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Chapter 1   On the Road
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As soon as the utility pulled away from the cattle yards on Mt. Henry station, Angie turned on the car radio. It had been a good day, and she sang happily along, with the music from the speakers. She stretched her back, easing back muscles tight from the day's work. They had been separating the year's crop of calves from their mothers, guiding the stock through an open gate, allowing the mothers to run one way, diverting the half-grown calves through another gate. It was always noisy, with the cows calling to their lost babies, the calves calling desperately to their lost mothers. It was not helped by the barking of excited dogs, always present when there was stock work to be done.

Then they had branded the calves, using heated irons to score a recognizable symbol onto their hides. The smell of burnt hair wafted through the yards, and further distressed the animals. Then each had a plastic numbered tag clipped into an ear, so that its life story could be monitored. She loved it all, the noise, the dust, the contact with the animals, the excited dogs, the horses waiting in the shade of a gum tree.

She had helped in the yards before, but then it was only in the school holidays. This year, having completed her schooling at the local high school in Myall last December, she had been working at the shed throughout the muster. How glad she was she had resisted her mother's efforts to send her off to the city to university. She loved her life here on the family station, and sincerely hoped never to leave it. Her father supported her, as without a son, he hoped to have Angie take over the management of it one day. Every day, he taught her all the skills she would need then.

Now she concentrated on the stretch of sealed road leading into the distance. She put on sunglasses to block the glare. Ahead, the sun's rays reflected up from the shiny road surface, in dancing waves resembling sheets of water across the road. But there was no water, just an optical mirage. The road, with all the country beside it, was bone dry, waiting for summer rain to dampen the soil.

Now, in the late afternoon, native animals and birds were stirring. Most of them stayed quiet during the heat of the day. As the temperature began to drop, they emerged from hiding to find what food they could, before darkness sent them back into seclusion. She drove past a huge wedge-tailed eagle, feeding on the carcass of something on the side of the road. Probably, his meal had been killed by a passing car. The eagle looked up as she passed, but stayed defiantly with its meal. It had learnt in the past, it was safe on the broad unsealed shoulders of the road.

Next she discovered a small lizard, wending its slow and deliberate way across the road. At the noise of the vehicle, it froze in place, right on the carriageway. This time Angie stopped, got out and picked up the lizard, not much longer than her hand, and carried it safely to the far side of the road. Before she set it down, she stroked its back, and the small frill of skin around its neck. On the ground, it ran away quickly into the dry ditch beside the road.

Further down the road, she disturbed a flock of galahs, pink and grey parrots feeding among the weeds on the shoulder of the highway. They would have been safe there, but a nervous member of the flock gave an alarm call as the utility approached, and the whole group rose with screeches to circle high above, until she passed. Then they settled back to feed.

She stopped again, when she found the body of a kangaroo lying still, on the road. When she investigated, she found it was an adult female, quite dead from its contact with another vehicle. She dragged the body off the side of the road, to be sure no car would hit the obstacle during the night. But before she went back to her car, she investigated the kangaroo's pouch. Inside, she found a small joey, still very much alive. It was several months old, with well-developed fur, but obviously still dependent on its mother's milk. Left here, it too would surely die. Angie could not let that happen. She pulled the joey out of the pouch, and tucked it inside her denim shirt. Then she drove home.

Her first stop was the kitchen, where her mother was preparing the evening meal.

'Hello, Angie. Was it a good day in the yards? I'm sure you are tired and dirty. But you have time for a shower before I serve up the meal.' 

Angie kissed her mother's cheek. She was much shorter than her tall, angular mother. I'm tired and dirty, and hungry too,' she answered. 'But the shower will have to wait.' She pulled up her shirt, and revealed the little kangaroo in her arms. 'Do we still have the little syringe and the milk replacement for joeys? This little chap will be hungry.'

Rachel Elliot glanced at it. 'Not another one,' she said dismissively. 'Why do you always have to bring home the strays? They belong in the bush, not in my kitchen.'

'This one's mother was dead on the road, and he would have died too, if I hadn't rescued him. I'll take him to the 'fauna rescue' volunteers tomorrow, but we should really feed him tonight.' She hunted through a low cupboard just inside the kitchen door. 'Ah, here's the milk replacer. And the syringe. I'll give him a feed now, then hang up a pillowcase inside my bedroom door. It will be his sleeping pouch for tonight.'

Angie had rescued baby kangaroos previously, so knew just what to do. In a very short time, the joey was asleep in his makeshift pouch, and Angie was enjoying a hot shower. When she returned to the dining room, the rest of the family had already gathered at the table.

Angie's father, Bob, sat at the head of the long rosewood table, big enough to seat 12 people, and Angie took her place beside him. He asked a lot of questions about the work in the stock yard today. He had not been there himself; his increasing ill health had required a doctor's appointment in the nearest city. But Angie was now well-trained in the important aspects of drafting the calves, and was able to pass on the information he wanted, clearly and accurately. At the end of his questions, he nodded.

