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Dedication

To the gallant women
who helped settle this land I call home—and to the brave men who
shared their lives.


Chapter One

Melbourne January
1843

 


Shielding her
eyes from the noonday sun, Annie admired the muscled arms of the
man helping her brother Tim unload the wagon. As he set down a
crate, Tim looked across at her and wiped his neckerchief across
his sweat-laden brow, as he chided, “Shouldn’t you be inside out of
this heat, silly chit.”

Of course, he
was right, and as a trickle of sweat ran down between her breasts,
she wrinkled her nose and tossed her head as she bent to stroke the
head of Bracken, Tim’s faithful dog. “I get bored, you know I have
little patience with the silly pastimes of other girls,” she
complained. “And it is much too hot to ride.”

“Well, it was
your choice to stay down here in Melbourne, instead of returning to
Bathurst with Ma and Pa. Uncle Remy and Aunt Sara also offered you
the opportunity to help out in Sara’s emporium in Sydney, and you
refused.”

“Jo assured me
I would become bored just as she did when working there.” Tim’s
wife Josephine had left the emporium and followed Tim along on his
travels for just such a reason. Privately she confided to Annie
that she was certain she too would find it extremely tedious.

Tim shrugged.
“Yes, I am sure Jo did, but what suits one does not always suit
another.”

Jo also told
Annie that Tim was not overly joyous at first when she decided to
up and trail after him on his journey down south. Thankfully, they
appeared to have settled all differences by now and seemed content.
Their little girl Bella was the apple of both parents’ eyes, and
why wouldn’t she be—the child was funny and smart and at less than
a year old already walking.

The man who had
held Annie’s attention took off his wide-brimmed hat and sauntered
across to stand nearby as he took a swig from the water bag. “If
that’s all today, boss,” he said, “I’ll get back to the workshop.”
He grinned as he nodded Annie’s way. “Your brother is right, you
know lass. You will ruin your lovely looks standing around in this
sun.” He glanced up to where that sun glared from a cloudless sky.
“If we don’t get rain soon, we’ll all melt away.”

He hesitated a
moment, before strolling to the wagon and climbing up to the board.
With a careless wave, he flapped the reins on the rump of the horse
and clicked his tongue. As the wagon rolled away Annie’s cheeks
flamed, and she knew the heat engulfing her had little to do with
the sun. Why did she always have to go weak and tongue-tied in
Jacob O’Quinn’s presence? Out at Bathurst across the mountains,
where she had spent her entire life until travelling down here
before Christmas with her Mama and Pa, she was surrounded by men of
all ages and not one of them had ever made her feel so unsure, and
not one made her heart flutter with a feeling she could not
understand.

Without being
told, she knew her parents shared a great love for one another.
Over her growing years, she had picked up snippets of their early
life together and gathered it had been a tumultuous courtship. Tim
told her that when he was about six, and Annie just a baby, their
Mama took them off one day with the intention of settling on her
own land. Their Pa came after them and demanded she belonged with
him. Annie wondered if Jacob would come after her—more than likely
he would not even miss her presence. She sighed.

The only reason
she left the cool sanctuary of Tim and Jo’s house today was in the
hope of spending a few minutes in Jacob’s company. So when he
finally gave her a few minutes of his time and even told her she is
lovely, what does she do but act like a silly tongue-tied girl?

“Didn’t I tell
you?” Tim also took a swig of water, and then poured some into his
hat for Bracken who lapped it up greedily. “Your face looks like a
pomegranate already, miss. No man is ever going to take a fancy to
you if you go around looking like something that’s dried up in the
sun.” He chuckled as Annie wrinkled her nose and made a rude noise
with her tongue.

“Who says I
want any man to take a fancy to me,” she said with a haughty lift
of the shoulders. “Most of you are vain and stupid anyway.”

At his burst of
laughter, she turned and stalked back towards the house. Sweat
trickled down her back, dampening her chemise. Both men had been
right, it was foolish to be out in the sun when she could be inside
where it was much cooler. She went to the kitchen where Tim’s
housekeeper Jane was scrubbing down the tabletop.

