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      Queensland, January 2026

      Roslyn stared across the paddock—the envelope crushed against her heart as panic clawed up her throat.

      Was her whole life a lie? Should she even be here?

      A trail of dust rose in the distance, brown cloud drifting as a vehicle rounded the bend and headed toward her.

      She hurried to her bedroom, slipping the letter under her pillow before glancing in the mirror.

      Nothing had changed visibly. She remained short and slender, nearing sixty, though she still appeared younger than her years. Her uniform of jeans and long-sleeved cotton shirt remained as every other day—including the rumpled appearance that confirmed neither garment had experienced the weight of an iron for a long time—if ever.

      Plucking at her cheeks, she encouraged a smidgeon of colour, fixed a wide smile, and trod firmly outside to greet those foremost in her mind—her family.

      ‘Hi there!’ Graham stepped out of the chunky four-wheel-drive wagon and in five strides, leaped up the steps to grab his sister. ‘How’s our Pixie?’

      ‘She’s fine … and so am I. Roslyn—in case you’ve forgotten my name,’ she said twisting her mouth as she met his teasing grin.

      He ruffled her cropped white hair, running his hand down the back of her head as if stroking a dog.

      ‘Aww Pix. The nickname suits you more now than before with that cute hairstyle.’

      He squeezed an exasperated growl from her as he crushed her against him.

      Releasing her suddenly, he swung his gaze around the driveway toward the sheds. ‘Am I first here?’

      ‘Yep. Not by much though. Essie rang from town. Said she was picking up fresh bread and refuelling the car. Dunno about Laurel or Rick. Last I heard, they’d left Brisbane and would be here in time for dinner.’

      ‘Righto. I’m desperate for a coffee. Let’s get ourselves settled hey, then we can run through what’s gotta happen.’

      Roslyn’s insides churned. The years slipped away and suddenly she was the baby of the family again and her big brother was organising her. All she needed was for the other three to arrive and she’d be that little girl desperate to please everyone, responding to their requests like a pathetic puppy. She frowned, reminded of the days following her mother’s Covid death almost six years earlier when everyone had rushed home to Carrington—masked and keeping their distance for fear of catching or transmitting the dreaded virus.

      Her siblings had delegated duties and dished out advice to her father and herself but not one of them had stayed more than a day or two following the funeral—except her.

      ‘You’re the only one without a partner and kids,’ Graham had said.

      ‘I’m too busy with work,’ had been Rick’s excuse.

      ‘Don’t worry. I’ll probably retire in another year or two so I can help then,’ had been Laurel’s response.

      It was only Essie who’d hugged Roslyn before sitting at the table opposite her and their father. ‘Let’s talk things over,’ she’d said firmly but kindly. ‘Dad, you’re in your nineties and you can’t keep working like you have been. I know you think you’re going to last forever but we know that’s not going to happen.’

      He’d shaken his head, his faded blue eyes damp with grief, his shoulders slumped in acceptance.

      Essie and Roslyn had gazed at each other in silence before Roslyn spoke.

      ‘I’ll stay. Essie, you have grandchildren to mind and a husband who needs you. I have no one and as soon as these restrictions are lifted and life gets back to normal, the new physio will be joining the practice so I can take time off.’

      They’d expected the arrangements to be temporary—convincing their father it was time to sell the farm. But it hadn’t happened—and secretly Roslyn had been delighted.

      She’d always loved Carrington and once back at home, sleeping in the tiny bedroom, she’d known it was where she was meant to be.

      Graham’s deep voice roused her from her reminisces.

      ‘Switch on, Pix. I’m gasping for coffee.’

      ‘What’s the matter with your legs?’

      Graham raised his eyebrows at her tart response. ‘Nothing—but you make better coffee than I do.’

      Roslyn shook her head, shooting him an exasperated grin. ‘Charmer.’

      They entered the century-old homestead and crossed the vinyl-covered kitchen floor. After deftly filling the portafilter, Roslyn set the newly purchased coffee machine in progress before grabbing the milk from the fridge.

      The roar of another engine drew close, the rattle of steel echoing as the vehicle crossed the cattle grid.