'Thanks Angie,' he said. 'That's everything I needed to know. Well done.' Angie felt a small thrill of pride. But sitting opposite her, her elder sister Elizabeth was bored.

'All we ever talk about is cows and calves, mustering and branding. Didn't you see anything interesting today, Angie?'

Angie thought quickly. What would interest Lizzie? 'I have a new friend,' she said, with a twinkle in her green eyes. 'At the moment, he is sound asleep in my bedroom. A very handsome young man. Not very tall, and big brown eyes. I can't wait to spend more time with him. Really a very attractive specimen.'

'Dad! Mum!' Elizabeth was shocked. 'Angie has a strange man asleep in her bedroom. It should not be allowed to happen. Just think what the neighbours would say!'

'Oh, please don't say I have to throw him out,' begged Angie. 'He has such a beautiful long furry tail.'

Bob Elliot began to laughed, and even Angie's mother had to smiled. Lizzie looked from one to the other puzzled.

'I guess it's the little joey you showed your mother,' Bob said, smiled at Angie. 'What happened to the mother?'

'Oh,' said Elizabeth, as she realised Angie had been teased. 'Oh, it's just another animal.'

'The mother was dead on the road,' Angie told her father. 'I couldn't just leave the little fellow to die as well, so brought him home. I'd love to raise him myself, but don't have the free time now. So in the morning, I'll take him into the vet, to be checked, then deliver him to the animal rescue shelter. They will look after him.'

The vet's nurse met her happily the next morning. Louisa Musgrove was Angie's best friend from school, and also a family connection ... her brother Charles was married to Angie's other sister, Mary. 

'I've brought you a patient,' Angie announced, producing the joey, still in his pillowcase. 'I found him in his mother's pouch yesterday. She was quite dead, poor thing. I'd like the vet to check him, before I drop him off to the rescue group.'

Lou held out her arms to the little kangaroo, and checked him quickly. 'I'll get Doctor Bennick to check him out, though there are no obvious signs he was hurt in the accident. You don't need to wait here. I know you must be busy, managing the cattle, and your dad not well, so I'll take him to the rescue group during my lunch break.' 

'Would you do that for me?' Angie asked. 'Thanks so much.' And she hugged her friend.

'Of course.' Lou added, with a straight face, 'I know there is a certain chap working and waiting for you out at the yards. Can't keep him waiting, can we?'

'You never miss a chance to tease me, do you?' asked Angie, as her cheeks heated. 'Just wait till you fall for someone, then I'll get my own back!' 

Lou just laughed, as she carried the joey through to the examination room. And Angie was smiling as she set out towards the yards for another day's work.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2    Family Pressures
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Back at the yards, the cows and their calves had been held in separate yards overnight. The calves were old enough to feed themselves on the native grasses, no longer needing their mother's milk. Now Angie, assisted by Rick Worthy, returned them to different paddocks. Each huge paddock had its own water supply, most of them serviced by a wind-powered pump, drawing underground water to the surface. Each of these pumps would be checked daily to be sure the water supply never failed. Sometimes Angie rode her horse to do these jobs; more often Rick used a motorbike, or Angie drove a 4-wheeled vehicle something like a golf cart. 

Angie always had jobs waiting for her, like maintaining the fences, monitoring the water supply, or checking for plant or animal pests. Rick took care of the heavier jobs, and maintained the machinery such as the motorbikes and the water pumps. They worked well together, without friction, and as good friends. Rick was tall, with dark hair covered with a battered, sweat-stained felt hat. She never saw him without the hat. But then, he never saw her without her own hat, covering her brown hair. Her hat was just as battered.

But as she worked in the heat and dust, Angie was always worried. Her father's health was definitely failing. He still asked each evening for a report on what she and Rick had done, and any problems they could see in the future. But he was less inclined to give instructions about what to do next day; he was more inclined to leave it to her judgement. During the day, he reclined on the broad veranda in his deep squatter's chair, with his eyes on the tall gum trees growing beyond the nearby dry river. He had not left the house, except for medical appointments, for weeks. The doctors shook their heads when they spoke to his wife, Rachel, and would make no predictions, other than to say his heart was failing.

'Too much sun, too much hard work,' they told her. 

So it was not really a surprise, when one day, Bob went to sleep in his squatter's chair and did not wake up again.

Angie went through the next days, almost unaware. Rick took over all the station work, and Angie found herself responsible for everything within the homestead. Her mother and her sister Elizabeth were almost helpless with grief, and when Mary Musgrove, Angie's married sister, visited, she joined them in bewailing Bob's death. Angie was grateful when Louisa Musgrove took time off from her job at the vet's surgery, and arrived to give her support. Between them, they managed the three helpless women.

'How do you feel?' Lou asked her, in the evening as they sat on the wide veranda. The squatter's chair stood empty.

'I miss him so much,' Angie replied, her eyes on the chair. 'But I know he was in a lot of pain these last weeks, though he tried
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