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Chapter One

1921

It was the height of summer and the six painted wagons slowly trundled along the winding, narrow, dirt track which cut through the heart of the Australian Outback. Each wagon bore the legend, SUMMERS’ MUSIC HALL, in bright red letters, and was pulled by a sure-footed shire-horse, whose chestnut coat and graceful plumed fetlocks gleamed in the sun. The troupe of travelling players had been together for over a year, and now they were heading for Charleville before turning north to spend the winter on the Queensland coast.

Velda Summers sat on the buckboard next to her husband, and tried to ease the nagging pain in her back. The jolt and sway of the wagon was making her feel nauseous, and she couldn’t wait for the journey to be over. ‘How far is it now?’ she demanded.

Declan turned his head to look at her, his expression concerned. ‘That’s the fifth time you’ve asked me this morning,’ he said in the warm Irish brogue so admired by his female audiences. ‘Are you not well, my love?’

Velda put her hands over the burgeoning mound of her stomach. ‘I think the baby’s not liking all this jiggling about,’ she said with a pout. ‘And, frankly, Declan, neither am I.’ She looked back at him through her lashes and tempered her petulance with a wan smile.

Declan’s smile was indulgent, his dark hair flopping over his brow as the sun glinted in his brown eyes. ‘We’re almost there, darlin’,’ he murmured. ‘Then you can rest while we get ready for the parade.’

Velda gave a great sigh to let him know she wasn’t happy about it, and tried to find a more comfortable spot on the hard buckboard. She had no other option but to sit here and suffer, but even with a cushion rammed behind the small of her back, she couldn’t ease the nagging ache. She tasted the dew of sweat on her top lip and pulled at her dress. The thin cotton shift was clinging to her, and despite the broad-brimmed hat she always wore to protect her face from the sun, she could feel the onset of a headache.

The heat of the Outback was all-encompassing. There was no escape, not even when they were sheltered from the fierce glare by surrounding trees. Flies and mosquitoes were drifting around them in clouds, and the eternal hiss and click of a million insects buzzed in her head. Her energy was sapped and she wilted like the pale green eucalyptus leaves that drooped overhead. How she missed the cool, misty mornings of her Irish home. The smell of rain on grass, the crashing of the sea against the black rocks and the pungent aroma of peat fires in the hearth.

‘You’re not regretting this, are you?’ Declan asked as he slapped the reins over the shire’s broad back in an attempt to quicken his pace.

Velda dismissed the treacherous thoughts of Ireland, for they came only in moments of weakness, and she knew she would follow her man to the ends of the earth – even if it was as hot as hell and twice as uncomfortable. She smiled at him as she saw the naked love for her in his eyes. ‘Never,’ she breathed. ‘For how could I have let you come all this way alone?’

He seemed satisfied with her reply and, after kissing her cheek, turned his attention back to the vista that was opening out before them.

Velda looked at the empty miles of sun-bleached grass and blood-red earth and, despite her brave words, felt the return of the deep-seated fear that always lurked at the back of her mind. They were so far from civilisation – so very alone – what if something were to go wrong again? This Australia was an untamed place which instilled fear in even the most determined heart, and although she had Declan to protect and cherish her, there were moments when she wished with all her might they hadn’t come here.

Tears blurred her vision and she bit her lip as she thought of the lonely little grave they had left behind a year ago. Her first baby had come too fast and had not survived long enough to draw breath. They would probably never pass that way again, and her tiny son’s resting place would be obliterated by the elements and the encroaching bush, until there was no sign he had ever existed.

She blinked back the tears, fighting to maintain a stoic disregard for the onset of loneliness and the yearning need for her mother. Her choice had been made and she’d married Declan, knowing she would never see the shores of Ireland again. For this had been their adventure, their search for a new life and perhaps even fame and fortune. It was too late now to regret anything.

The sun was high in the sky as the cavalcade entered the clearing in the bush and the troupe began to set up camp. Charleville was less than two miles away and they had to prepare for their Grand Parade. This would be their chance of drumming up business, of handing out fliers and giving the audience a taste of what was to come if they paid their twopenny entrance fee.

Declan lifted Velda from her high perch and gently set her on her feet. ‘I’ve put some pillows and blankets under that tree,’ he said. ‘Go and rest while I try to knock some order into this company of rogues.’

Velda stroked his face, seeing the fear for her and their unborn child in his eyes.

‘Did I ever tell you how much I love you?’ she murmured, her earlier petulance forgotten.

‘Many times, my darling,’ he replied against her lips. ‘But I will never tire of hearing you say it.’

They kissed, his embrace gentle as the baby moved between them. Then he was gone, striding into the circle of wagons, throwing orders to all who would listen, his rich, deep tones reverberating in the stillness of their bush surroundings.

‘Blimey, ’e don’t ’alf go on,’ grumbled Poppy as she took Velda’s arm.

Velda smiled as she eased her back. She and Poppy were both twenty-two, and the little Cockney dancer had become a good friend over the twelve months they’d been together. ‘He just wants everything to be ready,’ she murmured.

‘Let’s get you settled then. You look fair done in.’

Velda silently acknowledged she was out of sorts. ‘I wish I had even half your energy, Poppy. Doesn’t the heat ever get to you?’

The peroxide blonde hair shimmered in the sun and the freckles danced across her nose as she laughed. ‘When you’ve lived through twenty winters in London you’re only too pleased for a bit of warmth. Can’t get enough of it.’

They picked their way over fallen branches and through the long, crisp grass to the trees overhanging the rivulet of water which meandered a tortuous path through the surrounding scrub and gurgled over shiny pebbles. With Poppy by her side, Declan’s lilting, musical voice soothing her fears, and the close proximity of Charleville easing Velda’s concerns, she could at last relax. This child would be born in a proper bed, with a doctor in attendance; they had the money, for these outback towns were starved of entertainment and the locals had come flocking to their performances.

She took off the broad-brimmed straw hat she’d decorated with silk roses and scarlet ribbons, and shook out her long black hair, leaving it to tumble almost to her waist. It was cooler here by the water, the sunlight dappled by the cascade of drooping eucalyptus branches. There would be no more performances from her until this baby was born, and it was lovely to sit idly by and let the others do all the work. Yet she couldn’t quite dismiss the tug of longing to be with them, for she was a performer, a soprano, and she would miss not being on stage tonight, would miss the applause, the footlights and the excitement of playing to a new audience.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ muttered Poppy as she helped Velda get settled on the blankets. ‘But you ain’t gunna be on that stage for a while yet, so you might as well ’ave a kip and enjoy being a lady of leisure for a change.’