      ‘It’s Rick and Laurel,’ Graham said. ‘Essie will be next. Then we can get all this sorted and leave you in peace.’

      The words screeched through Roslyn’s brain, her chest tightening.

      Leave me in peace? Where? When this house is empty and you’ve all returned to your loving families and important jobs, what do I do? Where do I go?

      The panic returned with a rush, the stab of dread stealing her breath.

      Her small fibro house in Redland Bay no longer held the appeal it had twenty years earlier. Having it tenanted had required a quick, essential decision, but now, after another six years of life on Carrington, the mere thought of traffic noise, sirens and a busy neighbourhood set her heart racing—and not in a good way. For the first time since they’d stood in the cemetery and farewelled their father, tears threatened. She bit them back and poured the coffee into mugs before reaching for the tin of boiled fruit cake.

      Something will work out. It must!

      Then the memory returned of the paper she’d shoved under her pillow earlier, and a whole new wave of confusion sent an icy chill sliding down her spine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Over dinner and the hours following, life on Carrington felt like old times for Roslyn—except instead of tall, well-muscled and youthful brothers, and the pretty, unlined faces of her sisters, those sitting in the living room now resembled aunts and uncles who had sat in the same chairs a generation earlier.

      She and Essie shared a smile. They’d always been close, despite the age gap. They spoke regularly, while her relationship with their three other siblings was more distant, their conversations spasmodic. None had visited since their father’s funeral nine months earlier. Christmas had been and gone—hers shared with kind and familiar neighbours, who would soon be the new owners of Carrington. In preparation for the sale of the property, hay had been stacked, and the cattle meandered lazily around the lake or lay under the trees, swishing their tails as they chewed their cud. There was little more to do except remove the last vestiges of Bryant paraphernalia from their childhood home—with the help of her brothers and sisters.

      ‘Righto.’ Graham took a sip of his wine and leaned forward, running a finger down the list. He turned to Roslyn. ‘You okay getting the last of the cattle to the sale?’

      She nodded. Although heartbreaking, there was no choice. The farm and everything it held was bequeathed to the five of them—and meant none of the family would be able to buy out the others unless they sold their homes or borrowed money—an unlikely event at their ages.

      ‘Would you have stayed on here if your financial position was different?’ Essie’s voice was soft with compassion.

      Roslyn shrugged. How could she tell her sister how much the thought of leaving their beautiful family home tore her heart to shreds? She adored Carrington but life on the land had been a struggle for their parents since the agricultural subsidies petered out in the late 1980s, before eventually disappearing altogether. Carrington wasn’t fertile or big enough to generate what they needed without pouring large dollops of money into it—and if it had been, she was the only one of them who had ever been interested. Now her health had met an unexpected hurdle and as much as the solitude of living on Carrington appealed to her, the last thing she wanted was to be dependent on others.

      ‘Of course I would have.’ She straightened and greeted each face with a stoic smile. ‘But it’s not to be. I will do as the rest of you plan—finish clearing everything from here then return to my old life in Brisbane, grateful Mitch and Jen, our good neighbours and soon-to-be owners of Carrington, have offered me the cabin as a holiday getaway any time I need it.’

      For decades, Carrington had functioned as a successful dairy farm—the cream processed into butter, cheese, and milk powder at the Millmerran factory after being separated. The resulting skimmed milk was fed to the family’s much loved Wessex Saddleback pigs, which occupied a swathe of land adjacent to the native forest where they snuggled together in their designated shelters at night. When the milk factory shut down in 1978, the pigs and cows were replaced by beef cattle and grain crops on the more fertile areas, the shelters were removed, and the cow shed was converted into a spare room where the boys would sleep when visitors from the city descended on them.

      Since then, the shed had been neglected, empty of all life except spiders and the occasional mouse. But in recent years, Roslyn had invested her own money into updating it, adding a tiny shower room and kitchen nook. She had considered buying her siblings out of the property after their father passed away but when the valuation of Carrington had been revealed, her hopes had been smashed. Even if she sold her Brisbane house and withdrew every cent of her superannuation, she wouldn’t have enough to buy them out—and she admitted with her own health fragile at times, employing a farm worker or depending on her good neighbours for assistance would be necessary. She wasn’t prepared to do that.