Jane huffed, as
she went and filled a glass with lemon water, saying, “Here, young
lady, drink this.”

“Thank you,
Jane.” Annie sat by the table as she sipped the cool drink, asking,
“Where are Jo and the baby?”

“Jo is painting
and little Bella is taking her afternoon nap. Why don’t you do the
same and lie down until it cools off a bit.”

Annie finished
her drink and rose. She turned to leave but then came back, asking
diffidently, “How do you make a man you like take notice of
you?”

Jane laughed.
“Goodness me, I’m the last person you should ask, dear. I have no
idea about such things. My good husband took a fancy to me, asked
me to wed him and I did. It was a long time ago and as far as I
recall, I agreed as he was a hard worker and I knew I would most
likely always have a roof over my head.” With a flap of the hand
she said, “Get away with you and ask the mistress or someone nearer
your own age. Or, why not ask your Uncle Carlos’s wife Amelia.
Those two are newly married and still gazing at each other with
love in their eyes.”

Annie took her
advice and wandered to the room at the rear of the house where Jo
did her painting. She was engrossed in her latest portrait of her
daughter, so it was a moment before she realised Annie stood by the
door, then she beckoned her over, asking, “What do you think?”

“It’s wonderful
as the other two are,” she said. Jo had decided to do a portrait
each six months, so she could keep a record of her baby’s life. She
carried on plying her brush, and Annie asked tentatively, “How did
you make Tim love you?”

Jo’s laughter
rang out. “What a question, Annie dear. As I recall I found it
difficult to make your brother do anything he was not about to do.
I am not a good person to ask, go and ask Amelia.”

“Jane also told
me she was not the person to ask. How is it you end up with good
husbands when you still have no idea what attracted them to you.”
Annie was becoming annoyed with the answers—or non-answers she
received to her question.

Jo put her
brush aside and took Annie’s hand, pulling her down beside her onto
the small chaise beneath the window. “So who is the man you wish to
bring under your spell?” Putting a finger to the side of her nose,
she said with a small laugh, “Ah ‘tis our Jacob is it who has taken
your fancy? And the stupid fellow is too blind to see how much you
desire his affections.” Flustered, Annie shook her head. Now she
felt foolish. “No? If not he, then who could it be—somebody you met
at the New Year festivities we attended?”

“Certainly not!
Most of the men of my age that night were too fond of the wine and
frolicking.”

Jo sighed. “I
am sorry, my dear friend. I am of no use to you whatsoever am I?”
She looked to the door as Jane entered with Bella in her arms. She
jumped up, saying, “My pet, you are awake. Perhaps your Aunt here
will play with you, while I finish your portrait.” She kissed her
daughter’s cheek, took her from Jane, and placed her on the
floor.

“Come, darling,
we will take a walk and perhaps you can help me solve my dilemma,
as no one else here can.” Bella gurgled a pleased word or two as
they went hand in hand from the room. As they went along the
passageway Tim came in, Bracken at his side. The dog galloped up to
them and gave Bella a wet kiss on her small cheek while the child
chuckled happily.

 


* * *

 


Annie stared
into the darkness. She could hear the soft murmurings from the room
across the corridor where Tim and Jo slept. Obviously awakened by
baby Bella they were doubtless comforting her. Normally a good
child who seldom cried, Annie wondered what had caused the upset
this night.

It was
fortunate that the house built for Tim and Uncle Carlos had
sufficient rooms to house them all while Mama and Papa were
visiting. Uncle Carlos and his Amelia were in the midst of planning
a home of their own not too far away and would be moving there
soon. The furniture manufacturing business they started on reaching
Port Phillip was thriving due to the arrival of new settlers in the
district. Jacob was happy to share a hut adjoining the stables with
Billy, the native who had journeyed south with them in search of
his long-lost family. A fruitless search it seemed, since many of
the natives had either been forced inland or died in the numerous
battles with squatters and settlers.