Velda squeezed her hand. ‘Thanks, Pops.’

Poppy grinned, and without the usual thick make-up, she looked about sixteen. ‘Better get on, or I’ll ’ave yer old man yelling at me again.’

Velda watched her run back to the wagons, and smiled. Poppy was never still, and despite the skinny frame, seemed to possess the strength and stamina of a cart-horse. Declan had long since realised Poppy was a law unto herself and had given up trying to organise her.

Resting back on the pillows, she kicked off her shoes and dipped her feet in the icy water and watched the now familiar bustle of the camp as they prepared for the parade. Poppy was bossing the girls around as usual, her strident Cockney voice and raucous laughter echoing through the surrounding bush. The jugglers, musicians and acrobats were rehearsing and Max, the comedian and dog trainer, was sorting out his props. Patch, his little terrier snuffled in the long grass, tail whipping back and forth in excitement at all the different scents.

Velda smiled as Patch caught sight of her and ran, tongue lolling to be petted. With one black eye and another patch on his rump, he was aptly named. She patted his head and eventually pushed him away. He was too energetic for her today.

The wagons had been washed down, with water lifted in buckets from the stream, and now the green, red and yellow paintwork glittered in the sun. The white masks of comedy and tragedy gleamed like ghosts against the dark green paint, reminding the troupe they were following an ancient heritage – a heritage which had shifted and changed over the years – yet one that still enthralled those who played their part in it.

The horses had been fed and watered, then groomed until their chestnut coats and white manes gleamed in the sun. Feathered headdresses were fixed to their crown-pieces, brasses to the thick collars, and strings of tiny silver bells dangled from the scarlet blankets on their backs. Patch danced on his back legs, showing off his glittery ruff, his piratical patch giving him a raffish air as he sought admiration from each of the players.

There was an air of pent-up excitement among the men and women of the troupe as costumes were taken out of the trunks and brushed down. In this babble of chatter and laughter, top hats and shoes were polished, and feathery fans wafted to rid them of the dust that seemed to cling no matter how well they’d been packed. Heavy make-up was applied, frills and feathers adjusted and stockings checked for ladders. The props were inspected for any damage, and the fliers they’d had printed in the last town were divided up amongst the troupe to be handed out during the Grand Parade.

Velda eased her back against the cushions. The ache had ebbed into a niggle, and she was feeling drowsy, lulled by the dappled shadows and the chuckle of the water. It was bliss not to be in that wagon, not to be jolted and jarred and thrown about.

She sighed with sleepy contentment. The chorus girls chattered and bitched as they ruffled their brightly coloured skirts and jostled for a place in front of the one long mirror. Paste jewellery shot darts of fire in the sun, feathered headdresses swayed and dipped as they bent their heads and fought over lipsticks. They reminded her of the local birds, all bright plumage and squabbling tail-feathers, flitting here and there, never still.

The sharp rap of drums woke her and she sat up, startled. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep, and by the look of things, the parade was ready to march into town.

‘Stay here and rest,’ said Declan as he squatted down beside her.

‘Not on your life,’ she insisted as she grabbed her shoes and struggled to her feet. She looked into his eyes, so loving, so kind, she couldn’t resist kissing him. ‘The show must go on, remember?’ she teased. ‘And as I’ve never missed a parade yet, I don’t intend to start now.’

He looked uncertain, but she took the decision out of his hands by marching barefooted through the grass and clambering up into the wagon. The sleep had done her some good, and the pain had disappeared. Taking the reins, she looked down at him and grinned. ‘It’s showtime,’ she said. ‘Let’s go.’

Charleville was a crossroads of the outback, with tracks that had been laid down by the early pioneers and explorers. The streets were broad and dusty, a leftover from the days of the great bullock droves when thirty oxen would pull the enormous drays loaded with bales of wool through the town on the way to the markets in Brisbane. It was a wealthy town with a hotel on every corner. These hotels catered to the needs of the stockmen and drovers who came with their mobs to the tiny Victorian station, where the animals would be sent east by train.

Surrounding the town were several hundred thousand acres of good grazing land and forests which were fed by a myriad number of underground streams and deep billabongs. Wool and beef were king and the Outlanders were rich after the Great War. Their money had provided wooden walkways and shops, two churches, a police station and a racecourse.

The finest of the hotels was the Coronas. Built to cater for the aristocracy of the Outback – the graziers – it was a graceful Victorian edifice with a shady verandah that overlooked the hitching posts and main thoroughfare. The dining room was panelled and beamed with the finest oak, the tables laid with snowy linen and polished silver beneath the crystal chandeliers which had been imported from France.

The reception hall was a hushed temple of comfortable chairs, tiffany lamps and highly polished floors. Upstairs, the luxurious bedrooms had their own bathrooms – an innovation which still caused wide-eyed awe amongst the locals – and opened out onto the broad balcony that ran the width of the hotel. From here, the graziers could sit in cane chairs in the shade, and smoke their cigars as they drank beer and whisky and looked down over the little town they were so proud to call their own. Several of these rooms were on permanent rental so these outback aristocrats and their families could come into town whenever they wished and be assured of a decent bed for the night.

The Coronas Hotel was a famous landmark, and the hall at the back of the hotel was a popular venue for parties and dances, and it was said by those not in the know, that it was often the scene of debauchery and loose morals. This hall was long and wide, with a stage at one end, and would be the travelling players’ theatre for a few days.

They were now on the edge of town and Velda experienced the old familiar surge of adrenaline as she sat with the reins in her hands and waited for the signal to lead the parade down the main street. Runners had already been sent ahead to advertise their arrival, and the sense of energy and nervous excitement was rising to fever pitch as the horses sweated and tossed their plumes, Patch danced in circles, and the players adjusted their costumes and made ready.

Declan looked up at her and blew her a kiss before tugging at his tailed jacket and tweaking his bow-tie. With a signal to the musicians he led the procession into town. Drum and pipe, tambour, penny whistle, accordion and violin accompanied their slow, majestic advance. The horses stepped out, their great hoofs lifting the dust, their heads high as if they knew they were on show. The showgirls ruffled their skirts and showed shapely legs, the acrobats tumbled and cartwheeled in their white leotards, the jugglers threw balls and clubs and Declan’s powerful baritone soared above it all in song.

