around, Peg? I can’t imagine ever leaving Churinga.’


Peggy folded her arms beneath her pendulous bosom and looked thoughtful for a moment. ‘It can be hard leaving a place, but you soon forget and look forward to the next one. Course, if me and Bert could have had kids it would be different, but we can’t so I suppose we’ll just keep going until one of us drops dead.’


Laughter rippled through her ample body, making it dance beneath the cotton dress. She must have noticed Matilda’s concerned expression, for she reached out and swamped her in an affectionate hug. ‘Don’t mind me, luv. You take care of yourself and we’ll see you next year.’ She backed away, then turned to the horse and wagon and mounted up. Grasping the reins, she let out a mighty yell.


‘Bert Riley, I’m leavin’, and if you ain’t here in one second flat, I’m going without yer.’


Snapping the whip between the horse’s ears, she headed for the first gate.


Bert came shambling out from behind the bunkhouse with the peculiar gait synonymous with all shearers and hurried after her. ‘See yous next year,’ he yelled over his shoulder as he climbed on to the wagon.


Churinga seemed deserted suddenly. As Matilda watched the wagon disappear in a cloud of dust, she stroked Blue’s ears and received a lick of comfort in return. After checking the wool shed and shutting down the ancient generator, she turned her attention to the cook house, which Peg had left spotless, then the bunkhouse. The termite damage was worse, but there wasn’t much she could do about it, so after a quick sweep round and a minor repair to one of the beds, she closed the door and stepped back into the heat.


The Aboriginal men were lounging around outside their gunyahs as usual, swatting flies, chattering listlessly amongst themselves as their women stirred something in the black pot over the fire. They were of the Bitjarra tribe and as much a part of Churinga as she was – but she wished they’d earn their bread and tobacco instead of sitting around or going walk-about.


She eyed Gabriel, their leader. A semi-literate, wily old man who’d been brought up by the missionaries, he sat cross-legged by the fire, whittling a piece of wood.


‘G’day, missus,’ he said solemnly.


‘Gabriel, there’s work needs doing. I told you to see to those fences in the south paddock.’


‘Later, missus, eh? Got to have tucker first.’ He grinned, showing five yellow teeth, of which he was very proud.


Matilda eyed him for a moment and knew it was pointless to argue. He would simply ignore her and do the job in his own good time. She walked back to the house and climbed the steps to the verandah. The sun was high, the heat intense. She would rest for a couple of hours, then check the accounts. She’d let things slide during Mum’s illness.


*

Matilda hauled the great copper boiler off the range and poured water into the wash tub. The steam rose in the torpid heat of the kitchen, and sweat ran into her eyes as she struggled with the copper’s weight, yet she barely noticed. Her mind was on the accounts, the figures that wouldn’t add up no matter how many times she tried. She’d had little sleep the night before, and after a morning spent in the saddle overseeing Gabriel’s repair to the fences was bone weary.


The account books lay open on the table behind her. She’d hoped morning would bring a solution – but all she’d got for her troubles was a headache and the knowledge the wool cheque wouldn’t be large enough to pay off their debts and see them through to next season.


Her anger rose as she prodded Mervyn’s moleskins down into the water with a stick. ‘I should have kept an eye on his spending like Mum told me,’ she muttered. ‘Should have hidden the money properly.’


His moleskins floated in ghostly swirls as she jabbed them, eyes misted over with the injustice of it all. She and Mum had managed all right, even made a small profit during the war years, but Dad’s coming back had spoiled everything. Grasping the heavy working clothes, she began to scrub them with an energy that released her temper and frustration.


She remembered his homecoming as if it were yesterday. She supposed she should have felt sorry for him, but how could she when he’d done nothing to earn either her respect or pity? There had been few letters during his years away, and only a brief note from the hospital describing his injuries. He’d been brought home in a wagon almost two years later, and she and her mother had not really known what to expect. She’d remembered him vaguely as a big man who smelled of lanolin and tobacco, whose bristles scratched her face when he’d kissed her goodbye. But she’d been only five years old then, and more interested in the brass band that played so loudly on the platform than in the men in dull brown who boarded the train. She hadn’t understood about war, and what it could mean to her and Mum.


Matilda’s hands stilled as she thought of those two years he’d been bed-ridden. Remembered her mother’s worn face as she fetched and carried and got nothing but abuse and a sharp slap if his bandages were too tight or he wanted a drink. His home-coming had changed the mood of Churinga. From magic to misery. From light to dark. It had been almost a relief to see him climb on to his horse and head for Wallaby Flats, and even her mother had seemed less weary in the days that followed.


But of course he came back, and the pattern of their lives was changed forever.


Matilda leaned on the wash tub and stared out of the window at the deserted yard and sheep pens. The three drovers were herding the mob towards Wilga, where there was still water and grass. Gabriel and the others were nowhere to be seen, and she suspected they’d gone walkabout now the shearing was over. It was peaceful, despite the parakeets squabbling over the insects in the red gums and the constant sawing of the crickets in the dry grass. She wished it would stay that way. Yet, as the days had passed with still no sign of Mervyn, she knew it couldn’t last.


With the washing finished, she hauled the basket around to the back of the house and pegged it out. It was cooler out here in the shadows of the trees, and she had a clear view over the home paddock and the graveyard. The white picket fence that surrounded it needed painting, and the kangaroo paw and wild ivy had taken over several of the headstones. Purple bougainvillaea entwined itself around a tree trunk, alive with the hum of bees and the flutter of glorious butterflies. A bell bird chimed somewhere in the distance and a goanna stared back at her from a fallen log where he’d been sun-baking. Then, with a scrabble of his lethal claws, he disappeared into the dappled undergrowth.


Matilda sank on to the top step of the verandah, elbows on knees, chin cupped in her hand. Her eyelids drooped as the hypnotic scent of hot earth and dry grass lulled her to sleep.


*

Despite the heat, Mervyn felt chilled. The fury of his humiliation at the hands of Ethan Squires, and the duplicity of his own wife, no longer burned in his gut but had settled within him, cold and malignant, as he rode towards Churinga.


The night had been spent in a bedroll under the stars, his saddle for a pillow, a meagre fire his only warmth in the freezing darkness of the outback. He’d lain there, staring at the Southern Cross and the great sweep of the Milky Way which touched the earth with lunar light, frosting the red landscape, enhancing the grey of the giant ghost gums – and seen no beauty in any of it. This was not how he’d envisioned his future during those years in the trenches. Not the way heroes should be treated. He was damned if he was going to let a slip of a kid steal what Patrick had promised would be his.