All Annie had
learnt to date about Jacob was that he arrived in town last year
with his Ma, who worked for a family of free settlers. He had a
hand in building the family’s house and so acquired the skills
required by Alfred, Tim and Carlos’ chief craftsman, who welcomed
him when he applied for employment in the factory.

When she
arrived with her Ma, Papa, Uncle Remy and Aunt Sara last month to
spend the Christmas season with Tim and Uncle Carlos, and to meet
Tim and Jo’s first born, the first person Annie set eyes on was
Jacob, even before being greeted by the family. It turned out that
he was sent ahead to lend a hand with their luggage. As the sun
slanted across his head, turning his hair to gold, for a fleeting
moment she imagined him as some sun god and not real, and her
breath caught in her throat.

A memory her
mother related to her once of how the first thing she noticed about
Pa when brought ashore at Botany Bay all those years ago, was his
thatch of golden hair, made Annie wonder if that was perhaps when
Mama fell in love with Papa. In her eyes, Pa was still a handsome
man, even though old. Her Ma laughed at her when she said that a
while back, scoffing that he was in his prime at fifty and four or
so years.

Jacob had
politely welcomed them all, before continuing his assigned task,
and Annie was taken aback by how softly spoken he was compared to
most of the farm workers employed by her Pa. Another day passed
before she was in his company again and heard that lovely lilt. He
seemed reticent about stopping to talk, and Annie’s curiosity
became roused.

Now here it
was, almost one month later, and still she had not managed to pass
more than a few words with him. Always he was off going about one
task or another when not working alongside Alfred and his other
employees making their splendid furniture. He seemed to enjoy
spending his leisure time with Billy and the horses. With a sigh,
she plumped up her pillow and turned onto her side. Tomorrow, or as
soon as the opportunity arose, she intended to gain his
attention.

Perhaps he
thought her ugly. Sure that she was no raving beauty, nonetheless
Annie knew that many of the other misses of her age in the colony
were less attractive by far than her. Some had mottled skin gained
from spending too much time out in the sun without a bonnet. Her
hair had gained a few compliments from one or two young men and she
knew some found its colour appealing. Mama and her brothers had
inherited their reddish locks from their Spanish Papa, and although
hers was not as dark as theirs it was nevertheless a lovely shade
between red and gold so Ma had assured her.

A terrible
thought then hit her and she sat up with a jerk. Could he already
have set his cap at one of the other misses who made sheep’s eyes
at him? How she wished she were worldlier. Her entire life until
now had been spent on their farm at Bathurst, where until last year
she shared a tutor with her six younger siblings. All she knew of
society was the snippets of gossip gained from the daughters of the
local farmers, and most of these knew not a lot more than
Annie.

Except for one
girl, who did seem to know a lot about kissing. One day when a
group of them were talking, she bragged that she had done it behind
the barn with one of her Pa’s shepherds, a lad of her own age who
swore that he loved her. Trouble was, she learned that he also
loved a flock of other girls.

 


* * *

 


The sun was
barely up when Annie entered the kitchen. Jane stood at the door
haggling with the man who delivered their water. Jacob was in the
act of placing his used dish beside the kitchen tub. He smiled
across at Annie and nodded so that his mop of golden hair fell
across his forehead. “You’re up bright and early, miss,” he said
with a wink.

“I like this
time of the day.” She returned his smile, knowing she lied. The
hope of catching him before he left for the day was the only reason
she had dashed down. Bending to stroke Bracken who stood wagging
his tail, she asked, “What do you plan to do on this fine Sunday?”
She had learnt from Jane that he usually visited his mother and
they went off to church together.

“I try to spend
as much of my day off with me Ma as I am able.” He shrugged. “Sadly
her employers only allow her the morning off. Not all are as
generous as your brother and uncle.”

“Oh.” Annie
sighed loudly. “I was hoping to spend part of the day on the
seashore, but Tim will not let any of us women travel far afield
alone, so I thought to ask if you would accompany me as
driver.”