The people of Charleville lined the street and watched in wonder as the children ran alongside the wagons and tried to catch the sweets Velda and the other drivers threw down to them. Men hung over the balconies and shouted ribald encouragement to the chorus girls, while the women admired the acrobats’ muscles and fluttered their handkerchiefs at Declan. The horses resting at the hitching posts propped and stamped at all the noise, and several dogs raced in and out of the parading feet, barking and snapping at the unusual sights and sounds. Patch snarled back, teeth bared, ready to see off these local intruders into his parade and show them he was no pushover despite the spangled ruff around his neck.

The cavalcade came to a standstill in the centre of town, and Declan climbed up to join Velda on the wagon. With a flourish of his top hat he silenced the music, and the crowds. ‘Citizens of Charleville,’ he boomed from his stance on the buckboard. ‘It is our delicious design to declare our dedicated demonstrations for your delectation and delight.’ He paused, for timing was all in this business. ‘Our illustrious illusionist will illustrate his inimitable imagination and immeasurable insights into the mystic.’

Velda grinned as the oohs and aahs rippled through the watching townsfolk. Declan never failed to capture his audience with his tongue-twisting Master of Ceremonies act. No one would ever know how difficult it was to find the right words and string them together, and then deliver them with such wonderfully rolling aplomb.

As Declan stirred the audience into further rapturous applause, Velda gasped. The pain had suddenly returned, deeper now, like a vice around the lower half of her belly. Her hands trembled on the reins and she licked the sweat from her top lip. She could feel the rapid beat of her pulse, the lightness in her head and the overwhelming need to be out of the sun. She longed to lie down, yet she had to remain on the hard wooden seat in the debilitating glare of an Outback afternoon, for this was the only time they had to encourage people to part with their money. She was trapped; hemmed in by wagons and horses and people. She looked down at the others who were weaving in and out of the crowd as they passed out the flyers and balloons – it wouldn’t be long now, she kept saying to herself, but oh, how the minutes seemed to drag.

Declan finally sat down to rapturous applause, and after a swift glance of concern at Velda, took the reins and led the procession to the wide entrance at the side of the Coronas Hotel. The cobbled yard echoed with the trundle of wagon wheels and the heavy clop of the horses’ hoofs, but the sun was low enough in the sky to be hidden by the tall building, and for this Velda was grateful. She was sweating, her pulse racing as the deep pains tore through her and made her catch her breath. She leaned on Declan as he helped her down and led her into the cool of the hall.

‘I should be getting the doctor,’ he muttered as he and Poppy settled her in a nest of pillows in a corner.

She nodded. ‘I’ll feel better if you do,’ she murmured. ‘We don’t want to risk losing this baby too.’ She saw the pain flit in his eyes and forced a smile. ‘It’s probably only a false alarm, but it’s best to make sure, don’t you think?’

Declan hovered, obviously torn between his duty to his wife and the needs of the troupe who were beginning to argue amongst themselves.

Poppy folded her arms and looked down at her. ‘You don’t look right,’ she stated. ‘Better get the doc, mate, before she pops.’

‘Declan’s just going to find him,’ Velda said with a firmness that sent her husband striding out of the hall. ‘Clear off and sort those girls out, Poppy. They’re fighting again.’

Poppy grimaced as she shrugged. ‘So what else is new?’ she said. ‘Silly cows don’t know when they’re well off.’

Velda couldn’t help but smile. Poppy called a spade a shovel and didn’t give a damn for convention. ‘Make us a cup of tea first, Pops. There’s a mate.’

Poppy grinned, the freckles dancing across her nose. ‘Righto. Won’t be a tick.’ She marched off, skirts swinging, heels tapping on the wooden floor, voice raised above the gabble of the other chorus girls as she ordered someone to find the kettle and primus stove amongst the bags and baskets.

Velda leaned back against the cushions and listened, eyes closed, as the dressing-rooms were lamented upon, the lavatory deplored, and space was fought for as boxes and baskets were unpacked. It was bliss to be out of the sun – to be lying down and apart from the chaos.

Declan eventually returned, his expression grim. ‘The doctor’s out of town,’ he said, worry starkly etched in his eyes. ‘But he’s expected back at any minute.’ He took her hand and raised it to his lips. ‘It will be all right, darlin’, I promise.’

The panic was rising. How could he be so certain? What if something were to go wrong? She felt the tears threaten and wanted to scream and shout and demand a doctor’s help – yet she knew that histrionics would get her nowhere this time. She and Declan were helpless in the hands of fate.

‘I’ll be fine,’ she said with as much firmness as she could muster under the circumstances. ‘Go and sort out the troupe. Poppy will look after me.’

He kissed her cheek, hovered a moment more, then left her side as Poppy returned with her cup of tea.

‘Where’s the doc?’ she asked, the concern darkening her blue eyes.

‘Out of town,’ Velda grimaced. ‘I think it might have started for real this time, Pops.’ She grabbed Poppy’s hand. ‘Run back to the hotel and see if he’s on his way, or if there’s anyone else who can help. But don’t tell Declan until we know for sure this isn’t a false alarm. I don’t want him worrying any more.’

‘If you say so,’ Poppy replied, looking unconvinced.

Velda nodded firmly. ‘Dec’s got enough on his plate – and you’ve seen how he is, Pops. He hasn’t a clue and will only panic.’

Poppy plumped the cushions and turned away. Velda sipped her tea, and as the minutes passed, she began to feel a bit of a fraud. The pains had stopped as suddenly as they had started, and apart from feeling wrung out, there really wasn’t much wrong with her. Still, she thought, it would do no harm to have a doctor nearby in case things went all of a rush again.

Poppy returned some time later, flushed and sweating. ‘The doc’s still out somewhere, but he’s expected back tonight,’ she said breathlessly. ‘I ’ad to run all the bloody way through the town to his ’ouse, but ’is missus is real nice and she says she’ll send ’im over the minute ’e’s back.’

Velda digested this news and realised there was little she could do about it. At least the pains had stopped and they weren’t in the middle of nowhere, she reasoned. This time, she stood a better chance of delivering a live baby. Deciding she’d had enough of sitting around, and despite Poppy’s protests, she hauled herself to her feet. ‘Time I got to work,’ she said firmly. ‘Can’t be sitting around here when there’s so much to do, and I need to get my mind occupied by something else.’