      ‘Have you given your tenant notice?’ Laurel asked.

      ‘Not yet. Once we’ve done what we need to here, I’ll contact the agent.’

      ‘Right then,’ Rick said. ‘Dunno about the rest of you but I’m ready for a decent night’s sleep. At least I won’t have to worry about being called out in the night here,’ he finished with a grin. In retirement, he had switched his energy and enthusiasm from decades as a paramedic to volunteering in Emergency Services. With the wild, destructive storms that had battered Southeast Queensland and Northern New South Wales over recent weeks, he didn’t have to elaborate. His busy and emotional life following nature’s tempest was understandable.

      One by one, they drifted off to bed while Roslyn finished tidying the kitchen, putting items in the correct places, and biting her desire to tut-tut as her mother would have done.

      She desperately wanted to talk to Essie about the letter, but her sister had claimed exhaustion following the drive and Roslyn hadn’t liked to bother her. It would wait until tomorrow.

      Roslyn watched them go then nipped out to check the temperamental pump was still running. It didn’t matter to her if it failed, but with five ageing residents overnighting in the old home, a malfunctioning toilet was not something any of them would relish.

      The night was still and before she reached the shed, the sound of water flowing through the pipes exactly as it should allowed her mind to settle.

      She paused on the knoll overlooking the lake, reflecting on the preceding decades with a heavy heart. Following her short, childless marriage to Neville, she’d spent years working ridiculous hours in her physiotherapy practice. As she approached fifty, she’d planned excursions to places she’d dreamed of visiting—Antarctica, Iceland, and Mongolia. She’d already enjoyed shorter trips to Thailand and New Zealand and snatched regular breaks to her beloved Carrington, but a desire to visit the colder, more remote pockets of the world had her pondering. Then she’d discovered a lump in her right breast and her life changed overnight. The diagnosis had altered her way of thinking, of operating, and especially her priorities.

      The outbreak of Covid had coincided with five years since ringing the bell following Roslyn’s successful double mastectomy and radiation treatment. Time spent on the farm with her aging father couldn’t have been more perfect to celebrate the “all-clear”.

      Now, as she gazed at the stars shining on the warm night, she heaved a sigh.

      If they could just get through this final, emotional period, she would happily farewell Laurel and their brothers, then waylay Essie for a long-overdue talk.
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      Sleep came reluctantly for Roslyn. With Essie’s gentle snoring reverberating through the wall between them, and the repeated journeys along the hallway as her siblings took turns to visit the bathroom, it was not only her heart that was heavy the following morning. Her leaden body and fuzzy brain were reluctant to cooperate, but somehow she dragged herself around her regular chores and returned to the smell of bacon cooking.

      ‘I’ve packed Dad’s clothes and the boys have got a few of his personal things—those cufflinks I don’t remember him wearing and his R.M.Williams belts. Stuff like that,’ Laurel said. ‘Annabel will help me sort them out and we’ll take what we don’t want to the charity shop.’

      Roslyn nodded, relieved that although her brothers had contributed little physical help, they did appear to be discussing the upcoming clearing sale and were debating acceptable prices for the machinery. Laurel, a retired teacher and accustomed to organising her family with military precision, had continued in her usual form, assembling bags of clothing on the front veranda. Laurel’s daughter, Annabel, had followed in her mother’s footsteps, and Roslyn felt a deep gratitude for everyone’s support, especially at this moment.

      ‘Thanks.’ Roslyn glanced across the kitchen at Essie, who was managing the toaster with one hand while flipping eggs with the other. ‘Need help, Essie?’

      ‘Love some.’ She pointed the spatula toward their brothers with a grin. ‘Nothing much has changed here, has it, even after all these years?’

      They laughed, the familiar vibe returning to the home. Decades and deaths had passed by, but the camaraderie of the siblings continued to astound her. She had been lucky—and once she’d had a chance to talk with Essie, she was sure the secrets closeted within these walls, binding them together, would be revealed.

      Breakfast was consumed leisurely, the temperatures once again soaring by the time she hustled them all into the large machinery-come-toolshed.