He’d risen at first light, boiled the billy and eaten the last of the mutton and damper bread the cook at Kurrajong had given him. Now it was late afternoon, the sun blinding him as it sank towards the distant mountain that had given Churinga its name.


He hawked phlegm and spat on to the corrugated earth. The Abos called it the charmed place, the protective amulet of stone which had dreamtime power – a Tjuringa. Well, he thought sourly, it held no charm for him, not any more. And the sooner he was rid of it, the better.


His spurs dug into the mare’s sides as the first of the barred gates came into view. It was time to assert his rights.


The homestead was visible as he closed the last gate behind him. A wisp of smoke drifted from the chimney and deep shadows bled across the yard as the sun dipped behind the trees. It looked deserted. No ring of an axe, no fussing of sheep or dogs, no black faces peeking from the gunyahs. The shearing must be over, the Sundowners and shearers gone on to the next station.


He breathed a sigh of relief. Matilda must have had enough money hidden away to pay them. He wondered where her new hiding place could be, he’d thought he’d known them all, but after tonight it wouldn’t matter. It was time she learned her place and stopped meddling in things which didn’t damn well concern her. He would make her tell him. Make her finally accept that he was in charge – and then find a way to take Churinga away from her.


He unsaddled the horse and led it into the home paddock. Hoisting the saddle-bags over his shoulder, he stomped up the steps to the verandah and crashed through the screen door. Rabbit stew simmered on the range, its pungent aroma filling the little house, making his belly grumble.


The silence was oppressive. The shadows almost impenetrable where the light of the kerosene lamp couldn’t reach. ‘Where are you, girl? Get out here and help with these bags.’


An almost imperceptible shifting of shadows caught his eye. There she was. Standing by the door to her room – staring at him. Her blue eyes glistened in the meagre light and the halo of hair was burnished in the dying rays of the afternoon sun that trickled through the shutters. It was as if she was made of stone – mute and all-seeing in her condemnation of him.


A ripple of apprehension ran through him. For a moment there, he’d thought it was Mary come to haunt him. But as the girl came into the light, he realised it was only his imagination. ‘What you creeping about for?’ His voice was loud in the silence, harsher than he’d intended as he strove to recover from his fright.


Matilda took the saddle-bags in silence and dragged them across the kitchen floor. She unpacked the calico sack of flour and the parcel of sugar and put them in the larder. The candles and matches were stacked above the range and the can of tea placed next to the smoke-stained billy.


Mervyn slapped his slouch hat against his thigh before throwing it in the vague direction of the hooks by the door. He drew the chair from the table, deliberately scraping it across the floor because he could see she’d recently scrubbed it.


There was no reaction, and as he watched her move around the little kitchen, he was once again reminded of her mother. Mary had been a good-looking woman before the illness took her. A bit skinny for his liking, but what she lacked in height and breadth, she made up for in spirit. If she hadn’t been so damned arrogant, she’d have made a good wife – and Matilda had all the makings of just such a woman. Perhaps not so forceful, but just as self-assured. Damned O’Connors, he thought. Arrogance was in their blood.


‘Stop messing with that,’ he rasped. ‘I want my dinner.’


He felt a squirm of pleasure as she fumbled and almost dropped the precious bag of salt she’d been so carefully tucking into an old tea tin. He slammed a fist on the table for added effect, then laughed as she scurried to ladle the stew into a chipped bowl and spilled some of it on the floor.


‘Now you’ll have to clean it again, won’t you?’ he said nastily.


Matilda brought the bowl of stew to the table and placed it in front of him. Her chin was high and there was colour in her cheeks, but he noticed her self-possession hadn’t given her strength enough to look him in the eye.


Mervyn grasped her skinny wrist as he saw Bluey skulk across the kitchen floor and lap at the spilled dinner. ‘What’s that bloody animal doing in here? I told you not to let it into the house.’


Matilda looked at him finally. She couldn’t quite hide the fear in her eyes. ‘He must have followed you in. He wasn’t here before.’ Her voice was calm, but there was an underlying tremor that betrayed that calm for the sham it really was.


Mervyn kept hold of her as he kicked out, missing the dog by inches as it scurried away. ‘Good thing you ain’t a dog, Matilda. Or you’d have a boot up yer arse as well,’ he murmured, releasing her. He was tired of the game, and the smell of the stew was giving his hunger an edge.


He dug a spoon into the mixture and ladled it into his mouth. Fresh damper bread mopped up the gravy. He’d been eating for a while when he noticed she had not joined him at the table.


‘I’m not hungry,’ she said quietly. ‘I ate earlier.’


Mervyn mopped up the last of the gravy, then leaned back in his chair and jingled the coins in his pocket as he studied his daughter. Her figure was slender but had lost the coltish awkwardness of childhood, and where once there had been a soft roundness to the chin and cheeks, there was now a firmness in the adult planes. The sun had darkened her skin, bringing out the freckles and the blue of her eyes, and her long, wild hair had been partially tamed and fastened on top of her head. He noticed how strands of it had escaped and were coiled around her face, caressing her neck.


He was jolted by what he saw. This was no weak, malleable child he could bully into submission but a woman. A woman with the same implacable presence as her mother. He would have to change tactics and fast. If she found herself a husband then Churinga would be lost to him forever.


‘Exactly how old are you?’ he asked finally.


Matilda’s gaze was direct and challenging. ‘I’m fourteen today.’


Mervyn let his gaze drift over her. ‘Almost a woman,’ he murmured appreciatively.


‘I grew up a long time ago,’ she said acidly as she approached the table. ‘The chooks need feeding and I haven’t seen to the dogs yet. If you’re finished, I’ll clear away.’


He caught her hand as she reached for his bowl. ‘Why don’t you and me have a drink to celebrate your birthday? It’s about time we got to know each other better. ’Specially now yer ma ain’t here.’


Matilda pulled away and hurried to the door. ‘I’ve work to do.’


The screen door slammed behind her and he listened to her light tread across the verandah and down the steps. Deep in thought as he reached for the whisky bottle.


*

Matilda’s pulse raced as she crossed the yard with the swill bucket. There was a change in Dad that scared her far more than his temper, and yet she couldn’t put that change into words. It was something in his eyes and in his manner. Nothing tangible but there all the same, and she had the feeling this new threat was far more dangerous than anything he could do with his fists.


She reached the dog pens and fumbled with the catch on the gate, but for once she didn’t stop to pet the puppies before feeding them. The bark and bustle of the pens filled the void of silence that surrounded Churinga, but it couldn’t penetrate the deep unease that consumed her.