Declan turned from hanging the stage curtains. ‘You’ll stay there,’ he said firmly. ‘There’s nothing for you to do but look after yourself and our baby.’

Velda argued her point, but it didn’t sound convincing even to her, and when Declan refused to listen she sank gratefully back into the nest of cushions. Yet, despite feeling pampered and at ease, it was with growing frustration that she watched the familiar routines of setting up for the show. She should have been helping with the props and the costume baskets – should have been stringing up the curtains and sweeping the stage – instead of which, she was lying here feeling as fat and indolent as a well-fed cat.

At last the hall was ready. The hotel’s plush seats were placed in orderly rows and the red velvet curtains they’d found in a cupboard backstage looked grand against the pristine white paint of the hall. The footlights were a marvel of invention, already in place and linked to the hotel’s power supply which came from an enormous generator out the back – so much more sophisticated than the old gaslights they were used to.

With everything in place, Declan and two of the other men turned their attention to his special rostrum. This was an old pulpit, found during the renovation of a country church and bought for a song – literally – for Declan had given a solo performance of his favourite arias to the circle of delighted women who were in charge of church funds, and who were only too willing to let him have the old pulpit in retum.

This edifice had been cushioned with kapok and covered with the deepest red velvet. Thick gold braid had been stitched decoratively onto the velvet and great tassels dangled from the sides. Once it was heaved into place on the edge of the stage, Declan would use it to introduce the acts and entertain the audience, his gavel at the ready, his convoluted script word-perfect.

Velda’s anxiety grew as there was no further word on the doctor’s progress. Yet there was nothing she could do about it, and when she was finally allowed to move from her nest of cushions and was made comfortable backstage in an ancient wicker chair, she kept her mind occupied by mediating in arguments, helping to tie laces and, with her friend Poppy, generally keep the peace.

Night fell swiftly in the Outback, and lights were switched on as the excitement grew and their audience began to trickle in to take their seats. The orchestra was small, but skilled, and with the combined efforts of the accordion, the drum, piano and the violin, they soon had their audience clapping along in time to their favourite tunes.

Velda had helped as best she could in the dressing-room – a tight squeeze with so many people jostling for elbow-room – and had fixed broken fans, stitched laddered stockings, sorted out fights amongst the girls and generally tried to keep order. Now she was tired, the pain having returned in unrelenting waves which threatened to overwhelm her. Yet she knew she must keep going and not let anyone see how bad it was – the show had to go on and the players must not be distracted. If the worst came to the worst, then she’d slip out during the performance and get help in the hotel, for Poppy had assured her the doctor was on his way.

The excited buzz of conversation grew as the lights dimmed and the curtains were pulled back to reveal Poppy and the five other dancing girls doing their high-kicks. The rest of the troupe was waiting in the wings. The show had begun.

Velda was finally alone in the dressing-room and she listened to the music, and the thud of the dancers’ feet on the wooden stage. She could smell the dust of the hall, the pungent odour of camphor and greasepaint and the perfume of the women in the audience. Her heightened senses picked out a bum note played by the violinist, the missed cue by the leading chorus girl who should have come in two chords earlier, and the slap of the ceiling fan which stirred the humid air to little effect.

Declan’s voice reverberated to the rafters as he did his speech from the Scottish play, and Velda sank back in the wicker chair gasping with the pain. It was a vice, squeezing ever more strongly, taking her breath away, leaving her in a void where no sound could be heard, nothing could be seen or experienced but the core of agony.

The fear was deep and unremitting. She should have gone to the hotel earlier and asked for help – should have heeded her body’s warnings and not put her unborn child at risk for the sake of a performance. She tried to call out, but the audience was laughing and clapping and her voice was lost. Breathing sharp, shallow breaths, she struggled to her feet and edged her way from the stifling room into the narrow corridor which led to the wings. If she could catch someone’s attention, then she would be all right, she kept telling herself. If not, then she would just have to get on with it alone and hope she could reach the hotel in time.

‘Stupid,’ she gasped. ‘How stupid not to get help sooner.’

The girls came running off the stage and nearly knocked her over. ‘Velda?’ Poppy caught her arm and just managed to keep her on her feet.

‘It’s started,’ Velda hissed. ‘Go and get help. Quickly.’

Poppy took charge as she always did in moments of crisis. She was a sensible girl, with very little talent, but with stunning good looks, a superb figure and sweet nature. She glared at the other five girls and started whispering rapid instructions. One of them ran out into the darkness heading for the hotel, and the others helped Velda back into the dressing-room. A makeshift bed was laid out on the floor, using old curtains, pillows and pilfered sheets Poppy had hidden in her costume basket.

Velda knew Poppy had the acquisitive nature of a magpie and was past caring where the sheets had come from. The pain was deeper now, coming in wave after wave. Her waters had broken and she knew she must give birth soon. As she sweated and strained and waited for news of the doctor’s arrival, she could hear Declan introducing Max and his little dog. The sound of his voice soothed her a little and she struggled to keep her cries soft so they wouldn’t spoil his performance. She could do this, she told herself. She could do this without him.

‘Where’s the doctor?’ she gasped as she held on to Poppy’s hand.

‘He’s still up country,’ replied Poppy, her usually cheerful face stern with worry. ‘It’s a good thing I ’elped me mum with all ’er sprogs, so I knows what to do. Come on Velda. Just tell me when you’re ready for the big one, and we’ll have this little bugger born in no time.’

Velda gathered all her remaining energy and with one great heave, felt her child slither from her. Falling back against the makeshift bed, she had only one thought. ‘Is it breathing?’ she asked as Poppy cut the cord and swiftly bundled it into a towel.

As if in reply, the baby let out a lusty yell and waved its fists in the air, kicking tiny, chubby legs in protest at being so rudely disturbed. The protest didn’t stop as Poppy washed and cleaned and tidied up.

Velda’s tears were hot on her cheeks as she reached for her child. The pain and fear were forgotten as she held the wriggling, protesting little being in her arms and looked down with a heart-swell of such emotion she would have been hard pressed to describe it.

The thunder of feet down the passageway heralded Declan’s arrival. ‘I heard a baby crying,’ he said as he fell to his knees and gathered his wife and child into his embrace. ‘My darling, darling girl. Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘And stop the show?’ She grinned. ‘Never – we have a tradition to keep, remember?’

