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Dedication


  
    
      

      My Mum was my greatest supporter and knew and loved the people of Dungirri as if they were real. She wanted me to write all their stories. So this one’s for you, Mum. I’m sorry it took so long, but you were with me as I wrote it, and you’re with me, always.

    

  







Chapter 1

‘Are you sure this is where you want to go, Granddad? This place is in the middle of nowhere.’ Owen slowed the car to avoid a kangaroo hopping across the dirt road and glanced at his grandfather.
 In the passenger seat, Bernard Chynoweth sat with his hands lightly clasped in his lap. He’d hardly spoken since they’d picked up the hire car at Dubbo Airport a couple of hours ago, but everything about his quietness was calm.
 ‘I’m sure, Owen.’
 When he’d promised to take his grandfather anywhere he wanted to go for the Christmas season, Owen had expected they’d be heading for London, or Vienna, or one of Bernard’s other favourite cities in Europe to enjoy concerts, comfortable hotels and excellent food. Not driving on a sandy road into outback New South Wales to a tiny dot on the map he’d never heard of.
 Dungirri did have a hotel, but the rate he’d been quoted when he phoned to book a twin room indicated it would be basic. That didn’t worry him – some of the places he’d worked he’d been lucky to have any sort of roof to sleep under – but it was a far cry from what he’d had in mind to mark his grandfather’s ninetieth birthday. And Bernard still hadn’t told him why. Why he’d insisted, in his courteous, determined way, that he wanted to go to Dungirri now, this year.
 With failing health, Bernard couldn’t have made the trip alone, and Owen didn’t begrudge the time and effort at all, but this mystery from a man who’d always been open and honest? Puzzling. Worrying, so that he watched his grandfather closely for symptoms of dementia. Yet he saw only this calm, quiet determination.
 A white utility pulled out of a side road a hundred metres in front of him, turning towards Dungirri, and Owen lifted his foot from the accelerator as the dust thrown up by the ute billowed towards him along the road and obscured his vision. Keeping well back, he followed the dust cloud over a low bridge and on to the sealed road of the town.
 Not much of a town. An old timber community hall and a police station on the right after the bridge. Vacant blocks, a few houses, and a rural supplies store on the left.
 The ute ahead of him was already parked in the driveway of a white weatherboard house and the driver, a young woman with the relaxed air of a local, raised her hand in a casual country wave at their oncoming car.
 He caught a glimpse as he drove past of a shapely butt clad in faded jeans. Yes, he noticed it. Not that he’d ever be so crass as to comment about it. Thirty-something male with a healthy appreciation of women. Not a sleazebag. Intelligence and personality mattered far more to him than appearance.
 Christmas decorations hung from rows of lights strung across the street in the central block of the main street, and along the row of shop buildings on each side. Not that many of those buildings had seen actual trade in them for a while; other than the rural supplies store and a small general shop, most were long empty, a few boarded-up.
 He shifted down a gear before the two-storey hotel at the end of the block, and indicated to turn left into the side street.
 ‘Can you keep going on this road for a few minutes?’ Bernard asked. ‘There’s a place I’d like to see, a few kilometres along.’
 Owen checked the rear vision mirror. Nothing behind him. ‘I thought you’d not been here before.’
 ‘I haven’t. Sylvia at the library looked up the address on the computer for me.’
 Great. The librarian knew more about his grandfather’s quest than he did. Maybe if he’d been home in Australia more often . . .  None of them were. Not his brother, pursuing his music career in New York. Nor his sister, undertaking neurosurgery research in California. Leaving Bernard reliant on the local library to help him with the technology to communicate with them all.
 That had to change. Owen had to change. Time to settle back in Australia.
 The town petered out after the pub. A recently cleared block of land. A dilapidated showground, the not-very-grand stand leaning to one side, a pavilion with boarded-up windows. A couple more houses, before paddocks and a sign for Birraga, sixty kilometres away.
 ‘Whose address is it?’ Owen ventured to ask.
 Bernard’s silence lasted at least a kilometre. ‘A person I knew once.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I will tell you, lad. But I need to find out some more information, first. The place should be a couple of kilometres further up, on the left. I’d be grateful if you could drive slowly past it.’
 With no other traffic on the road, Owen dropped his speed. The dry forest to the east of Dungirri gave way here to flat brown paddocks, scattered farms, pockets of scrub. A few kilometres along, a steel machinery shed and a driveway over a grid indicated another farm. The house – if it belonged to the same place – was two hundred metres further on, an older-style white-painted homestead with a white picket and chook-wire fence enclosing a yard with a minimal garden.
 Owen shifted down to second gear. Two people stood in the driveway, beside a small car. An older woman with her hand on the driver’s door, neatly dressed in blue trousers and a light-coloured blouse. The other person in baggy checked shirt over loose jeans and a head of unruly grey hair, leaning on a shovel. Owen had to take a second glance. Not particularly feminine, but definitely female. Both women noticed the slow vehicle.
 Bernard quickly turned his face away. ‘Thank you. We can go back to the hotel now.’
 ‘Which woman?’ Owen wanted to ask. Perhaps it wasn’t the women, but the house that his grandfather had wished to see. Not that Owen could think of any reason why a property out here in the back of beyond could be of interest to Bernard. But he held his tongue and did a u-turn to drive back to the Dungirri pub.
  