She moved automatically as she emptied the bucket into the low troughs, then raked out the dog run. The sun had set behind Tjuringa mountain, now there was only an orange glow in the sky. Night came swiftly out here and she usually welcomed it for the stillness it brought. Yet tonight she dreaded it. For she couldn’t shake off the feeling that things had changed. And not for the better.


The chickens squabbled as she scattered their feed, and checked the wire netting for breaks. Nothing a dingo loved more than a nice fat chook. They’d been losing quite a few lately. Snakes were another problem, but there wasn’t much she could do about them.


Turning reluctantly towards the house, she gripped the bucket and tried to control the shiver of apprehension that made her heart thud. Dad was watching her from the verandah. She could see the glow of his cigarette.


‘What you doin’ out there? Time you was indoors.’


Matilda heard the slurring of his words and knew he’d been drinking. ‘I hope you’ve had enough to make you pass out soon,’ she muttered with feeling. Her footsteps faltered as her words struck a chill in her. They were an echo of her mother’s.


Mervyn was sprawled in the rocking chair, legs stretched along the verandah, whisky bottle cradled to his chest. It was almost empty. As Matilda approached the front door, he slammed his booted foot against the frame, barring her way. ‘Have a drink with me.’


Her pulse raced and her throat closed. ‘No thanks, Dad,’ she managed at last.


‘It wasn’t an invitation,’ he growled. ‘You’ll bloody do as I say for once.’ The boot thudded on the floor and his arm encircled her waist.


Matilda lost her balance and fell into his lap. She squirmed and wriggled, kicking her heels against the great trunks of his legs in an effort to escape. But his grip never lessened.


‘Sit still,’ he yelled. ‘You’ll spill the bloody grog.’


Matilda stopped fighting and went slack. She would wait for the right moment, then hopefully dodge the fist that would surely follow when she did get free.


‘That’s more like it. Now, have a drink.’


Matilda gagged on the stream of reeking, bitter alcohol he forced between her lips. She couldn’t breathe, didn’t dare spit it out. Finally she managed to push the bottle away. ‘Please, Dad don’t make me. I don’t like it.’


His eyes were wide in mock surprise. ‘But it’s yer birthday, Matilda. You gotta have a present on yer birthday.’ He sniggered, and his bristles rubbed her cheek as he nuzzled her ear.


His breath was rancid, and the stench of his dirty clothes made her heave. The air caught in her lungs and his arm was a vice around her waist as her stomach rebelled. She swallowed, then again. But her head was filling with thunderclouds and her stomach churned. She clawed his arm, desperate to be free. ‘Let me go. I’m gonna …’


With one heave the regurgitated whisky splattered over them both. Mervyn gave a yelp of disgust and threw her from his knee, the bottle shattering on the wooden floor. Matilda fell hard on the broken glass but barely noticed the pain. The world was spinning out of control, and there seemed no end to the hot, gushing flow from her mouth.


‘Now look what you done! Stupid bitch. You’re all the bloody same.’


His boot connected with her hip and she crawled away, blindly searching for the door and the sanctuary of the house.


‘Yer just like yer ma,’ he yelled as he swayed over her. ‘But then you bloody O’Connors always thought you were too good for the likes of me.’ He kicked out again, sending her crashing into the wall. ‘Time you learned some respect.’


Matilda scrabbled for the door, her eyes never leaving him as he returned to his chair, a fresh bottle in his hand.


‘Bugger off,’ he growled. ‘You ain’t no use to me. Just as yer ma wasn’t.’


She didn’t need telling twice. Stumbling to her feet, she edged towards the door.


Mervyn took a long pull from the bottle. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve and eyed her belligerently. Then he sniggered. ‘Not so lah-de-dah now, are ya?’


Matilda slipped into the house. With the door closed behind her, she leaned against it for a moment and took deep, shuddering breaths. The pain in her hip was nothing compared to the pain in her leg, and on closer inspection she understood why. A jagged piece of glass was deeply embedded in her thigh.


Hobbling to the pantry, she pulled down the medicine box and swiftly dealt with the wound. The sting of antiseptic made her bite her lip, but once the glass was out and a clean bandage drew the lips of the ragged cut together, it didn’t seem so bad.


Alert for the sound of Mervyn leaving his chair, she hastily stripped off the filthy dress and left it to soak in a bucket while she washed. There was nothing but the creak of the rockers on the bare boards and his unintelligible ramblings.


Matilda limped across the kitchen to the tiny room where she slept. With the door firmly jammed by a chair, she fell exhausted on to the bed where she lay wide-eyed and vigilant. Night sounds came to her through the shuttered window, and the outback smell of eucalyptus and wattle, dry grass and cooling earth, drifted between the gaps of the clapboard walls.


She fought to stay awake, but it had been a long, traumatic day and her eyelids drooped. Her last thought before sleep was of her mother.


*

The sound was alien and woke her instantly.


The door handle was turning. Rattling against the wood. Matilda edged up the bed, the thin sheet drawn to her chin as she watched the chair being rocked.


She cried out as a great weight was thrown against the door, splintering the panels, rasping the chair across the floor. The screech of rusty hinges was loud as the broken door slammed back against the wall.


Mervyn’s towering bulk filled the frame, the light of a candle casting deep shadows around his staring eyes.


Matilda shuffled to the furthest corner of the bed. Her back was pressed to the wall, knees drawn to her chest. Perhaps if she was small enough, she could become invisible.


Mervyn stepped into the room, the candle held high as he looked down at her.


‘Don’t.’ She put out a hand as if to ward him off. ‘Please, Dad. Don’t hit me.’


‘But I’ve come to give you your present, Matilda.’ He walked unsteadily towards her, fumbling with his belt.


She thought of the last time he’d beaten her, and how the buckle had bit so deep she’d been in agony for days. ‘I don’t want it,’ she sobbed. ‘Not the belt. Please, not the belt.’


The candle was carefully placed on the beside table. Mervyn belched as he pulled the belt free. It was as if she hadn’t spoken. ‘It ain’t the belt you’ll be getting,’ he hiccuped. ‘Not this time.’


Matilda’s sobs came to an abrupt halt and her eyes widened in horror as he fumbled to undo the trouser buttons. ‘No,’ she breathed. ‘Not that.’


The moleskins dropped to the floor and he kicked them aside. His breath was ragged, eyes bright with more than whisky. ‘You always were an ungrateful bitch,’ he grunted. ‘Well, I’m gonna teach you a lesson in manners, and when I’m through you’ll think twice about giving me lip.’


Matilda dived off the bed as he climbed towards her. But he was between her and the door, and the window was tightly fastened against the mosquitoes. There was nowhere to go, and no one to turn to – and as he grabbed her she began to scream.


But the screams bounced off the corrugated iron roof and were lost in the great silence of the Never Never.