Declan gently took the baby from her and cradled it in his arms. ‘Then the tradition must be properly fulfilled,’ he said, the tears sparkling in his eyes and running unheeded down his handsome face.

Velda knew what he was going to do, and struggled to her feet. Waving away all protests from the girls, she took his arm and, leaning heavily against him, walked with him back into the wings. With a nod of encouragement, she slumped against the solid old walls of the country hall and watched as Declan strode out on to the stage. Without a doubt, she thought, I belong with this man – and now we are complete.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ boomed Declan as he stood in the foot-lights and held the tightly wrapped baby up to show the audience. ‘I give you Catriona Summers. The new star of Summers’ Music Hall.’


Chapter Two

‘Kitty, will you be hurrying up, girl? We’re leaving.’

Catriona, startled from her day-dreams, looked up at her mother and blinked. She had been so lost in the beauty of her surroundings she had forgotten everything else. ‘Do we have to go, Mam?’ she asked. ‘I like it here.’

Velda Summers gave her a swift hug, enveloping her in slender arms and the fragrance of her flowery perfume. ‘I know, acushla, but we have to move on.’ She drew back and held Catriona at arm’s length as she smiled. ‘We’ll come this way again, Kitty. But you know how it is.’

Catriona sighed. She’d been born in the dusty dressing-room of a country hall during one of their performances. Her cradle had been a costume basket, her home a brightly decorated wagon, her life – all ten years of it – spent following the dirt tracks that crisscrossed the great Australian Outback.

Another town meant another show – an endless circle of tramping the tracks, of rehearsals and costume fittings – of being regarded by the townspeople as an outsider, a gypsy. Her friends were the men and women of the troupe – her education overseen by her Da, who made her learn great reams of Shakespeare and expected her to perform them on stage once she was old enough to understand the importance of playing to an audience.

She’d been born to the smell of greasepaint and sweat and the travelling life, but every now and then she longed for peace, for silence and the chance to remain in one place for more than a few days without the accompanying racket of showgirls and artistes. The idea of school, of friends her own age was enticing, but she knew it was only a dream for, as her parents had often told her, people such as them were not meant to live a commonplace kind of life – she was a star of the stage, and necessarily stood apart from mere mortals.

Catriona looked into the violet eyes with their thick black lashes and wished she could tell her mother her thoughts. Yet she knew that if she did, Velda would dismiss them as childish day-dreams, the wish for something not yet experienced that would only disappoint if it was tried. ‘When will we come back?’ she persisted.

Velda shrugged her elegant shoulders. ‘Soon,’ she murmured, her thoughts obviously elsewhere. She reached for Catriona’s hand. ‘Come on. Or the wagons will be leaving without us.’

Catriona stepped to one side, avoiding the outstretched hand. She wanted to look one last time at the homestead which nestled deep in the great valley below her. Sheltered by stands of eucalyptus, and surrounded by outbuildings, it looked cosy and welcoming – looked like home.

The Great Dividing Range was a purple smudge on the horizon, the sky was clear, and as she stood on the stony outcrop overlooking the valley, she could hear the sound of rushing water coming from the nearby falls. Horses and cattle cropped at the long, yellow grass below her, the white fences stark in the sunlight. There was smoke coming from the chimney and a line of washing flapped in the warm breeze. She took a deep breath, fighting the tears that suddenly blurred her vision, and vowed that one day she would come back and never leave.

She turned reluctantly away and followed her mother over the tumble of rocks and through the bush into the clearing where they had made camp the previous night. Sniffing back the tears and the disappointment, she swiftly helped her mother to finish loading the wagon.

Declan Summers had already backed Jupiter, the lovely shire, into the traces and, with his black hair flopping in his eyes, was tightening the thick leather straps. ‘Kitty, me darling,’ he boomed. ‘I thought you’d deserted us.’

She grinned as she heaved the last of the baskets into the back of the wagon. ‘Not yet, Da,’ she replied.

He strode across the clearing, flung his arm over her shoulder and squeezed her close as he kissed the top of her head. ‘It’s glad I am that day’s far off,’ he declared. ‘For what would I be doing without my best girl by my side?’

Catriona grinned as she buried her face in his shirt and breathed in the delicious aroma that was her father. Sharp-scented soap, tobacco smoke and hair oil – they were the very essence of the man she adored and although it had made her parents sad, at this moment she was glad they’d had no more children.

Declan finally released her and, turning to look at the others in the travelling troupe of players, he strode into the centre of the encampment. ‘“Let us then, be up and doing,”’ he boomed. ‘“With a heart for any fate; Still achieving, still pursuing.”’

Catriona was all too familiar with her da’s favourite Longfellow quotation. He said it each time they set out for a new town. Yet his voice never failed to send a shiver of excitement through her, for it somehow reinforced the adventure of their lives and momentarily swept away the longing to be still.

There were only four wagons now and Catriona sat between her parents on the buckboard of the leading wagon as the slow procession left the encampment. The troupe was her family – an ever-changing, but depleted, family of men and women who shared her parents’ passion for everything theatrical. There were jugglers and musicians, singers, dancers, fire-eaters and acrobats – each of them willing to play many parts for the chance to shine in their particular skills.

Catriona settled down for the journey, the pride in her family warming her soul. Da could sing and recite and work the audience into a frenzy with his complicated and clever introductions to the acts. Mam was a soprano, the real star of the show, and the only one who didn’t have to join in the chorus or help the conjurer.

Catriona had learned very early on that she was expected to do her part in entertaining the audiences, and although she sometimes felt sick at the thought of going on stage, she’d learned the dances Poppy had taught her and could now, after much practice, get a decent tune out of the old piano that was strapped to the back of the rear wagon. Yet the thing she loved best was to sing along to the records she played on the heavy wind-up gramophone – and although most of the songs were from the operas and in foreign languages, Mam had explained enough of the stories behind the operas for her to understand the passion behind the music. It was her burning ambition to follow in Mam’s footsteps and take centre stage as a soprano.

Catriona’s thoughts drifted and she yawned as the sway and jolt of the wagon took them further into the hinterland. She hadn’t had much sleep the night before, having been kept awake by the heated debate over whether or not to trade in the horse-drawn wagons for motorised trucks. It was 1931, and although times were harder than ever before because of the Depression, they were falling behind the times, and in her father’s opinion they were in danger of being mistaken for circus people – a completely different class of entertainer all together.