      ‘Let’s decide what needs to be sorted for the auctioneer first,’ Roslyn said firmly. ‘Then we’ll return to the house, turn on the air conditioning, and finish going through the rest.’ She was determined to stay in control of her emotions as they catalogued the familiar tools and equipment she and their father had used. Parting with many of them would be heartbreaking but essential.

      She gazed around, silently ticking off the potential of each item. Old cream cans standing in the corner of the dairy would make lovely umbrella stands or tubs for dried flowers if she painted them. The ancient saddlery hanging from the rafters could also be cleaned, oiled, and sold. Her eyes narrowed as she focused on the boxes of eartags, tools of every size and for every purpose, and the handmade feed troughs stacked against the wall. A beautifully crafted wooden wheelbarrow held empty plant pots and bundles of tomato stakes, one leg in the air as if struggling to prop the pile of timber planks beside it.

      Roslyn guided and cajoled the others as decisions were made, boxes were filled, and generations of paraphernalia organised for sale. Lunch was consumed before they turned their attention to the inside of the house.

      Cupboards were emptied—the assortment of mixing bowls, enamel saucepans and old biscuit tins, some with pictures of cute puppies and kittens, others with photos of Queen Elizabeth wearing her coronation crown, packed into boxes and carried downstairs to await their journey to the charity shops. Dozens of embroidered tablecloths, doilies, and unused linen tea towels were divided between the five of them. Essie ignored her brothers’ dismissals and thrust bags into their arms with the firm instruction: “your family can make the decision”.

      The process continued room by room and by evening, they were exhausted and elated in equal measures. With their vehicles packed to the roof, the men and Laurel made plans to leave the following morning. Essie insisted she could spare another day to share the final clean, clearly feeling guilty she hadn’t contributed as much as she’d hoped. Roslyn couldn’t wait—not for her sister’s help, but for the chance to have the discussion gnawing impatiently at her insides.

      Looking forward to taking a much-needed shower, she began heading to the bathroom when Graham’s voice followed a hollow note echoing from the piano.

      ‘Hey Pix, what’ll we do with this? Do you still play?’

      She halted, turning toward his enquiring expression, and nodded. ‘Yeah. Sometimes. The piano needs tuning but there’s no one except the animals to hear it, so it doesn’t matter.’

      ‘Will you take it with you?’ he asked.

      ‘I’m not sure.’ She lifted a shoulder as her insides flipped. She adored this old Steinway and would hate to leave it behind. But … with no set plans and nowhere to store it while she procrastinated, she was unable to decide. ‘Pianos don’t travel well, and I hate to think how old this one is. I’ll ask Mitch and Jen if it can stay here for the moment. They’ve already said no one will be living here for a while—they’re waiting for their daughter and son-in-law to return from the UK.’

      ‘Give us a song?’ Rick asked. ‘For old time’s sake.’

      She huffed. ‘I warned you. It’s out of tune so won’t sound very good.’

      For the hundredth time, Roslyn wondered why she was the only one in the family who had learned to play—and who loved to sing. The boys sometimes whistled and occasionally Laurel joined her in a raucous, fun-filled singalong with the radio, but none of her siblings seemed interested in music—not like she was anyway. Essie and Graham had both gone to boarding school by the time the piano arrived, so their chance to learn never arose, and Laurel had avoided it, commenting there was no point in their parents wasting the money on her. She hadn’t been interested and would certainly have never practiced.

      Vague memories of a discussion taking place about the time of Roslyn’s seventh birthday returned. It had been just before their grandmother’s death, and she recalled her name and the piano being mentioned in the same breath. Soon after, the well-worn piano had arrived, requiring four men to carry it inside. Weekly lessons had begun for Roslyn, provided by the mailman’s wife who, every Thursday afternoon after school, arrived with him in a battered van. Staying just long enough to share the magical world of music with Roslyn, Mrs Kelly would enjoy a pot of tea and chat with their mother before her husband collected her again. Roslyn looked forward all week to Mrs Kelly’s visit and was devastated when old Sam Kelly retired and a new mailman took over the route.

      ‘Go on,’ Essie urged.