*

Dark clouds swirled in her head. Matilda thought she was floating in a cocoon. There was no pain, no terror, just endless darkness which welcomed her, drawing her into its depths, offering peace.


Yet somewhere in that darkness was the sound of another world. Of cocks crowing and early-morning birdsong. The darkness faded to grey, the first rays of light banishing it to the furthest reaches of her mind. Matilda willed the clouds to return. She didn’t want to be torn from this protective womb and thrust into cold reality.


The sunlight broke through the cloud, warming her face, forcing her to return to awareness. She lay for a moment, her eyes closed, wondering why there was so much pain. Then memory hit and her eyes snapped open.


He was gone – but there on the mattress was the evidence of what he’d done. Like a demonic rose, blood blossomed across the kapok, its petals scattered on the sheet and the remains of her petticoat.


Matilda remained huddled on the floor. She had no memory of how she’d got there, but guessed she must have crawled into the corner some time after he’d gone. Pushing away the images of that awful night, she gingerly dragged herself up the wall.


Her legs trembled and every part of her ached. There was blood on her too. Dried and dark, its coppery smell was laced with something else, and as Matilda looked down at her nakedness, she realised what it was. It was the smell of him – of his unwashed body and rough, demanding hands. Of his whisky breath and great forceful weight.


The sharp cry of a cockatoo made her flinch, but it also sharpened her resolve. He would never do this again.


With the trembling under control, Matilda pulled on a clean petticoat and moved painfully round the bed to gather her meagre possessions. The locket was drawn from the hiding place under the floorboards, her mother’s shawl taken from the bed post. She added her two dresses, one skirt and blouse, and her much-darned underwear. Last of all, she picked up the prayer book her grandparents had brought with them all the way from Ireland. She wrapped everything in the shawl, leaving only her moleskins, boots and shirt to change into once she’d washed.


Creeping past the discarded, broken chair, she hesitated just long enough to satisfy herself Mervyn was still asleep then began the endless journey across the kitchen floor.


Every creak and groan of the house seemed magnified. Surely the noise would bring an end to the snoring from the other room?


She paused again, blood singing in her ears, the pulse of it drumming in her head. The snoring was rhythmic and uninterrupted as she reached the door. She held her breath. Her hands were wet with perspiration as she took the water bag down from its hook. It was heavy, and thankfully full. Now for the front door.


The hinges shrieked – the snores stopped – bed springs groaned – Mervyn muttered.


Matilda froze. Seconds stretched into infinity.


With a grunt, the snoring began again and Matilda breathed once more. Slipping around the door, she eased past the screen and ran down the steps. One glance told her Gabriel and his tribe had not returned, neither had the drovers. She was on her own, and she had no idea how long it would be before Mervyn awoke.


Her bare feet stirred the dust of the yard as she hurried down to the creek. The banks were steeply cut and sheltered by willows, and as she slithered and slid towards the shallow, listless water, she knew she couldn’t be seen from the house.


The water was icy, the sun not yet high enough to warm it, but it washed away the evidence of his filth, made her skin clean despite the lingering stink of him which she knew would always be with her. She shivered as she scrubbed. She might appear clean on the outside, but no amount of water could wash away the stains on her soul.


After drying herself roughly on her shirt, she dressed quickly. She dared not cross the yard to the tack room, the dogs would kick up a fuss and alert Mervyn. There was nothing for it, she would have to ignore the pain and ride bare-back. The decision made, she snatched up the shawl and, holding her boots, paddled along the creek bed until she reached the home paddock at the back of the house.


She looked over her shoulder. Nothing stirred behind those shuttered windows and the sound of his snoring drifted into the sleepy dawn.


With sharp, trembling breaths, she climbed the fence and dropped down into the paddock. Most of the horses were partially broken brumbies and would have meant a swifter escape, but the old mare was her only option. She’d been around for as long as Matilda could remember, and unlike the others could be relied on to return to the home paddock when set free.


The brumbies whickered and tossed their heads, milling back and forth as she approached Mervyn’s bay mare. ‘Shhh, Lady. It’s all right, girl. We’re just going for a ride,’ she whispered, stroking the soft nose.


Lady rolled her eyes and stamped her feet as Matilda grasped her mane and hauled herself painfully on to her back.


‘Whoa there, girl. Calm down,’ she soothed. Matilda’s cheek rested on the twitching neck as she whispered into the pricked ears, but her fingers were tightly woven into the coarse mane. Lady was used to Mervyn’s rough handling and heavy weight – there was no knowing how she would react to this strange behaviour, and Matilda didn’t want to risk being thrown.


With the canvas water bag slung over her back, and the shawl bundle hooked over her arm, she urged the mare forward and opened the gate at the far end of the paddock. Rounding up the others as she would a mob of sheep, she spent precious minutes encouraging the brumbies to leave their grazing and lead her out into the wider pastures of Churinga station.


Once they got a taste for the unexpected freedom they were off, and Matilda grinned as she kicked her heels into Lady’s ribs and galloped after them. They would take a long time to round up, but it should give her a head start. For without a horse, Mervyn had little chance of catching her.


*

Thunder rumbled in the distance of his dream and Mervyn tensed, waiting for the flash of lightning and the drum of rain on the corrugated roof. When it didn’t come, he turned over and burrowed more comfortably into the pillows.


Yet sleep, now broken, was elusive, and he found he couldn’t settle. There was something wrong with the image of thunder. Something that didn’t sit easily in his mind.


He opened a bleary eye and tried to focus on the empty bed beside him. There was something wrong about that too – but his head hurt and coherent thought was fogged by the need for a drink. His mouth tasted sour, and as he ran his tongue over his dry lips, he winced from the sting of a deep cut he had no recollection of receiving.


‘Must have fell over,’ he muttered, testing it with his tongue. ‘Mary! Where the hell are you?’ he yelled.


The drummer behind his eyes beat a painful tattoo and he fell back into the pillows with a groan. Bloody woman was never around when she was needed.


He lay there, his mind drifting aimlessly through the fog of pain. ‘Mary,’ he groaned. ‘Get in here, woman.’


There was no answering rat-a-tat-tat of hurrying footsteps, no rattle of pots from the kitchen or bustle of activity in the yard. It was too quiet.


Mervyn rolled off the bed and gingerly stood up. His leg throbbed with the same rhythm as his head, and the wasted thigh muscle trembled as he put his weight on it. Where the hell was everybody? How dare they leave him here like this?


He lurched for the door and threw it open. It crashed against the wall, triggering off a memory that was fleeting and seemed to make no sense. He dismissed it and staggered into the deserted kitchen. He needed a drink.