The argument had raged around the camp-fire far into the night, and Catriona, curled up in blankets in the back of the wagon, could see logic in both sides of the debate. A truck would make the journeys faster, but would be more expensive to maintain than the horses. The old way had a charm about it, but the inconveniences they had to withstand would still be there, for they still wouldn’t be able to afford more than a tent to sleep in.

There were few secrets in such a tight community, and Catriona knew the takings were down, the acts were getting stale and the troupe was in danger of diminishing further as each week passed and another act left to try their luck elsewhere. It was getting harder to fill even the smallest hall, for people just didn’t have the money to spend on entertainment. The Great Depression had a lot to answer for.

The jolt of the wagon brought her back to the present and Catriona glanced over her shoulder hoping for one last glimpse of the magical valley. But it was out of sight, behind the trees and the rocky incline, and she had only the vibrant images in her head to keep the dream alive that she would return one day.

They reached the outskirts of Lightning Ridge the following afternoon and set up camp in a clearing. There was no theatre here, so tomorrow’s performance would take place in the open. But they didn’t expect to do very well, for they had learned on their travels that the opal miners were a poor lot and feeling the pinch – just like everyone else.

Lightning Ridge was an isolated community of makeshift dwellings made out of canvas, old kerosene cans and anything else that was found lying around the place. There were mules and horses and a strange collection of carts surrounding each deep pit. Mullocky heaps littered the ground, and the air was sharp with the sound of rusting wheels and pulleys bringing the dirt and silica up from below ground. This was a world of men, of hope and shattered dreams – a world of suspicious glances and sullen faces that watched as the troupe settled beneath the trees some distance away from the main mining area.

Catriona helped with the horses before turning her hand to unpacking the costumes and rehearsing the latest song and dance routine Poppy had devised for her. It was a strange place, this Lightning Ridge, she thought as she went through the familiar steps and tried to concentrate. It smelled funny too, but Da had said that was because of the sulphur pools that lay so green and mysterious amongst the ironstone rocks. There were no rivers here, no billabongs or creeks – just scrub and bare rock with tufts of spiny grass clinging to life amongst the cracks and fissures. Yet, looking beyond Poppy out over the valley, Catriona could see miles of empty grassland, with wildflowers adding a dash of vibrant colour to the soft green of the stands of trees and dark red of the earth.

‘Kitty. Keep yer mind on yer feet,’ said Poppy crossly. ‘That’s the third time you’ve done the wrong step.’

Catriona was sick of practising. She knew the steps and would perform them properly when it came to the show. For now she wanted to be free – to run along the ridges and explore the sulphur pools. She folded her arms and pouted. ‘I’m fed up,’ she said.

Poppy hooked her hair behind her ears. The abundant shock of peroxide blonde had been recently cropped into a fashionable bob which had been permed into corrugated ridges, the fringe flopping into the blue eyes. ‘Don’t expect it’ll matter much, anyways,’ she sighed. ‘This place ain’t exactly the Windmill.’

Catriona loved hearing about the London theatres and knew how easy it was to get Poppy sidetracked. ‘Did you ever dance there?’ she asked, giving up all pretence of rehearsing. She perched on a nearby rock and grimaced at the leathery taste as she drank from the water-bag.

Poppy grinned and mopped the sweat from her face. ‘Of course,’ she replied as she perched next to Catriona and took a swig from the bag. ‘But only once. The manager found out I’d lied about me age.’ Her grin was wide. ‘I was a big girl even then, if you know what I mean.’ She cupped her generous bosom in her hands and gave it a jiggle. ‘But someone sneaked to the manager that I was only fifteen and ’e sent me packing.’ She pulled a face. ‘They ’ad rules, you see, and I was supposed to be at school, not prancing about in me knickers in front of a load of men.’

Catriona’s eyes widened. ‘In your knickers?’ she breathed. ‘You mean you had no clothes on?’

Poppy tipped her head back and laughed. ‘That’s right, me duck. Bare as a baby’s bum – well, the top-half anyways. There were only a few feathers and spangles between me and pneumonia. You’d never believe ’ow cold those dressing-rooms were, and the draught on stage was something awful – fair whistled up yer …’ She seemed to realise how young her audience was and fell silent. ‘They was good days,’ she murmured finally.

Catriona tried to imagine Poppy in feathers and knickers, prancing up and down a big stage. She bit her lip, holding back on the giggle that was threatening – for surely this was just one of her tall stories? ‘You don’t regret coming out here, though, do you, Poppy?’

‘I’m thirty-two years old, luv, ’course I’ve got some regrets, and this bloody place is just too big and empty for a girl to handle.’ She looked around her before gazing back at Catriona and sighing. ‘Reckon it’ll soon be time for me to go back to the cities, luv. Getting a bit old for all this.’ She waved a slender arm which seemed to encompass their isolated surroundings. ‘I ain’t never goin’ to set the world alight. And if I don’t watch it, I’ll be too old to get a man and have babies.’

Catriona felt a lump rise in her throat. Poppy had been a part of her life – had helped her come into the world and become her closest friend. She was like another mother as well as her best friend, and the thought of her leaving was unbearable. ‘You’re not really leaving, are you, Poppy?’ Her voice was plaintive, echoing her emotions.

The blue eyes were distant as they gazed out over the miles of empty land. ‘We all got to make difficult decisions, luv, and I ain’t never gunna find my Prince Charmin’ out ’ere.’ Then Poppy put her arm around Catriona and gave her a cuddle. ‘No worries, darling,’ she said, her Cockney accent still as strong as ever after her years in Australia. ‘I ain’t gunna leave without warning you first.’

Catriona nestled in the warm embrace. Poppy was so dear, and she couldn’t imagine life without her. ‘I don’t want you to go,’ she mumbled. ‘I won’t let you.’

Poppy held her away and looked deeply into her eyes. ‘I need something more than this, Kitty,’ she said softly. ‘I want an ’ome, a man and babies.’ She gave a harsh cough of laughter. ‘And I ain’t gunna get one traipsing about the back of beyond in a flaming wagon.’

Catriona shivered. Poppy sounded as if she really meant to leave. ‘But where will you go? What will you do without us?’