He scratched at
his ear as if in thought. “Well, I would be glad to miss, but I
must take me Ma to church. Tim kindly lets me use the new
two-wheeled cart to pick her up. So if you are willing to wait
until I drop Ma off after the service I will gladly accompany you
on your trip.”

“I have an
idea. What if I go with you and your Ma to church and then we can
go on our jaunt.”

Jane had
finished her argument with the water carrier and now stood watching
the two of them with interest. “Do you not wish for your breakfast,
Miss,” she wondered, with what Annie thought was a touch of
sarcasm. “Jacob will be leaving soon or his Ma will be fretting
that she will miss morning service.”

Annie was not
about to give up this chance at a few hours in Jacob’s company. She
shook her head. “You served such a big meal last evening Jane, so I
am still full. Perhaps you would prepare something for us to carry
along with us while I run to fetch my bonnet.”

Jane tutted,
but turned to the larder as Annie ran out, calling over a shoulder,
“I will meet you outside, Jacob.”

As she took the
stairs an unladylike two at a time, she almost bumped into Jo who
was coming down carrying her baby. Bella gurgled something
unrecognisable and held out her arms. “Sorry, darling, I have not
time this morning to play with you. I am going with Jacob to
church,” she said to Jo, adding, “And then we are going for a
drive.”

Jo let out a
small laugh, and then turned serious. “Well, behave yourself,
madam.” She gave her daughter a small shake adding. “Too much
playing of certain games can get you into trouble.”

Annie gave
Bella a small kiss on the cheek. “You do not regret the behaviour
that brought you this little bundle do you?” She placed a hand
across Jo’s still flat stomach, adding, “Or the one you carry
here?”

Jo sighed. “Of
course not—now…” She pushed a stray strand of her daughter’s hair
back and gave a small laugh. “But let me tell you I was sorely
irked when I first realised she was a fact I could not escape
from.”

“But you love
my brother do you not?” Annie frowned.

“Of course I
do—and always will. He is the kindest man a woman could hope to
have as a husband. However, it is love that gets us females in
strife. This is why I see fit to warn you. I see how you cast your
eyes on Jacob, and he is no fool believe me, he has noticed. Play
it safe, my friend and be cautious is all I warn.”

Annie hugged
both Jo and her child and smiled. “I am not as silly as you think
me. I know rules are somewhat lenient here in the colony where we
are often not bothered about the polite conventions of society, but
my Mama taught me well of the follies that can befall us witless
females when we become besotted by the men we set our sights on.”
It was a fact that her Ma had talked at length about right and
wrong, and where passion can lead, but even so Annie knew deep down
she was still untutored in the ways of men.

In her room,
she took a moment to ensure her cheeks were not too rosy, sighed at
her reflection as she tied the strings of her bonnet beneath her
chin, and rued the fact that she was not as beautiful as she longed
to be.


Chapter Two

 


“I hope I did
not hold you up,” Annie said as she walked with Jacob out to where
he already had the horse in harness ready to go.

“Not at all
Miss, I usually leave about this time.” He reached into the pocket
of his jacket and glanced down at the handsome watch that he
held.

“Perhaps you
might call me Annie instead of Miss, Jacob. Are we not friends?”
she asked as she stroked the soft muzzle of the horse.

For a brief
moment, he seemed flustered but then grinned as he held out a hand
to offer her a lift onto the seat of the buggy Tim purchased only
recently, mainly for the use of the women in his family. “Annie it
is then,” he said, as with ease he lifted her.

Annie
straightened her skirt as she settled back—certain he must notice
her hot cheeks, brought on by the feel of his strong hands about
her middle. Had he noted she wore no corset, a garment she and Jo
had agreed was not something they would ever deign to wear in this
climate—despite being told by some matrons that no woman of class
should venture outside without one. Both she and Jo were slender
enough that they did not need to be laced inside the monstrosity of
a garment.

“So how long
have you and your Mama been living down here?” she asked as the
horse moved off at Jacob’s command.