 ~
  
 Christmas in Dungirri. Angie Butler changed her jeans to cooler cargo shorts in her old bedroom in the family home and wished herself somewhere, anywhere else. She could have gone to Bali with friends. Or sailing on the Great Barrier Reef. Or hiking in Tasmania. But no, family duty called and here she was, back in her old home town. Back in her old home. The first Christmas since her father’s sudden death. Maybe the last Christmas in this house, in Dungirri. If – a big if – her mother could sell the pub.
 Her mother fussed in the kitchen, the kettle already on the boil. Tea. Oh, God, the first of how many gazillion cups of tea she’d have to drink over the next week. Nancy Butler didn’t keep any decent coffee in the house. Or any alcohol. A publican’s wife for thirty-five years, she hated the smell of both of them. She also refused to use teabags in her house. She only used leaf tea, brewed to death in the old brown teapot.
 Sitting on the too-soft single bed, Angie eased her feet out of her boot socks and steeled herself for her mother’s onslaught. Why don’t you get a nice job in an office? You’re almost thirty. When are you going to settle down? Don’t swear. It’s unladylike.
 A week. Just a week. And her mother meant well, even if her views of women’s ideal lives were stuck somewhere in the nineteen-fifties. Along with the house décor. There’d never been spare money to update the third-generation Butler home.
 Angie headed barefoot on the smooth polished floorboards to the kitchen.
 Her mother had the old Bushells tea caddy in one hand and the teaspoon in the other, hovering over the teapot, her fingers shaking so that tiny black leaves fell. She gave a nervous laugh when she saw Angie. ‘I can’t remember how much I put in,’ she said, and dumped the spoonful in the pot.
 Great. Short-term memory problems. Her mother was only sixty.
 ‘Don’t look at me like that, Angela.’ The tea caddy banged back on its shelf. ‘I’m not losing my marbles. I’m just . . .’ She suddenly sank down into a chair. ‘He’s made an offer for the pub. Gillespie has. The agent called an hour ago. I don’t know what to do.’
 Sell. Angie bit her tongue. ‘Is it a good offer?’
 Her lips pursed, Nancy gave a grudging nod, and named a figure under the asking price but within the realm of what they expected.
 Angie weighed her words carefully while she took over making the tea and poured the boiling water into the teapot. ‘It’s been on the market for eight months. You haven’t had any other offers in that time, have you?’ Rhetorical question, really. But she wanted to help her mother work through the situation logically.
 ‘No.’
 Instead of reaching for a homely mug, Angie carried one of her grandmother’s blue floral teacups and saucers from the dresser and placed it in front of her mother. She kept her voice gentle. Persuasion, not argument. No sense backing Nancy into a corner. ‘You know you’re not likely to get any more than that, Mum. Not here in Dungirri.’
 ‘I know. But . . .  it’s Gillespie.‘
 ‘He is a local, Mum. He knows this place.’
 ‘He’s been away for years. In prison.’
 Two cardinal sins in her mother’s very proper view of the world: leaving Dungirri, and being a criminal.
 Angie sat at the table with another of Grandma’s tea cups, half terrified she’d break the fine china. That would be another cardinal sin. ‘He was innocent, Mum. His conviction was quashed years ago. And now he’s come back again and chosen to stay. Without him and Deb and Liam these past few months the pub would have gone broke and shut up.’
 Three months, she’d worked in the pub with her brother after their father’s sudden death, trying to keep it running. They’d had to take leave from their jobs to return to Dungirri, keep paying rent on accommodation elsewhere, and work long hours trying to sort out their father’s affairs and get the pub ready for sale – a huge strain for both of them. The fortuitous arrival of Gil Gillespie in town with his two friends had eased the situation, given their experience running a pub in Sydney, and Deb’s and Liam’s need for work while Gil dealt with other issues. They’d not only kept the pub open, but given it more life – and income – than it had seen in years.
 Nancy gave a disdainful sniff, unwilling to concede any point. ‘His father was a drunkard. And a wife-beater.’
 And a whole lot worse, if even half the stories Angie had heard were true. ‘Gil is neither, Mum.’
 Another sniff.
 ‘Mum, you don’t have to make a decision right away. Think about the options. You can hang out for a better offer, but they’re not exactly queuing up, are they? Or perhaps you could make a counter offer to Gil. Or you could ask him his plans for the place.’
 Her mother started as though she’d suggested something outrageous. ‘Oh, I couldn’t do that. Not talk to him.’ She took refuge in a sip of tea, and Angie’s heart ached for her, for the narrow life and experiences and her lack of confidence and trust in people with different life experiences. With her tea cup still clasped in her hands Nancy looked over it to her daughter. ‘But you could. You can ask them. You can find out, can’t you? I wouldn’t want, you know, for him to put in gaming machines or betting.’
 Angie doubted that gambling of any form featured in Gil’s plans for the hotel. But she’d have to check before assuring her mother of that point. It might tip the scales in Gil’s favour, and the sooner the pub was sold, the better for everybody.
 As long as it sold to the right buyer. Dungirri sure as hell didn’t need some investor to buy the pub who didn’t give a fig about the town and installed poker machines and betting facilities to up the turnover – facilities that would send too many vulnerable people in the struggling town broke, and only line the owner’s pockets.
 ‘I’ll go up there in a little while, and see what I can find out,’ she promised her mother. Less than half an hour at home, and already she was grateful for an excuse to escape.
  