      Roslyn drew a deep breath and plonked herself on the tapestry-covered piano seat. Without waiting for requests, she began with a few tentative notes before lifting her gaze to the photo of her parents on the piano top and imagining her father was in the room. From deep within her, she heard his voice—his gentle plea. “Play ‘Danny Boy’ for me?”

      As she began the introduction, she cleared her throat, closed her eyes, and began singing.

      Transported by the beauty of the melody and decades of practiced fingers, she let her thoughts, memories, and voice carry the words around the room, oblivious to her spellbound audience. In the silence, the music flowed from ‘Danny Boy’ to ‘Hallelujah’ and then finished with her mother’s favourite—‘Wild Mountain Thyme’.

      As her voice hovered on the final notes, the vision of their father faded, and her awareness returned to the familiar living room of her childhood.

      She swivelled around to face her siblings, stunned to see Essie wiping her eyes and the other three staring at her as if she’d just grown a second head.

      Silently, Graham rose to his feet and wrapped his arms around Roslyn’s petite frame.

      ‘Beautiful,’ he said. ‘Thank you.’

      One by one, Laurel, Rick, and Essie hugged her—then all three spoke at once.

      ‘You’ve still got it, kid,’ Rick said.

      ‘That was lovely.’ Laurel shook her head, as though unable to understand what had just happened.

      ‘Oh, how I wish I could sing like you,’ Essie whispered.

      Roslyn’s eyes filled with tears of joy, gratitude, and appreciation. In that moment, she understood that no matter who she was she was loved more than she had ever realised.
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      The iron roof crackled under the sun’s burning rays. The air was still, the only sound the mournful bellow of a cow in the distance.

      ‘If there’s nothing else you need me for, I’ll get on the road,’ Graham said as he swallowed the last of his coffee.

      ‘Me too,’ Laurel said. ‘I don’t like the feel of the weather and certainly don’t want to be caught in one of those horrible hailstorms taunting us these days.’

      ‘That’s fine,’ Roslyn said. ‘I appreciate your help—and I’m glad we were able to have time together in this house. In a weird way, it was like being kids again—decades late!’

      Laurel stepped forward and squeezed Roslyn to her. ‘You’ve been a treasure.’ She flung an arm out in a sweeping gesture. ‘I appreciate you taking care of Mum and Dad when the rest of us couldn’t.’

      Roslyn shrugged. ‘I didn’t mind—but it’s nice to be appreciated.’ She stood on tiptoes and kissed her sister’s cheek. ‘Drive safely and watch for those kangaroos!’

      ‘Hey Pix,’ Graham called from the car. ‘After your singing last night, I meant to ask—have you still got those posters of that group you idolised when you were a kid? I doubt Mum would have chucked them.’

      Roslyn laughed. ‘You mean the Bailey Brothers? Nah. After Mum passed away, I disposed of my memorabilia. As you’ve discovered, there was enough other stuff to plough our way through.’

      They waved Graham off, a soft smile creeping over Roslyn’s face as memories returned of hours flicking through magazines with her boarding school friends, Lucy and Helen. They’d cut out pictures of her favourite boy band and played their records on the box-like portable player Graham had bought at a clearing sale when she’d been sixteen. The revered band had consisted of four brothers from a farm somewhere in Victoria, their music a mix of their own compositions peppered with old-time favourites. The variety had appealed to all ages—which she’d always considered fortunate because it meant her parents hadn’t complained when she played their music on full volume. Then, around the same time as she’d qualified as a physiotherapist, the band had disappeared from the charts—and according to the music news, each member had gone their separate way. She’d been devastated.

      Her reminiscences faded and her attention switched to Rick as he stuffed his overnight bag into the back seat of the car. ‘Jeez, I didn’t think Mum and Dad had much stuff, but we’ve had no trouble filling this vehicle.’

      Essie gave him a playful shove. ‘Go on. Get on the road and get yourselves back to the city before we give you another job to do.’

      Five minutes later, the two sisters stood side by side in the silence, watching the dust settle. As though an invisible thread connected their thoughts, they turned to face each other.

      ‘I can’t imagine anyone other than our family living here—and I feel so sad.’ Roslyn bit her lip to prevent it from quivering.