Poppy stood and ran her hands down the thin cotton dress that barely covered her knees. ‘I’ll manage,’ she said with a sigh. ‘I’ve been managing since I was your age – so there’s no need to worry about me.’ She held out her hand and drew Catriona to her feet. ‘Time to rehearse once more before your da gets back and tears us both off a strip for wasting time. Come on.’

Catriona saw a new purpose in the way Poppy walked. A new determination in her manner as they went through the routine, and as the day progressed, she began to see that Poppy had to be allowed to choose how she lived her life. She was being selfish in wanting her to stay, she realised. Yet it was hard to think of her somewhere else – hard to come to terms with the fact her family was rapidly being depleted.

Declan returned from the miners’ camp where he’d been handing out the fliers. He was accompanied by a stranger. A tall, fair-haired man in a top hat, carrying a silver-topped cane, the stranger had a pleasant smile on his handsome face as he was introduced to the gathered troupe.

‘This is Francis Kane,’ Declan explained. ‘He’s going to show us where to collect fresh water.’

‘Good afternoon, fellow travellers.’ He swept off his hat with a flourish before turning to Velda. ‘Francis Albert Kane at your service, dear lady.’ The stranger bowed low over her hand and kissed the air above her fingers.

‘Kane’s an actor,’ explained Declan to the bemused gathering.

‘Alas, dear boy, I’ve been caught by the fever of the opals in these less than salubrious surroundings and my career has faltered.’ He settled the fine top hat once more on his fair head. ‘How I yearn to tread the boards again.’

‘If you don’t mind hard work, simple food and very little pay, you’re welcome to join us,’ offered Declan.

‘Dear boy.’ Kane stood with his hands clasped over his heart long enough to ensure he held centre stage in the circle of players. ‘It would be an honour.’

Catriona watched him. Not only were his ways flowery and over-enthusiastic, he spoke in an accent she’d never heard before. It was as if he was trying to talk with his mouth full of plums.

Poppy must have read her thoughts, for she leaned towards her and hissed behind her hand. ‘He’s a Pom. And a toff at that, unless I’m mistaken.’

‘He’s funny,’ giggled Catriona.

Poppy looked towards the newcomer, her expression thoughtful. ‘There’s something ain’t right, though. What’s a bloke like ’im doin’ out ’ere?’ She shook her head. ‘Reckon ’e needs watching – and that’s a fact.’

Catriona shrugged. Poppy was always suspicious of new people joining the troupe, and she liked the way this man was making everyone laugh. ‘If Da likes him, then that’s good enough for me,’ she said.

Poppy shrugged. ‘He might sound like an actor, but there ain’t no one I know dresses like that – especially out ’ere.’

Catriona grimaced. She was bored with this conversation. ‘It’s up to Da. I’m going for a walk,’ she muttered. ‘Catch you later.’

She clambered down the steep incline to the valley floor and began to hunt for berries in the tangled bushes that grew beneath the slender trees. She watched in delight as the brightly coloured birds squabbled and swooped and jostled for purchase on the overhanging branches. They reminded her of Poppy and the chorus girls who shared a wagon, for they wore brightly coloured plumage even when off the stage, and never stopped chattering and complaining.

She carried the berries back to camp and helped to finish preparing the last of the vegetables before tipping them into the large pot of goat stew that was simmering over the camp-fire. Along with the damper bread and potatoes baking in the ashes, they would eat well tonight. This area abounded with feral goats, and the song-and-dance man had caught three. The other two had been skinned and salted and were now hanging in the back of his wagon.

Da was still off somewhere with Mr Kane, and Mam was settling down to do some mending while the light was still good. The horses had been hobbled and were cropping at the poor grass under the wilting stands of trees. The camp was strangely quiet, with most of the occupants preparing for their performance the following day. Even Poppy and the girls were busy sorting their costumes, their voices muted for once as an air of hopelessness hung over then all.

Catriona was an only child, brought up among adults who treated her as they treated one another – yet she rarely felt the need for other children’s companionship. She was a quick learner, an avid reader and day-dreamer. Poppy was her closest friend, even though she was the same age as her mother, and she’d learned a lot about life from her during their long, whispered conversations in the back of the wagon. Some of it surprising, some of it rather shocking, but always related in such a humorous way Catriona could only laugh and suppose it was all tall tales. Yet she enjoyed her own company best and seeing everyone else occupied, she decided to fetch a blanket and her book and slip away again and find a sheltered, private hollow where she could read in peace.

Leaving the camp, she found a quiet spot beneath a spreading tree that was out of sight of everyone. Stripping down to her knickers, she kicked off her shoes and socks and lay on the blanket and watched the dappled shadows drift over her naked chest and stomach. A breath of air sifted into the hiding place, making it wonderfully cool after the heat of the long day, and she stretched and yawned with pleasure. Now she knew how cats felt when they were contented.

Her imagination grew. If this had been water, she would be a mermaid, with a long silvery tail which she’d use to carry her to the dark green, cool depths of the ocean. She’d never seen an ocean, except in story books, but Da had told her what it was like and she could imagine how it must be.

Sensing she was no longer alone she was startled from her daydreams.

The silhouette of a man stood close to her on the bank, the sun at his back, masking his features. It was an unfamiliar silhouette and it made her shiver.

Catriona instinctively sat up and curled her arms around her knees. ‘Who are you?’ she demanded as she squinted into the sun. ‘And what are doing here?’

‘The name’s Francis Albert Kane.’ His words rolled from one to another in the rich, rounded tones she’d heard back in the camp. ‘Actor and raconteur of the English stage at your service, mademoiselle.’ He bowed from the waist, his top hat flourished in the same expansive gesture he’d used before.

Despite his friendly demeanour, she felt uneasy. The years of dressing and undressing in front of the others had erased any shyness, but lately she’d become aware of changes within her body – and her nakedness in front of this stranger made her blush. ‘Turn your back while I get dressed,’ she ordered.

He picked up the cotton dress and handed it to her before he turned away and regarded the view. ‘Haste thee nymph, and bring with thee jest and youthful jollity.’

Catriona regarded his back as she quickly pulled the dress over her head. He was tall like her father and, she guessed, of a similar age. But, apart from the obvious need to quote poetry at any opportunity, and the theatrical way he had of talking, there the likeness ended. She went to stand beside him and looked up into his face. He was fair and blue-eyed, with a neat moustache and goatee beard, and as Catriona studied him, she realised his suit looked new and his shoes were polished. Poppy was right. It was strange attire for an opal miner, even if he was a resting actor.