 ~
  
 Bernard opted to lie down for a rest after they’d checked into the pub and Owen helped him up the flight of stairs to their room.  A simple room, but clean and functional, with twin beds, a wardrobe, a small table, and a comfortable arm chair. French doors opened out on to the wide, shady veranda, overlooking the main street.  Despite the summer heat, an overhead fan created a cooling breeze.
 By the time Owen brought their bags up from the car and returned to the hotel room, his grandfather was asleep on one of the twin beds, breathing easily, his limbs relaxed. But now that he had the opportunity to watch him unobserved, Owen couldn’t ignore the changes in the past year: the paper-thin skin stretched tighter over the fine bones of his face and his hands and the increasing frailty of the man who’d been an inspiration and one of the pillars in his life.
 Bernard would turn ninety the day after Christmas. Owen didn’t expect his grandfather to see many more birthdays after that. Just as well he’d come home to Australia. It would be up to him to care for Bernard in these last years. Up to him to support his grandfather in whatever this mystery involved.
 He left Bernard sleeping and went downstairs to see what he could find out about Dungirri.
 The young Asian-Australian barman who’d given him the room key had few customers to serve. Not surprising, for mid-afternoon on a weekday. He carried a mug of coffee out to the courtyard, to a man working at a laptop at a table in the shade of a tree. The thought of coffee tempted Owen – he’d only had airport coffee today – but he needed exercise and to stretch muscles more than he needed a caffeine hit. Given Dungirri’s small size, it wouldn’t take long to walk around it.
 Despite all the empty store buildings, there were signs of a good community spirit. In addition to the Christmas decorations hung along the verandas, one of the empty shops featured a window display of a life-sized stuffed Santa in a red singlet and shorts, reclining in a rocking chair, with stuffed toys of various Australian animals at his feet. A mural covered the next window, a more traditional nativity scene, although instead of sheep and donkeys, a possum, kangaroos and a koala gazed at the baby doll in the cradle.
 A small poster on the side of the building advertised a guitar for sale. A classical guitar.  Not professional level – nothing like his brother would play – but not an el-cheapo model, either, with a solid cedar top, rosewood back and sides and an ebony fingerboard. ‘Well looked after,‘ the sign read. ‘But I never play it.’  
 Owen missed his guitar, lying now in cinders beneath the ruins of a Kabul hotel.
 He didn’t need a new guitar.
 He dragged his gaze away from the phone number. Another poster immediately below the guitar one advertised Carols by Candlelight in the Memorial Hall. Presumably the hall up in the next block that they’d passed on the way in. Tonight. Seven-thirty. Maybe he’d see if his grandfather wanted to go.
 A sharp sound, like a gunshot, startled him and he tensed, ready to duck, but it was only the thwack of a screen door falling shut at the house next to the shop. The woman who’d driven into town ahead of them walked down the drive to the street. She’d changed into cargo shorts and she walked with an easy stride, the breeze playing with her hair.
 She grinned as she approached. An open, friendly smile that said she was perfectly at ease here, in this town. That relaxed confidence threw him for a moment. The places he’d been, most of the past few years, a woman – especially a lone woman – would never go anywhere near an unknown male. They would cross to the other side of the street, or turn around, or go into a shop or house.
 ‘Hi,’ she said, and stopped to look at the posters. ‘First time we’ve had Carols by Candlelight in years.’
 She gave him a quick sideways glance, but he knew that because she caught him looking at her. Tawny brown hair pulled back into a casual pony-tail, blue-grey eyes with a playful light in an oval face without makeup. Not classically pretty, but he found the lively energy . . .  yeah, attractive. Maybe because this was a peaceful little town in rural Australia and she wasn’t on edge, afraid of being blown up or bombed or gunned down or kidnapped.