      ‘I know. I’m tired and glad I’m staying another night. I wouldn’t have said that in front of Graham. He would have made a fuss.’

      Roslyn raised her eyebrows. ‘Are you okay? You’re not going to have a heart attack on me or anything?’

      Essie laughed. ‘No. I hope not anyway. But like you, I feel a connection to this place I’m not sure the boys or Laurel share. There’s a lot of stories Carrington could tell if it could speak.’

      A stab of trepidation shot through Roslyn. ‘Is there something I should know?’

      Shrugging, Essie lay her arm over Roslyn’s shoulders and turned her gently toward the house. ‘There’s probably heaps we both should know—but do we need to? I don’t think so.’

      ‘Essie?’ Roslyn paused as they trod up the steps—her own light footfall shadowing the sturdy, reliable motherly figure of a sister fifteen years older than herself.

      They reached the veranda and Essie turned, frowning at Roslyn. ‘Is something wrong?’

      ‘I don’t think so, but I was hoping we’d have time together without the others, because I want to ask you something.’

      ‘Sure. How about we put the kettle on first? All conversations run best with the support of a cuppa.’ She grinned and shuffled toward the kitchen.

      ‘Great. I’ll be back in a tick.’ Roslyn hurried to their bedroom and removed the envelope from her bedside drawer.

      Turning toward the window, her gaze roved across the paddock, resting on the dam they’d always referred to as “The Lake” due to its size. A flock of ducks scurried across the top of the water before taking to the sky and circling over the horse paddock. They’d had so much fun during the summers. They’d built rafts out of old drums and spent hours catching yabbies then cooking them over a fire at night when the heat of the day dissipated. As the youngest—there were eight years between Rick and herself and the others were older still—she hadn’t been allowed to do as much as she’d wanted but had revelled in her sibling’s attention. Because of them, she’d always felt special.

      ‘Have you got lost?’ Essie called. ‘The tea’s poured.’

      Roslyn looked down at the letter in her hand and trod quietly back to the kitchen. Her chest tightened, as if warning this single piece of paper was connected in some way with her sense of never feeling complete.

      Do I really want to know?

      She drew a deep breath and released it as she quickened her step.

      Yes, I do. Let’s get this over with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Before you came home, I cleared out Mum’s camphor chest and put the contents in my room. I want to keep them.’ Roslyn met her sister’s puzzled expression—one suggesting Roslyn’s action was in some way expected or irrelevant. ‘Remember when we begged her to let us try on her wedding dress?’

      Essie rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah, and I was too big for it, but it fitted Laurel and drowned you. Princess Roslyn paraded around for an hour. Then you threw a wobbly when Mum took it off us and packed it back into the tissue paper.’

      Roslyn grinned. ‘I remember. Anyway, there was other stuff Mum never showed us—or at least she never showed me.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘A pile of baby clothes, a lovely tartan knee rug I’ve never seen, and a little box.’

      ‘What sort of box?’

      ‘A chocolate one I think.’ She shook her head, eager to continue without interruption. ‘Anyway, I opened it and found this letter.’ She placed the envelope on the table in front of them.

      Their gazes met, Essie’s frown deepening. She picked it up and turned the envelope over. ‘It looks old.’

      ‘It’s dated May 1966.’

      Essie’s eyes widened. ‘That’s when you were born.’

      Roslyn nodded and took the letter from her sister. ‘Let me read it to you. The writing is faint and squiggly. I had to read it several times.’

      Essie leaned back in her chair, her eyes fixed on her sister as Roslyn began.

      
      May 1966

      I don’t know what day it is. While I feel no pain, I want to tell you I love you. I am relieved Mary and Keith will be your parents. They are kind, and I thank God every day for choosing them as my employers. Even when Mary guessed I was pregnant, they did not turn me out. You will be safe with them, have brothers and sisters, and will live a full and happy life.

      I am sorry I won’t be around to care for you. I’m also sorry you will never know your real mum and dad. If your father knew about you, I know he would adore you as much as I do. You have his lovely blue eyes and fair hair. Mine is dark brown and so are my eyes. When I leave this world, I will be with him again—my beloved Donald, who gave his life to the sea.