“Just on a
year. Me Ma worked for the family up in Sydney so it was fitting we
come down here when they decided to move.”

“Did you not
wish to remain up there then?”

“I’d been
working for them since I was about twelve so there was no choice.”
He shrugged. “Ma was lucky she had a job—or else what would she be
doing, especially with me in tow.”

“Are you happy
working for my brother and uncle?” Annie had wondered why he left
the employ of this other family. She had learnt from Tim that he
was about twenty-three, which meant he had worked for them for over
ten years.

“My word, I
am.” He pulled on the reins and called out to the horse to stop. A
woman, obviously his Ma, stood by a gatepost. At first glance, she
appeared to be upset about something. Certainly, no smile of
greeting lit up her plain face.

As Jacob jumped
down and went around to her side, she snapped, “You’re late.”

“Sorry Ma, I
didn’t notice the time running away with me. We still have plenty
of time to get to church. You know the priest is always running
late.”

“No reason for
us also to be tardy.” There was still a distinct trace of an Irish
lilt in her voice. But, far from being fair to listen to as Jacob
was, she sounded distinctly at war with the world. Annie wondered
if her presence was the cause of this bad temper. “Introduce me to
our passenger then, lad,” she said sharply.

“Sorry Ma, this
is my boss’s sister, Annie, who is staying with him. She came down
from Bathurst. She wants to attend church with us.” He seemed
distressed as his mother held out a hand for assistance. “Would you
be happier sitting in the middle?”

With a stiff
nod of the head, she strode around the cart and waited for him to
lift her. Annie shuffled over as far as she could go, while his Ma
huffed and puffed as he assisted her onto the bench. Annie
estimated her to be of similar age to her own Mama who was still as
fit as any young maiden, and never made such hard work of being
assisted onto a wagon or cart.

“Are you a
Catholic, young woman?” she demanded as she settled down with more
puffing and fidgeting.

Annie glanced
sideways at her. “No, but we all believe in the same God, do we
not?” she asked, a touch of sarcasm shading her response. “Church
is church whatever religion we follow. My Papa and Mama brought us
all up to be fair and treat all folk with the same respect no
matter what creed, colour or faith we hold.” Put that in your
straight-laced bodice, she said silently. How Jacob could be so
different to this woman she could not fathom. What had turned her
into such a miserable crone?

Annie knew for
a fact that a Church of England service would be held in the only
church built this far in the settlement, so this woman was a
hypocrite who undoubtedly was not worried by attending the service
although she followed Catholicism.

“So, why is it
you are after coming to church with us and not going along with
your own family?” She sucked in a breath as she hugged herself
beneath her fulsome bosom.

None of your
business, Annie said silently, now wishing she had not been so
eager to accompany Jacob on this Sunday jaunt. His silence through
all this was beginning to aggravate her, but she softened her
opinion when he said, with a patience Annie did not possess, “Annie
wished to go for a drive after church, Ma.” But she was inclined to
think otherwise, when he added, “Her brother is my boss and is kind
enough to loan me this cart and horse for my own use so I could
hardly refuse, now could I?”

If they were
not so far from home by now, Annie would willingly have asked him
to stop so she could alight. She had surmised that he was as eager
to spend time in her company as she had been to spend a few hours
alone with him, but now it was apparent he only agreed because Tim
was his employer.

His mother
simply did a few tut-tuts, enforcing her poor opinion of the whole
business. They had reached the church, so Jacob jumped down and
came around to assist first his mother and then Annie from the
cart. “You go on ahead and I will take the cart around the back,
Ma.” It seemed to Annie that he had set her down rather
hurriedly.

His Ma stalked
towards the church door, leaving Annie to trail behind. With a nod
at the vicar who stood outside bidding his congregation a good day,
she went inside. Annie decided to wait for Jacob. A few minutes
later he returned, saying, “Why didn’t you go in with Ma, it is
surely cooler inside.”