As the last of the whisky slid down his throat and muffled the drummers in his head, Mervyn took stock of his surroundings. There was no porridge bubbling on the range, no billy steaming, no Mary. He opened his mouth to yell for her – then remembered. Mary was in the ground. Had been for more than two weeks.


His legs suddenly refused to support him, and he slumped into a chair. A coldness swept over him that no amount of whisky could warm as memory returned full force.


‘What have I done?’ he whispered into that terrible silence.


The chair toppled over as he thrust away from the table. He had to find Matilda. Had to explain – to make her understand it was the whisky that had made him do such a thing.


Her room was deserted. The splintered door hanging on one hinge, the bed a bloody reminder of what he’d done. Tears streamed down his face. ‘I didn’t mean it, girl. I thought you was Mary,’ he sobbed.


He listened to the silence, then sniffed back the tears and stepped into the room. She was probably hiding but he needed to see her, to convince her it had all been a terrible mistake. ‘Where are you, Molly?’ he called softly. ‘Come to Daddy.’ The childhood endearment Mary had used was deliberate – he hoped she might respond to it more easily.


There was still no reply, no rustle to betray her hiding place. He flicked back the soiled sheet and looked under the bed. Opened the heavy wardrobe door and fumbled in its dark, empty recesses. He wiped his nose on his sleeve and tried to think. She must have gone to the barn or one of the other outbuildings.


He limped back into the kitchen, saw the bottle on the table and swiped it to the floor where it crashed with a satisfying explosion of glass. ‘Never again,’ he muttered. ‘Never, ever again.’


His crippled leg dragged his foot on the floor as he hurried for the screen door, and as he was about to step on to the verandah, something caught his eye. It wasn’t something that was there – but something which should have been.


Mervyn stopped and looked at the naked hook, and as he pondered the disappearance of the water bag, other things began to fit into place. The wardrobe had been empty. Matilda’s boots weren’t under the bed, and Mary’s shawl was gone from the bedpost.


The tears dried as remorse and self-pity were replaced by fear. Where the hell was she? And how long had she been gone?


The sun was still rising, its glare hitting his eyes and making his head throb. He rammed his hat low and headed for the barns and outhouses. She had to be here – somewhere. Even Matilda wasn’t stupid enough to run off, not with the nearest neighbours almost a hundred miles away.


He gave a brief thought to the drovers who’d ridden out with the mob a couple of days ago. She might come across them, but they would know to keep their mouths shut if they valued their jobs. Yet it was the idea of her making it to Wilga, and that nosy-parker Finlay and his wife, that truly bothered him. That would be bad enough – but what if she’d headed for Kurrajong and Ethan?


Icy terror made his pulse drum and quickened his shambling walk. He had to find her – and quickly.


Moments later he was approaching the home paddock, saddle and bridle in hand, a fresh water bag sloshing at his back. He was angry and afraid. If Matilda made it to Wilga or Kurrajong then his life at Churinga would be over. Fast talking and lies wouldn’t save him this time.


He crossed the yard and came to an abrupt halt. The home paddock was deserted, the far gate open. The pastures beyond stretched emptily towards the horizon. Rage tore through him as he threw his saddle to the ground. Unlike Ethan Squires, his money didn’t stretch to a ute and without a horse he would never catch the devious little bitch.


He lit a cigarette, then picking up his saddle, fretted and fumed his way through the long grass. She shouldn’t have drunk that whisky and sat on his knee if she hadn’t been willing. If she was old enough for that, then she was old enough for other things. Neither should she have looked so like her ma and treated him like dirt if she didn’t expect to be punished.


And anyway, he thought as he finally reached the open gate at the far end of the paddock, she’s probably not even my daughter. It was obvious something had been going on between Mary and Ethan – and if the rumours were true, it had begun long before Mary had become Mervyn’s wife. That would explain Patrick’s extraordinary offer of Churinga in exchange for his daughter’s marriage to Mervyn, and why Mary and Ethan had plotted to cheat him.


Having convinced himself he’d done nothing wrong, he pushed back his hat and stared moodily into the distance. Matilda had to be found. She must not be allowed to tell anyone what had happened. They wouldn’t understand. And, besides, it was none of their damn business.


His heated thoughts stilled and he grew tense. Something was moving out there but too far away for him to tell what it could be. He shielded his eyes and watched the dark speck emerge from the shimmering heat haze. The brumby pricked its ears as Mervyn whistled, and after a few nervous twitches of its mane, curiosity drew it into a canter.


Mervyn stood rock steady, waiting for the animal to reach him. The horse was young and had obviously become separated from the herd. He’d found isolation bewildering and had returned to the only place he knew.


Mervyn’s impatience was hard to contain as the horse dithered and twitched just out of reach. He knew from experience that rough handling or sudden noise would make the brumby bolt again so he took time to talk to it, to calm it before saddling up. Once astride, he studied the tracks of the other brumbies and followed them. The churned earth marked their passage well, but after an hour there were separate tracks of a single horse being ridden in a straight line.


That line headed south – towards Wilga.


*

Matilda had given Lady her head and the first few miles were covered swiftly. Now the mare was tiring and they’d slowed to an easy trot. No horse, let alone one as old as Lady, could be expected to gallop far in this heat. It was better to take it easy than to risk her getting injured or blown.


The morning was advanced, the sun high and fierce. Watery mirages shimmered on the parched earth and the silver grass rustled beneath Lady’s hooves. The vast emptiness engulfed them, the sound of its silence coming back as a sibilant echo. If Matilda hadn’t been so intent on escape, she would not have been afraid. For this harsh, beautiful land was as much a part of her as breathing.


Its grandeur piqued her senses, the raw colours jolting some deep part of her that yearned to embrace it – and be embraced by it. Yet within that ancient landscape was the soft beauty of delicate leaves, of pale flowers and ashen bark, the sweet aroma of wattle and pine, and the joyous trill of the skylark.


Matilda shifted on the mare’s back. Her discomfort had grown more intense as the miles lengthened between her and Churinga, but there was no time to rest. She mopped the sweat from her face and adjusted the brim of her old felt hat. The water in the bag was warm and tasted brackish, but despite her thirst, she knew it must be rationed. The nearest water hole was still miles away.


After another long, sweeping search of the horizon behind her still revealed no sign of Mervyn, she settled as best she could on the mare’s broad back and concentrated on the view between Lady’s ears. The steady rhythm of plodding hooves became a lullaby, the heat embracing her in the languid cocoon of carelessness.


