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Introduction 
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When I sat down to write this second book, I knew things were about to change for Tilly and her two best friends.

In Born to the Land, Tilly was still finding her feet. She was a little country girl growing up in Woonarkie, learning about life, friendship, family and the land she loved so much.

In this book, those childhood years begin to fall away.

Tilly, Margie and Val are growing up. New opportunities appear, new paths open up and life starts moving a little faster than any of them expected. Some dreams begin to take shape, while other events arrive without any warning.

As with the first book, this story is about friendship, loyalty, family and the strength that comes from standing by the people you love. It is also a story about change, because sooner or later change comes for all of us.

I hope you enjoy the next chapter in the lives of Tilly, Margie and Val as much as I enjoyed writing it.

Welcome back to Woonarkie.

Toby White
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Chapter 1


Beginning of a new era 
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The night wound up after Tilly had given her speech at the school presentations and the drama play had finished. As at all end of year school plays, there was a lot of hugging and people trying to pat Tilly and the girls on the back. Tilly didn’t need or want any of that crap, so she grabbed Margie and Val by the hands.

“Hey, quick, let’s get outside away from all this bullshit.”

The girls laughed and raced out the door. Once they were outside, they all took a deep breath and said at the same time, “Thank God that is over.”

Val and Margie looked at their best friend of seven years, and with gratitude in their eyes and love in their hearts, they thanked Tilly for what she had done for them.

“We love you so much, Tilly. Thank you for everything. We were so bloody happy when we saw you come with your Nanny tonight. It made the night so much more special seeing you walk in, and then when you stood up in front of everyone and said all those beautiful things about us and Miss Crabtree.”

“I was bloody crying,” said Margie.

“Yeh, me too,” said Val. “And I think half the room were, or they at least had a few tears rolling down their faces, especially Miss Crabtree. You could see in her eyes how proud she is of you, Tilly.”

“Girls, stop it. She is proud of us, not just me,” added Tilly.

“Anyway, it’s ok,” Tilly said. “I only said what I truly felt, and I meant every word. You are both beautiful and very kind girls, and I think the younger girls coming through should look up to you and how you live and treat others in life.”

“So enough of all the thanks, even though I do appreciate it, and you both know I feel the same way about you two scrubbers,” she said as they all had a laugh.

“Ok, when are you both coming to stay? And you know you can stay the entire holidays, but you know it’s always your decision on how long you want to stay.”

Margie was first to speak. “Well, I want to stay every day and beyond the holidays forever,” she laughed.

Val piped up then, “Well so do I. You two are going no-where without me.”

Meanwhile, still inside, Bill and Iris decided to ask a few people back to their place for a gathering—not a party, just a gathering and a few drinks maybe. The likes of Val’s parents and Margie’s mum, and a couple of the younger kids’ parents in Fiona and Pauline, who absolutely adored the three older girls.

Iris asked Bill to call in to the pub to see if her dad Jack was there and ask him to come over as well. So Max went with Bill and called in to the pub first, whilst everyone else went back to Iris’s and Bill’s place.

As they walked in, the publican’s wife Beryl greeted them with a smile.

“Hello Max and Bill, what will it be, gents?”

“Ahh, give us a couple of pots please,” said Max. “We were hoping to catch up with Jack. Has he been in tonight?”

“Yeh, he was in earlier, but he took off with some woman none of us knew. She had never been here before.”

“What’s this?” said Bill. “A mystery woman? I didn’t know Jack was seeing a woman.”

Max nodded. “Na, me neither.”

Beryl spoke up. “Yeh, that’s the first time we had seen anything of her as well.”

“He said they were going to Bedishire for a meal, I think that’s what he mumbled.

Apparently it was someone he had known from his younger days, like when they were in primary school, and they bumped into one another a few months ago at Twin Lakes. So they kept in contact.”

“Jack looked pretty happy when they left. I’m not sure if there is anything else in it, like a relationship, or they are just old friends catching up and spending some time together.”

“Anyway, if there is something in it,” said Beryl, “Jack deserves a nice woman after having put up with Matilda for so many friggin long and frustrating years.”

“Can’t argue with that,” Max and Bill both replied. “Jack deserves a gold medal.”

“Righto we better go, so Beryl you don’t know if he will be back tonight then?”

“I would think that would be a no, gentlemen. If he does come back, do you want me to tell him you called looking for him?”

“No, it’s all good.”

“By the way, where is old Bill tonight?”

“I’ll tell you where he is—he’s asleep and half drunk... no, probably more than half drunk,” she laughed.

Max and Bill had one more pot and bought some takeaway beers and a couple of bottles of wine as they bade Beryl goodnight.

“See you later, Beryl. Say gidday to old Bill when he sobers up.”