“I don’t think
your Ma cared one way or the other if I followed her or not.” Annie
knew she sounded peevish but was now annoyed that a day promising
to be so joyful had become miserable.

His shrug said
he was not too concerned either. “Don’t take Ma’s behaviour to
heart, Annie.” He nodded to the vicar, before gesturing for her to
go before him into the cool building. His mother already sat near
the front, and Annie noted there was only room for one on the bench
beside her. Jacob seemed flustered for a moment as he looked from
his mother to Annie.

To save him the
trouble of explanation, she said, “You go ahead and sit with your
Ma, and I’ll be perfectly comfortable at the back here.” With a nod
towards the rear pew where there were a few vacant spaces, she left
him standing there. When she turned back, he was on his way to the
front, and her insides seethed. She decided then and there she
hated his mother, which was unfair, she knew. There had been very
few people in her life she held such a strong dislike for, as most
treated her with affection. She, along with her siblings, had never
known anything but acceptance. Her Pa always confided that he had
seen enough hatred and violence in his early days so wanted his
offspring to be assured it was a better world, especially now
transportation had ended.

Annie was not
so foolish that she expected all people to be honest and kind, but
nonetheless it seemed odd that Jacob’s mother treated her with
little fondness yet knew little of her other than that she was the
sister of her son’s employer. Perhaps she treated everyone with the
same indifference.

After about ten
minutes of the vicar droning on, she began to daydream until she
heard nothing of what he said. Glancing around her at the other
churchgoers, she played the game of imagining what their everyday
lives were like. A man on the other side of the centre walkway
caught her eye and winked roguishly. Of similar age to Jacob, he
shared Uncle Carlos’ dark colouring, and had a pleasant face. Annie
was so pleased to find someone obviously as bored as she was by the
service she returned his smile.

When the
congregation rose to sing a hymn, Annie took the opportunity to
make a hasty retreat, and trying not to gain anyone’s attention,
went out through the door. Fanning her face with a hand, she went
over to a conveniently placed bench beneath a towering eucalyptus
tree. A flock of brightly coloured parrots flew up with indignant
squawking. As she sat, settling her skirts about her the young man
who smiled at her came out, saw where she sat and came towards
her.

With a small
gesture towards the bench, he asked, “Do you mind?”

“What if I say
I do?” With a hand up to shield her eyes from the sun, she tried to
sound indifferent. His clothing and way of talking showed he was of
good breeding and not of the common classes.

“Then I would
be most disappointed and be on my way with a broken heart.” He gave
a merry chuckle and placed a hand on his chest. Annie decided she
liked him.

“You are
foolish,” she said, trying not to laugh.

“If I introduce
myself and prove I am not some loathsome person who is about to
steal your purse and run off, what then?”

“I do not carry
a purse.” Annie had to laugh outright then at the cheek of him. She
pointed at the bench and invited, “Please be seated and tell me who
you are and what you are doing here alone at the service that
obviously was not to your taste.”

“Ah, ‘tis a
sorry tale I have to tell.” With a huge sigh, he sat and crossed
one leg over the other. “I could ask the same of you, miss. All the
other maidens are accompanied by their suitors or family members,
but you apparently are as lone as myself.”

“Not at all. I
am here with…” She rubbed at her warm cheek. What exactly was Jacob
to her? There was no way to explain that she had manipulated
herself into his company— consequently upsetting his mother. “I am
here with a family friend,” she said, now uncertain if that was a
lie.

“Ah, so just
why were you seated alone at the rear along with us
non-believers?”

“You are
changing the subject. I have yet to learn your name, sir. And also
why I should not see you as some ruffian who makes it his business
to intrude on a lone young woman’s privacy.”

With a small
bow of the head he said, “My name is Zachary McDowell. I reside
with my uncle’s family, as I am an orphan.” This fact did not seem
to upset him overly. “My parents came over from Scotland when I was
but a small child, and alas they died of a fever on the ship,
therefore it was left to my dear Uncle and Aunt to foster this poor
lad.” He pointed to his chest again, which she could not fail to
notice was well proportioned.