The snake had been coiled in a narrow cleft of corrugated earth, hidden from the sun by an overhang of scrub grass. The vibration of the approaching horse had woken it, bringing it sharply alert. Red-brown coils slithered in the dirt as forked tongue flickered and unblinking eyes watched the girl and the horse.


Matilda’s chin rested low and her eyes were heavy-lidded with the enticement of sleep. Her fingers loosened their clutch on the mane as she drooped towards Lady’s neck.


Sharp hoof rang on stony ground. Scrub grass tore. The snake whipped powerful coils, fangs unsheathed, yellow eyes fixed on their target. It struck hard and fast.


The mare reared as venom spewed. Her hooves flashed as she pawed the air and screamed in terror. Wild-eyed, she tossed her head, nostrils flared, back legs dancing over the shale.


Matilda grabbed for the wildly flying mane, her knees and feet instinctively clinging to the animal’s sides.


The mare’s flaying hooves crashed back to earth. Matilda’s grip was torn from the mane and she clung to the sweating, straining neck. Lady reared again to resume the twisting, dancing fight for escape, and Matilda’s desperate efforts to stay on board were over. The red earth rushed to meet her.


Lady pranced on her back legs, eyes rolling, lips peeled back as she trampled the ground. Matilda fought for breath as she rolled away from those crashing, deadly hooves – and all the while wondered where the King Brown had gone.


With a snort and a toss of her head, Lady wheeled around and tore back the way she’d come. Dust rose around her, the earth vibrated with the thud of her hooves, and Matilda was left far behind in a bruised heap. ‘Come back,’ she shrieked. ‘Lady, come back.’


But there was only a cloud of dust tracing the mare’s departure – and eventually even that had disappeared.


Matilda gingerly felt her arms and legs. There seemed to be no bones broken but through the tattered remains of her shirt she could see she was badly grazed. She closed her eyes in an attempt to still the spinning shock of the speed and ferocity of her fall, but the knowledge the snake could be close by meant she had little time to recover.


Hauling herself to her feet, she picked up the water bag and bundle and stood for a moment in the silence. The snake was nowhere to be seen, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t lurking.


‘Pull yourself together,’ she muttered. ‘It’s probably more scared than Lady after all that noise, and long gone by now.’


She settled her hat firmly over her forehead and hitched her belongings over her shoulder as she took stock of her situation. The elliptical rise of blue-grey the Aborigines called Tjuringa mountain was closer now. Wilga lay on the other side of the eucalyptus and pine-covered mountain but she knew it would take many hours’ walking before she would catch first sight of it.


With a trembling sigh she scanned the horizon. Lady was gone but there was still no sign of Mervyn. Matilda lifted her chin and set out. There was water at the foot of Tjuringa, and shelter. If she could make it by nightfall, then she could rest.


*

Mervyn was driven by fear and uncertainty as to how much of a start she’d had on him. He dug in his spurs and the horse lengthened its stride, nimble feet racing over the hard, unforgiving ground. The sun was high, and after they’d been travelling for several hours, he knew the brumby was close to exhaustion. He’d ridden hard yet there was still no sign of her, still no dust plume following her trail. He reined in and slid from the saddle.


He could have done with a proper drink but water from the skin bag would have to do. Swilling the leather-tainted water around his mouth, he let it soak into his dry tongue before swallowing it. Then he filled his hat and offered it to the horse. The animal drank deeply, its sides still heaving from the ride, its neck flecked with sweat. When they had both had enough to keep them going, Mervyn rammed the wet, cool hat back on his head and led the horse forward. He would walk for a while in the animal’s shade, and once they’d reached the water hole at the base of Tjuringa, they could cool off and drink all they wanted.


Flies swarmed as heat rebounded off the rough shale and jagged boulders. A hawk floated above the shimmering grassland, an effortless predator in search of prey. Mervyn’s thoughts were grim. Not for him the easy hunt or far-seeing eye of a hawk, but the endless trudge beneath a burning sun for a quarry that had so far out-witted him. The thought of how he would punish her when he did find her was what kept him going. That – and the fear of discovery.


His mind wandered back to Gallipoli. Back to the night he’d crept from the stinking hole in the ground that had become a graveyard for so many of his mates. The night discovery had been averted by his quick thinking and cunning.


He’d been in the thick of things for months, and the blast and crump of Turkish shells jangled in his mind long after the barrage was over. He’d twitched from it, relived every sight and sound of the carnage they had just come through. The stink of cordite and blood was always with him – as was the terror. It made him sweat and shake and cringe in the mud. Maddened him with a claustrophobic panic he could no longer control.


Mervyn remembered how he’d slipped away under cover of darkness, the survivors around him muttering in their sleep, rifles hugged to their chests for comfort. He’d scurried through the trenches, working his way further and further from the front line and certain death. Like a hunted animal, he’d searched for a bolt-hole, the merest shelter where the shells couldn’t find him and death no longer rode his back.


Skirting the command post which nestled in a sheltered basin several hundred yards from the beach head, he’d finally found what he’d been looking for. He crawled past a dead body that must have been overlooked by the medics and into a narrow, dank cave where he slumped to the ground, hands over his head, knees drawn to his chin.


Sporadic fire echoed in the walls around him, making him whimper and cringe. He wanted it to go away – to leave him be. He couldn’t bear it any longer.


He didn’t hear the scrape of boots on the cavern floor or see the soldier’s approach.


‘Get up, you lousy coward.’


Mervyn looked up. A bayonet was inches from his face. ‘Leave me,’ he pleaded. ‘I can’t go back up there.’


‘Dirty yellow dingo! I oughta shoot you right here and let you rot.’ The bayonet stabbed the air between them. ‘On yer feet.’


Mervyn’s head was filled with a red haze. Terror of the trenches became secondary to the threat he now faced. The court martial would be swift, the firing squad a certainty. He was cornered. All he could do was attack – and before he realised what he was doing, the rifle he’d carried against the enemy was firing at a fellow Aussie.


The retort bounced off the walls and filled his head. A dull thud in his knee brought him to the floor and he lay stunned for a long moment, wondering what had happened. When the red mist cleared and his senses stopped jangling, he looked across the enclosed space.


The other man was down, rifle discarded beside him. There was no movement, no sound of breathing, and as Mervyn crawled towards him, he realised why. The man had no face. Mervyn’s bullet had blown it away.


He inspected his own wound, the horror of what he’d done wiping away the fear and pain, bringing instead a cold calculation of what to do next. The other man’s bullet had shattered his knee and driven up into his thigh before punching a hole in his hip. The pain would soon be all-consuming and the blood loss much too rapid for him to stay here any longer.