He returned her scrutiny, his expression masking his thoughts from her. ‘Adieu, kind friend, adieu. I can no longer stay with you. I’ll hang my harp on a weeping willow tree, and may the world go well with thee.’

She watched him walk away, his shoulders square, his back straight, the walking stick swinging from an elegant hand that had seen little hard labour. He was an enigma – an intriguing one – but it wouldn’t be wise to trust him, for there was indeed something about Francis Albert Kane that didn’t add up.

*
Everything was ready for tomorrow’s performance and the camp had settled down to sleep. The wagon was long and fairly narrow, with a bed that pulled down each night taking up most of the width at the front. Catriona slept at the far end on a mattress surrounded by costume baskets and boxes. Beneath the wagon was a deep recess where the props and cooking utensils were stored, and above them, suspended from the wooden roof in muslin bags were the wigs and masks, too precious to pack away.

Velda snuggled up to Declan, it was cold at night out here in the high ironstone ridges, and she was grateful for his warmth beneath the blankets. Yet, as tired as she was, she couldn’t sleep. Her mind was churning with worry over their future, and even the arrival of such an august personality as Kane hadn’t brought hope. There was a two-pronged attack on their way of life. Not only was the Depression slowly killing them – draining them of energy and enthusiasm – the moving pictures had arrived, offering images of comedy and drama that were impossible to mirror on stage. It seemed that no one wanted to visit the Music Hall anymore.

She lay there in the darkness, her head cushioned by Declan’s arm, his fingers gently caressing her shoulder. There had been endless discussions as to what to do for the best, but it seemed there was only one answer. To give up the travelling life. To try and find work in the city theatres – even if it meant going into Vaudeville. She shuddered. No self-respecting artiste would stoop so low, and she’d rather sweep the streets than get into the company of common strippers and off-colour comedians.

As always, Declan seemed to sense her thoughts. ‘We’ll find a way,’ he whispered. ‘Perhaps Mr Kane’s arrival will be the start of better things.’

Mindful of Catriona sleeping at the other end of the wagon, she kept her voice to a murmur. ‘Mr Kane’s certainly very entertaining,’ she agreed. ‘It’s been a long time since we’ve laughed so much.’

He must have heard the doubt in her voice, for he pulled her to him and kissed her forehead. ‘He’s a born raconteur. I don’t know why he ever left the stage.’

Velda shifted in his embrace and pulled the blanket up to her chin. She could see the panoply of stars through the chink in the heavy curtains at the end of the wagon and hear the wind in the trees. ‘What’s his story?’ she asked when she’d settled again.

Declan chuckled. ‘They all have one, don’t they?’

He was silent for a moment and Velda wondered what he was thinking. A lot of the men and women who had travelled with them over the past eleven years had done so because they were escaping something – or someone. It was a fact that a lot of the players had secrets and it was accepted and not questioned, as long as they proved their worth and didn’t bring disgrace to the company. But Kane was different, and Velda was finding it hard to place him.

‘We had a long talk when we went to fetch the water from the sheep station. He’s from England, of course, with an accent like that he couldn’t be from anywhere else.’ Velda heard the smile in his voice. ‘He came out here several years ago with a touring company and when he was offered a place with a Sydney theatrical company, he stayed. He’s worked in all the best theatres, lucky beggar.’

Velda shifted in his arms and looked at him. ‘Then why is he in Lightning Ridge?’

Declan shrugged. ‘It’s like he said. He got the mining bug and decided to try his luck. By all accounts he did well in the goldfields, and thought he’d come here and see if his luck held.’

‘So why does he want to join us?’ Velda persisted. ‘If he’s got money why doesn’t he go back to the city?’

‘I didn’t ask him. You know the rules, Velda. A man is entitled to privacy – we never pry.’

Velda was far from satisfied. ‘Poppy doesn’t trust him,’ she muttered. ‘And neither do I. He’s not one of us.’

Declan shifted on to his elbow and looked down at her. ‘He’s an actor – and even has the theatre programmes to prove it. But the best thing about him is that he has money in the bank and will not be asking for wages all the time he is with us.’

Velda stared at him. ‘And you don’t think that’s just a little too convenient?’

Declan rested back on the pillows and pulled the blanket up to his ears as he turned on to his side. ‘It suits our purpose for the moment,’ he mumbled into the kapok. ‘You shouldn’t be so suspicious, Velda. The man has a right to lead his life in any way he wishes, it’s not for us to question his motives.’

Velda was far from satisfied, but she had to bow to Declan’s decision. Perhaps Kane would indeed prove a blessing – but her instincts told her otherwise.

*
The show was scheduled to begin at eleven o’clock in the morning. The stage was a square of flattened earth, the audience would sit on blankets in a semi-circle before it. Sheets of tarpaulin and old velvet curtains hung from surrounding trees to give the impression of wings. Declan’s pulpit looked shabby in the bright sunlight as it stood to one side, and the old piano which was standing in the back of a wagon was out of tune, but the depleted cast, despite their gloomy mood, were dressed and made up, ready to perform.

The time ticked away and Catriona watched her father check his pocket-watch a dozen times before the first of their audience trickled in. They were a strange sight, these men who lived on The Ridge. Thin to the point of emaciation, their ragged clothes bore the dirt and sweat of their work in the deep opal mines that pitted the ironstone Ridge. Their hair was long and unkempt, their beards straggling down to their chests looking for all the world as if they’d never seen sight of soap and water. They came in ones and twos, their eyes downcast and suspicious as they paid their pennies and took their places.

‘Bloody hell,’ muttered Poppy. ‘I seen more life in a bloody corpse.’

‘Then, my dear, we must liven them up.’ Kane smiled and twirled his walking stick. ‘I’ve already done my part by selling them the last of my beer, so come on girls, show them what you can do.’ He looked across at Declan who nodded to the pianist.

At the first note the three girls ruffled their skirts and with wild whoops they danced on to the stage and began their routine of high kicks and twirls.

Catriona glanced at the miners. The sight of the girls had indeed dragged them from their stupor, and one or two of them were clapping in time and grinning. Kane’s supply of beer had already been snapped up, and this was adding to their enthusiasm. As long as
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