 He had to get his head back from there to here. Peaceful country town. Australia. Christmas. His grandfather.
 ‘Will it be okay for visitors to go?’ he asked. ‘We’re just in town for a few days. My grandfather and I. We wouldn’t want to intrude.’
 ‘I knew you weren’t a local. But don’t worry, it’s a fundraiser for the local school kids, so the more the merrier. Bring your wallets for a good cause. You’re visiting someone here?’
 She probably knew everyone in town. He searched for a way to explain why they were here, and didn’t find one. Because he had no clue why they were here. ‘I’m travelling with my grandfather,’ he said. ‘He likes to see new places.’ That was truthful.
 Her eyebrows rose. ‘And you chose Christmas in Dungirri?’
 ‘He did. I’m just the chauffeur.’
 ‘That’s dedication.’
 ‘I’ve been away a lot. It’s good to have some time with him. Besides, this place is peaceful and there are no Christmas shopping crowds.’ No-one out on the street except the two of them. No terrorist bombers targeting excited families preparing for a celebration. And there he was, with his head back in Baghdad again.
 But she definitely wasn’t in Baghdad. Not with her hands casually in her pockets and her unhurried, small-town friendliness. ‘No Christmas shopping, full stop. You’ll have to go in to Birraga if you want to buy anything other than milk or,’ she nodded at the Rural Supplies store just along the street, ‘fencing wire.’
 After all the months overseas, of hard desperate work and constant tension, he found himself reluctant to break off this light, pleasant conversation.  ‘Not something I’ve ever had much need for,’ he said. ‘I confess I’m tempted by the guitar, though. Do you know the guy selling it?’
 She read the sign quickly. ‘That will be Ryan Wilson. Good bloke. Had a rugby accident a few years back and injured his spine. I didn’t know he played the guitar, though. But you do?’
 ‘Yeah, sometimes.’
 An old utility drove down the road past them and swung in to park in front of the rural store. The woman he was speaking with raised her hand in a country wave, but it took Owen several seconds until the driver clambered out of the ute to recognise, under the battered felt hat, one of the older women from the house his grandfather had been interested in.
 The driver spared them an unsmiling nod before she strode in to the store. That brief, brief interaction left Owen with the disconcerting sense that he should know her. Yet he couldn’t place her in his fairly-good memory for faces.
 ‘Is she someone famous?’ he asked his new acquaintance.
 ‘Delphi?’ She laughed lightly. ‘Nope. Not unless she has a secret life none of us know about. She has a property a few k’s out of town.’
 Curiosity about his grandfather’s mystery and the temptation to keep the conversation going made him probe lightly, ‘Her name is Delphi? That’s unusual.’ And the mythic nature of the name seemed something of a disconnect with the very down-to-earth appearance of the woman.
 ‘Philadelphia O’Connell. Her family has been in the district since the 1870s. But there’s only her and her niece left now. Two of her uncles died in the war. Her brother was the author, Patrick O’Connell.’ She laughed self-consciously but enthusiasm still lit her eyes. ‘Sorry. You didn’t ask for their family history. I did an assignment on the O’Connells as early settlers when I was in high school. Delphi showed me her grandfather’s journals.’
 The O’Connell family had been here for generations. But his grandfather had only come from England to Queensland in the 1940s. Owen couldn’t see how there could be a connection.
 ‘Have your family been here as long?’ he asked.
 ‘No.’ She nodded towards the house she’d come from. ‘My great-grandfather bought that house and the pub in the 1940s. But I don’t live in Dungirri now.’
 Where do you live? He swallowed back the question that might have been interpreted as a clumsy pick-up line. ‘Does your family still own the pub?’ he asked instead.
 ‘My mum does. But hopefully not for long. Speaking of which, I’m on a mission to make sure it sells. I’ll see you around, I’m sure.’
 As she ambled off he pretended to look at the posters again so that he could watch her out of the corner of
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