“Oh, I am
sorry. Did they also arrive on the same vessel?”

“My Uncle did,
but met my aunt and married her soon after his arrival in the
colonies. She was a martyr and accepted this unfortunate child as
her own.”

“So, it is them
you are attending church with?”

He nodded. “Now
it is your turn to explain to me why you left the church before the
service had run its course—and also, I would be honoured it you
would tell me your name.”

“I am Annie
Carstairs, and I spent all my life on the property of my Pa and
Mama at Bathurst. Before the Christmas festivities, we all arrived
down here to spend time with my brother, his wife and an uncle. My
brother’s wife gave birth to a beautiful daughter last year and my
parents were eager to see their first grandchild.” Glancing towards
the church door when a group of people came out, she said, “It
appears the service has ended.” Standing, she offered a hand. “It
has been a pleasure, Zachary. Goodbye.”

He looked
crestfallen. “No, no, it cannot be goodbye. You must tell me where
you live with this brother of yours and I will visit you and ask
his permission to escort you out.”

Annie laughed.
“I do not need my brothers’ permission to do anything. Also, I
would be delighted to meet you again.” As the words came out Annie
wondered if that sounded too forward.

“Then please
let me know where you reside and I will pay your brother a call—as
a matter of respect.” Holding out his hand, he grinned.

As Annie took
the offered hand, Mrs. O’Quinn came out of the church, followed by
Jacob. Both must have caught sight of Annie holding Zachary’s hand.
Annie was not sure what the expression on Jacob’s face meant, but
was certain that his mother was looking as if she had bitten into
an awful tasting object and wished to spit it out. She strode
towards Annie while Jacob disappeared around the side of the
building.

“I will bid you
good day. But first you must tell me where I need come to visit.”
He bowed to Mrs. O’Quinn, who seemed to look right through him as
if it was not worth the waste of her time acknowledging him.

Annie’s cheeks
were flaming as she quickly explained where he could find Tim’s
house, and he strode off. Jacob pulled the horse up nearby,
assisted his mother up onto the bench, and before helping Annie
asked, “Who was your new acquaintance?” sounding more like a father
querying a naughty child, than an inquisitive friend.

“Zachary
McDowell is his name and he was very amiable.” As she said that, a
four-wheeled carriage went past, Zachary driving. With a jaunty
wave, he clicked the two horses into a trot. A portly man, a woman
wearing an enormous hat, and two children sat in the back. All
Annie could see as they sped past was that all seemed to be
laughing jovially.

As Jacob
climbed up beside them, his mother said with a touch of acidity,
“Do you make a habit of striking up a conversation with strange
men?”

“How do you
know he was a stranger to me? He could be an old friend.” Annie was
past caring what this embittered woman thought of her.

She obviously
could find no answer to that so with a harrumph sat silently
through the remainder of the journey. After Jacob gave her a hand
down, without a word of farewell she marched towards the house.
Annie noted that she did not enter through the front door, but
before stalking off around to the back, said something to her son
in a low voice.

When Jacob was
back beside her on the bench he asked, “Where do you wish to be
driven?” The friendly tone of earlier seemed to have
disappeared.

Annie sighed.
Perhaps all men had strange moods and she had not noticed such
before. Her brother and uncles always seemed to be in a happy frame
of mind when they spoke to her. “I would love to go to see the bay
if that is possible,” she said, without glancing his way. A strong
wind had arisen and she clutched at her bonnet as she looked to the
sky. Not a single cloud marred the blue, so she added, “I doubt we
will expect rain this afternoon.”

After clicking
the horse into a trot he asked, “And was he a friend of yours?”

“Not that it is
any of your business, or that of your mother, I met him outside the
church. But he is very sociable and I have a feeling he will become
a very good friend of mine.” She glanced up as a flock of parrots
flew past, not caring if he disproved of her behaviour.