He eyed the dead soldier. He was small and lightly built. Shouldn’t pose too much of a problem. Coming to a swift decision, Mervyn grabbed him and slung him over his shoulder. Using his rifle as a walking stick, he hobbled to the mouth of the cave. Guns were still going off on the Turkish side, lights still flickered in the hospital tent, and the command centre was alive with scurrying runners and shouted orders.


Mervyn hitched the man from his shoulder to his back, looping the dead arms around his neck, grasping the lifeless hands to his throat. He would make a perfect shield if a stray bullet came over the hill.


The steep climb down to the hospital tent had been agonising, but his arrival amongst the chaos had a gratifying effect – just as he’d known it would. He was the returning hero. Wounded, he’d risked his life for a cobber. He’d almost laughed when they solemnly told him his mate was dead, and looked at him with pity.


Mervyn came back to the present and stared into the sun. They’d given him a medal, and after many months in hospital, his ticket home. Luck and cunning had saved him that night, just as they would now – for there on the horizon was Lady.


He smiled as the grey mare galloped up to him. Catching the dangling reins, he remounted the brumby and spurred him into a gallop. If Matilda had been thrown, it wouldn’t take long to find her.


*

With the sinking of the sun came the long, cool shadows, and with stumbling relief Matilda thrust her way through the clinging undergrowth and sought shelter beneath the canopy of trees. It hurt to breathe, to move, even to think. She was exhausted.


The bush sounds were all around her as she leaned against a tree trunk for a moment’s respite, but it was the splash and trickle of water that drew her on again. There was no time to rest but she could wash and refill the water bag before moving on and the thought of that cold clean mountain fall revived her flagging spirits.


The waterfall began high up in the mountain, gushing down, gathering other springs along the way, until it fell hundreds of feet into the rocky valley below. Yet, as Matilda finally emerged from the dense, green light of the hinterland, she realised it was sadly depleted by the lack of rain. The water that trickled down the worn, glistening rocks was barely enough to fill the pools below. Great tree roots lay in naked arthritic tangles where once they’d been submerged. Forest ferns drooped scorched fronds, and thick ropes of withered ivy hung listlessly from creaking, parched wattle and King Billy pines.


Matilda climbed down to a broad, flat stone that jutted above one of the rock pools, and pulled off her boots. She didn’t bother to undress, she was filthy and so were the remains of her clothes. As she lowered herself into the icy water, she shivered with pleasure. The blisters on her feet would soon heal, the scorch of the sun on her exposed arms would soon turn brown.


She closed her eyes and held her nose, then sank below the surface of the water. The dirt and sweat lifted away. The pain between her legs dulled in the icy caress. Her hair floated and her parched skin was replenished.


Emerging with a gasp, she cupped her hands and drank deeply before refilling the water bag. The birds which had fallen silent on her arrival were now in full song, and she gazed up into the surrounding trees. This had always been a special place. A place where Mary had told her about unicorns and fairies and the little people she’d called leprechauns. As Matilda looked around her, she could almost believe they existed – but harsh reality had a way of making such stories a nonsense.


She dragged herself reluctantly from the water and pulled on her boots. Wincing as the leather caught the angry blisters, the pain was not enough to daunt her – not after what she’d suffered in the past few hours – and she snatched up the bag and shawl bundle and headed deeper into the bush. It was a faster route through it than around it, and if she kept heading south she would come out on the crest above Wilga.


By the time she emerged from the humid green shadows and into the dying sunlight, she was sweating profusely. Yet she felt a jolt of achievement as she looked down on the great sweep of Wilga’s pastures, and the thin spiral of smoke from the homestead on the horizon. She’d almost made it.


As the stands of trees grew sparse and the sun dipped even lower in the sky, Matilda picked her way over the tumble of boulders at the foot of Tjuringa. The water bag was heavy on her shoulder, the bundle cumbersome as she slid and stumbled over the loose, treacherous ground, but she had no thought of discarding either – they were precious. Creatures scuttled and slithered from beneath the rocks as she disturbed their late-afternoon slumber and the laughing jackass mocked her progress, but finally she reached flatter ground and stopped for a moment to catch her breath and take a drink.


It was almost twilight, and Wilga homestead was at least another three hours’ walk away but she had to dredge deep to find the strength to carry on. Mervyn might have come across Lady and could be just a few miles behind her.


Thudding the stopper back into the neck of the water bag, she stepped out on to the plains and headed for the wisp of smoke on the horizon.


Time lost all meaning as she walked. She was aware only of the deepening shadows and the glimmer of Wilga homestead in the distance. Her boots scuffed the dry earth and silver grass as her thoughts centred on Tom and April Finlay.


Tom Finlay’s family had owned Wilga for years. Old man Finlay had passed on a few months after his wife. Now Tom was married and ran the property with his wife. Matilda hadn’t seen him in a long while – not since Mum got sick and Mervyn refused to let him visit. Yet she knew she would find shelter at Wilga. She and Tom had grown up together, and although he was several years older, Matilda knew he regarded her as the sister he’d never had.


She remembered him as a skinny boy who’d teased her mercilessly about her mother calling her Molly. What kind of name was that? he’d asked as he’d pulled her hair. But as they’d grown older, his tugs weren’t quite so hard and he’d agreed that her pet name suited her. For Matildas were supposed to be rather stern people, not larrikins who climbed trees and played in the dust with their hair in their eyes.


Matilda smiled, despite her fear and weariness. How right he’d been, she thought. Great Aunt Matilda was very starched and proper if her portrait was anything to go by. No wonder her mother had changed her mind once her baby began to display less than immaculate behaviour.


A familiar sound disturbed her thoughts and in sharp anticipation she looked around.


The drum of hoofbeats vibrated in the ground, and there, far behind her, was the unmistakable blur of a horse and rider. At last. Someone had seen her and was coming to help.


She waved. ‘I’m here. Over here,’ she called.


Her cries went unacknowledged but the horse kept coming.


Matilda shivered as the first tingle of unease crept over her. There were two horses but only one rider. She took a step back. Then another. And as the outlines sharpened, the dread returned. There was no mistaking the solid figure on the back of the chestnut or the grey lumbering outline of Lady.


She began to run.


The sound of hooves grew closer. Wilga seemed an impossible distance away.


The adrenaline pumped as Matilda raced through the long grass. Her boots slipped and tripped over the uneven ground. Her hat flew off and dangled down her back. But her eyes were fixed on that distant glimmer that was her refuge. She had to make it. Her life depended on it.


The thundering hooves slowed to a steady walk.


She dared not look round, but guessed he was a couple of hundred yards away, playing with her as a cat toyed with a mouse, teasing, provoking, but all the while menacing. A sob of desperation mingled with the gasp as she stumbled again. He was waiting for her to fall. Waiting his moment. They both knew she couldn’t outrun him.