      Goodbye, beautiful girl. I will love you until eternity,

      Catherine

      
      Roslyn looked up, shocked at Essie’s pallor. She’d covered her cheeks with her hands as her eyes widened.

      ‘Oh my God.’

      ‘It’s me, isn’t it? I’m the one the letter was written for.’ Roslyn’s voice was barely a whisper. ‘We’re not sisters at all. We never were. That’s why I’m so different. I’m too small, the wrong colouring, and …’ she tittered as realisation dawned, ‘it’s why I’m the only one who can sing in tune.’

      ‘Oh Roslyn. I’m so sorry. It looks that way.’ She gave a helpless shrug. ‘I didn’t know. I was away at boarding school when you were born. So was Graham. It never crossed my mind you weren’t one of us. I mean, Mum was a … curvy lady and always wore loose clothing. I was only fifteen and by the time I came home from the holidays, Catherine Morrison had died—from cancer I think.’

      ‘Who was Catherine Morrison?’

      ‘She was a Scottish girl. Not much older than me. Maybe eighteen or nineteen? She’d come to Australia for a better life, and I liked her. We got on well. She was lovely.’

      ‘Why was she here?’

      ‘At that time, a lot of British residents were moving to Australia, including lots of young people. Some had sponsors who agreed to house and support them until they got jobs and accommodation. Others came under various Australian Government schemes because the country was desperate for workers. I remember many of the new arrivals were referred to as ten-pound poms.’ She paused, narrowing her eyes.

      ‘There were programs for children to migrate too. One was called the Big Brother Movement. It was for boys but there were others for girls. Once a person was eighteen, they could apply without having to provide permission from a parent or guardian.’ Her explanation faded as they stared at each other.

      ‘Was Catherine one of those immigrants?’

      Essie nodded. ‘I believe so. As I said, I didn’t know much about it then, but I learned more when I started nursing. There was a girl I worked with who’d emigrated from England and she told me about it.’

      ‘What about my birth certificate?’ Roslyn frowned. ‘I checked it after finding this, even though I was sure it had to be correct or getting my passport would have been difficult. It has Keith and Mary Bryant listed as my birth parents. Was that legal? How come they didn’t adopt me?’

      Essie nodded at Roslyn’s barrage of questions. ‘What a mess—but I think I know why.’

      She drew a breath and reclined in her chair.

      ‘When I began nursing, I learned babies listed for adoption were matched with the next suitable couple waiting on the list. That regime meant even if someone in the same family wanted to adopt the baby, they didn’t necessarily get him or her. I might be wrong, but I reckon if Mum and Dad respected and loved Catherine as much as it sounds like they did, they would have wanted to do the right thing for you. We’ll never know, but maybe Catherine begged them to register you as their own so she knew you would have a loving home.’

      Roslyn drew a deep breath, allowing the news to sink in. She wasn’t sure how she felt. There was no anger. There was not even confusion now. It all began to make sense. She felt numb—but a deepening sorrow for her biological mother began to seep into her soul.

      ‘I’m Scottish,’ she said with a sense of wonder. ‘We believed we were third or fourth generation Aussies. But I’m not.’

      Essie reached for the letter and scanned it, turning the page over to check there was no further information on the back.

      ‘What else was in this box? Can I see it?’

      Roslyn nodded and left the room, returning a minute later with the small, cream-edged box with a picture of a thatched cottage on the front of it. She placed it on the table and removed the lid.

      Piece by piece, she lifted out the contents. A dainty broach with a thistle engraved on it. A tiny gift card that read: To C. All my love, D xx. The last item resembled a pocket diary and Roslyn’s heart leaped in hope. How come she hadn’t scrutinised this before? Probably because she’d found the letter first and that had sidetracked her completely.

      Would this reveal what she wanted to know—more about her real mother? She turned the pages, her disappointment growing.

      Most were empty but on some, brief words scattered through the notebook indicated a dissatisfied teenager.

      Horrible supper thanks to Aunt Cait. She forgot to put the kippers away that Mrs Baird gave us, so the cat ate them. She blamed me and we had thin soup instead
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