“I do not wish
to pry or seem to be offering advice on who you should befriend,
Annie, but it is always best not to trust everyone you meet.
Perhaps it was different out in Bathurst where it could be you knew
your neighbours well and knew who to trust.”

“Not so. New
settlers were arriving weekly and there were still a lot of
convicts and ex-convicts. However, I was taught to trust people
until it proved otherwise. If we went through life distrusting all
we meet, would we ever find friendship? For all I know you could be
hiding some awful secret and yet here I am sharing the buggy with
you and you could be taking me off anywhere to have your way with
me.”

He turned
sharply to stare at her. “You do know that is not so do you not?
You are jesting.”

Annie wanted to
laugh at his indignation. “Of course I know, but you do see my
point don’t you? I have known you for a month and only know that
your skill with wood is admired by my brother who thinks a lot of
you.” She shrugged. “And now I know that you have a mother who is a
devout Christian but a poor judge of character.”

“How so?” He
sounded surprised at her judgement of his Mama.

“Did you not
see that she shunned me from first sight and formed an opinion of
my behaviour because she saw me in conversation with a man who
could easily have been a relative of mine for all she knew?”

For long
moments, he stared ahead before saying, “As a matter of fact she
mentioned to me on parting that the man you were talking to and his
family are not well regarded in polite society. The older man is a
well-known racketeer, who has swindled and lied his way into the
company of those he sees fit to mix with.”

Annie drew in a
sharp breath. “All this she passed on to you within the few moments
you spent bidding her goodbye?” Anger got the best of her and she
spluttered, “I doubt your mama would see the best side of anyone. I
have never met a person who seems so bitter!”

That shocked
him into silence again. When he halted the horse, Annie realised
the sea was before them. All pleasure had gone from the day and she
stared at it glumly.

He jumped down
and came around to offer her a hand. Once her feet were on the
ground she stalked onto the sand and stood, not knowing what to say
or do next.

When he came up
beside her, she ignored him until he said in a quiet voice. “Her
life has been difficult.”

“Difficult? I
shall tell you what a difficult life is.” Annie felt like stamping
her foot. “My mother was dragged away from the family she loved in
England. My father was still a boy when transported, but both have
made the best of their lives and treat people with respect. My
Uncle Remy was sent up to Moreton Bay by a monster of a man, where
he was flogged to within an inch of his life. So tell me what has
been so difficult about your mother that has made her into the
harridan she has become. And what became of your Pa, did she drive
him away?”

“Shall we sit,
or would you like to walk a while?” He gestured to a fallen
tree.

Without
answering, she nodded before walking off, and soon he was at her
side. She noted he carried the small basket containing food that
Jane had prepared for them. “My Pa too was flogged up at Moreton
Bay.” He rubbed at his jaw. “Ma and Pa were both convicts when they
met—her just seventeen and him a fair few years older. I must have
been about six or seven when they planned to abscond. Of course,
the constables dragged him in before they finished making their
plans. Someone must have felt it their duty to inform the police of
their intentions.” His face showed his disgust at that. “Ma never
did find out who it was who ruined her life. Pa was sent up north,
where he died after a severe flogging. I know not what his crime
was, as Ma learnt only that he was treated savagely. As luck would
have it, Ma found employment with a family of free settlers as a
housemaid. It was the best she could do, having me along with her.
At least it served me well, as I was educated along with their
children.”

“And is this
the family that still employ her?” Annie felt a touch of chagrin
that she had accused his Pa of running off. “They own a sturdy
looking house.”

Jacob nodded.
“Indeed they do. I was proud of the fact that I helped in its
building. The experience served me well, as your brother was happy
to employ me when he knew what skills I had acquired.”

Annie halted,
watching a group of gulls as they squabbled over a scrap of food.
“And were you happy sharing your life with this family when you
were young?”

The small
grimace he made showed his dissatisfaction. “It was a blessing that
they allowed me schooling, but their children treated me as scum,
and still do. They have never treated my Ma kindly and my dearest
wish is to get her away from them and into a house of her own.”
With a lift of the shoulders he added
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