The pastures stretched endlessly before her, the long grass hampering her escape, the earth seemingly set on making her stumble. Yet she found the strength to stay on her feet and keep going. The alternative was too awful to contemplate.


The steady plod of hooves followed her – never gaining but always there. She heard the soft, malicious chuckle and the jingle of harness. It spurred her on.


The homestead was nearer now, she could even catch a shimmer of light in one of the windows, and Mervyn wouldn’t dare hurt her once she reached the fire-break that surrounded the property.


As her feet pounded over the earth, she searched desperately for a sign of life – of confirmation that someone was out there and would see her. Where was Tom? Why had no one come to help?


The pursuing drumbeat gathered pace. Nearer and nearer, its approach filled the world with its sound until there was nothing else.


Her breath was ragged. Her heartbeat a hammer against her ribs as the chestnut gelding came up beside her. Sweat foamed its flanks, the great bellows of its lungs rasped as it came to a skittering halt in front of her.


Matilda twisted away.


The horse followed.


She ducked away from the trampling, stamping legs and weaved through the grass.


The horse closed in, the booted foot left the stirrup and kicked up.


The blow to the side of her head sent her stumbling, arms flailing, trying to catch hold of the harness to keep her balance. Then she was falling. Down, down, down she went – the earth rushing to meet her, embracing her in a cloud of dust and cruel stones, punching air from her lungs.


Mervyn’s bulk blotted out the remains of the sun as he loomed over her. ‘Just how far did you think you were gonna get?’


Matilda glanced through the grass at the silent, deserted homestead. If she hadn’t taken time to rest she’d have made it.


His grasp on her arm was brutal as he yanked her to her feet. A gleam of sadistic relish was in his eyes as he tugged her hair and forced her to look up at him. Matilda knew he wanted her to cry out, to plead with him not to hurt her, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction – no matter how much he was hurting her.


His breath was foul, his mouth inches from her face. His voice a low, menacing rasp. ‘What happens on Churinga’s no one else’s business. Understood? You shoot through again, and I’ll kill you.’


Matilda knew this was no idle threat. She lowered her gaze and tried not to flinch as his fingers increased their hold in her hair.


‘Look at me,’ he growled.


She dredged the last of her courage and stared back at him.


‘There ain’t no one going to believe you. I’m a hero, see, and I’ve got a medal to prove it.’


Matilda looked into his eyes and thought she saw something else behind the threat – could it be fear? Impossible. For his words held the ring of truth and in those few seconds she knew she was truly alone.





Chapter One



Sydney sweltered, and the graceful white sails of the new Opera House gleamed against the dark iron  struts of the harbour bridge. Circular Quay was a  kaleidoscope of colour with its crush of people,  and the water busy with craft of every size and  shape. Australia was celebrating as only she knew how, the narrow streets of the burgeoning capital full of noise and bustle. Jenny had gone to see the Queen open the Opera House out of curiosity, and to help fill the hours of another long day. Yet the great swarm of people who joined her on the sun-drenched quayside did nothing to alleviate the feeling of isolation, and she’d returned home to her house in the northern suburb of Palm Beach as soon as the ceremony was over.


Now she stood on the balcony and gripped the railing with the same desperation as she’d clung to the debris of her life during the past six months of mourning. The death of her husband and baby hadn’t come softly, with time to prepare, to say the words of parting that should have been spoken – but with an obscene swiftness that had swept everything else aside and left her stranded. The house seemed too big, too empty, too silent. And every room held a reminder of how it had once been. Yet there could be no turning back, no remission. They were gone.


The Pacific Ocean glittered in the sun, its reflection mirrored in the windows of the elegant villas on the hillside overlooking the shore, and the bright, purple heads of the bougainvillaea nodded against the white stucco walls of the house. Peter had planted them because they were the same colour as her eyes. Now she could hardly bear to look at them. Yet it was the sight of the children splashing at the water’s edge that most reinforced her loss. Two-year-old Ben had loved the water.


‘Thought I’d find you here. Why did you run off like that? You scared me, Jen.’


She turned at the sound of Diane’s soft voice to find her friend standing in the doorway. She was dressed as usual in a caftan, her dark curls anchored by a silk bandanna. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you, but after six months of shutting myself away, the noise and the crowds in the city were too much. I had to get away.’


‘You should have said you wanted to leave. I’d have come with you.’


Jenny shook her head. ‘I needed to be on my own for a while, Diane. Needed to make sure …’


She couldn’t finish the sentence, couldn’t put into words the awful hope she carried each time she left the house. For she knew the truth, had seen the coffins lowered into the ground. ‘It was a mistake. I know that now.’


‘Not a mistake, Jen. Just confirmation of your worst fears. But it will get better, I promise.’


Jenny eyed her friend with affection. The exotic clothes, garish jewellery and heavy makeup hid a softness she would have denied vehemently. But Jenny had known Diane for too long to be fooled. ‘How come you know so much?’


There was a flicker of sadness in Diane’s brown eyes. ‘Twenty-four years of experience,’ she said dryly. ‘Life’s a bitch, but you and I’ve survived this long, so don’t you dare give up on me now.’


The kaleidoscope of their lives flashed through Jenny’s mind as they embraced. They had met in the orphanage at Dajarra, two small girls clinging to the hope of finding their parents – and when that dream was shattered they’d built another. Then another.


‘Remember when we first came down to Sydney? We had so many plans. How come it all went wrong?’


Diane gently pulled away from the embrace, her silver bracelets jangling as she smoothed Jenny’s long brown hair away from her face. ‘Nothing was ever guaranteed, Jen. There’s no point in lingering over what fate dished out for us.’


‘But it’s not fair,’ she exploded, anger finally rising above the misery.


Diane’s expression was enigmatic. ‘I agree, but unfortunately there’s nothing we can do about it.’ She gripped Jenny’s arms in strong fingers. ‘Let it go, Jen. Get angry – cry – yell at the world and everything in it if it makes you feel better. Because you aren’t doing yourself any favours by letting it eat away at you.’


Jenny waged an inner war as she turned away from that all-penetrating honesty and stared out over the bay. It would have been easy to rage, to give into tears and recriminations, but there had to be some part of her life still within her control and this enforced calm was all she had left.


*

Diane swept back her long sleeves, lit a cigarette and watched the inner battle reflected on Jenny’s face. I wish I could do or say something to break down that great wall of resistance she always puts up when she’s hurt, she thought. But, knowing Jenny, she’ll come round to it when she’s good and ready. It had been the same all their lives, and Diane could see no reason why she should change now.
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