Getting back to Bill’s place, it was good to see a gathering of good people—twelve adults and nine kids—and the night went off really well. They all had a lovely evening, talking mainly about school, their kids, sport, cattle, and farms, and as most people do when they get together, the conversation always seemed to find its way back to Tilly and her two sidekicks, Margie and Val.

For that is what Margie and Val were now as well—very much admired around the district, and all because of Tilly’s guidance over the years, helping them to be strong and confident. Both sets of parents knew that, not that Margie’s dad gave a shit.

Margie had been a fat, tubby, shy little girl when she first started school. Val hardly said boo—she wasn’t fat, but bloody hell she had a few anxiety issues. But now both girls stood side by side with Tilly. They might not have been as tough and quick as Tilly, but bloody hell they could protect themselves nowadays.

No one messed with either of these girls, so if you got the three of them together, it was like this: don’t be an arse or be prepared to face a storm.

The comradeship and love the girls had for one another was so good to see especially for girls. It was true and from the soul, and in these changing times you didn’t get to see that as much from people and some so-called friends. Most people were too busy trying to be better or stabbing their friends and family in the back—this was something that the three girls despised.

Tilly, Val and Margie took the other younger kids out for a ride on Spirit. Fiona and Pauline loved it, but what they loved even more was being at Tilly’s house—they felt like royalty being invited there.

Later in the night, when a few had departed, Margie and Val kept hounding their parents about staying with Tilly.

“When can we come to Tilly’s house for the holidays?”

“Oh Margie, you can’t stay here the whole damn holidays,” said Carol. “Tilly’s mum would be too tired having you three here all the holidays.”

Iris butted in. “Carol and Dot, you know Margie and Val are welcome here for as long as they want to stay. It is always a real pleasure having the girls here, so please do not worry about that—they can stay the entire time if they want to.”

Tilly looked over at the adults with a half smirk on her face. “Looks like it’s settled then. Come whenever you are ready and stay until school starts. We will talk some more about this later”

Iris looked at her daughter and said, “See, it’s settled,” as the whole room laughed.

Carol walked over to Ivy and asked if she could have a chat with her later in the evening if she was free.

“Yes, of course,” said Ivy. “If ya want we can go right now, let’s go to the kitchen and have a quiet chat there. Would you like a cup of tea, Carol?”

She nodded. “Yes, thank you, Ivy, that would be nice.”

Ivy made her a nice black tea. She could tell something wasn’t right with Carol.

“Ok, what’s on your mind, dear?”

“I know you know, Ivy, but I just want to talk to someone about Reg. It’s really been getting me down lately, and I have to do something about him. Many people have told me you know a lot about life and how to deal with people, so I was hoping you may be able to give me some guidance or advice.”

Yeh I do know a little bit about life, I will never sugarcoat anything and I will always tell you honestly what I think.  So spill it then and let’s see what is bothering you.”

“My husband Reg doesn’t treat Margie or myself very well. He is brutal actually sometimes in the things he says to Margie—she is only twelve years old, coming up thirteen a month after Tilly and she doesn’t deserve that sort of treatment. Then if I stick up for her, which is all the time, the names he calls me I won’t repeat them. He is a bully, and he has bullied Margie and myself ever since Margie was born. I’m just about done with his bullshit.”

“Whatever happened to your son? I think Damien was his name?” asked Ivy.

“Yes it was Damien, as soon as he was old enough he was off and gone. He was a lot older than Margie by nine years. He left home when he was sixteen and got a job in Twin Lakes. He’s a good boy—he’s never been in trouble and is now a fully qualified sparky.”

“He never wants to come home because of his father. He has asked Margie and I to go and live in Twin Lakes with him and his girlfriend, but I couldn’t go there. I would like to, but there is no way I would or could take Margie away from Tilly. Tilly has been the making of my daughter, which I am ever so grateful for.”

“Yeh alright,” said Ivy, “so you have had to put up with your husband all this time?”

“Yes,” Carol answered.

“I want to ask you a few things, Carol, and I want you to answer truthfully.”

“Yeh ok, fire away.”

“Has Reg ever hit you?”

“Yes,” replied Carol.

“Has he ever hit Margie?”

“No not hit but yes slapped her very hard, so I guess that’s a hit.”

“How often would he hit, or how often has he hit or beaten you?”

“I am not sure of the number of times, but it’s been more than a few.”

“They haven’t been full-on beatings, but it would be something like this—a backhander or a headbutt, sometimes a punch. With Margie, it’s like sometimes he will shake the life out of her, like half to death. 

Over the years he has laid his hands on her a few times, but I will admit lately he has taken a backward step just a tad with Margie and been more against me. The last time Margie stood up to him a bit when he tried to grab her, she pushed him away, so I think all the training with Tilly has done her some good.”

“I know all men are not bad. Just look at your husband Max, and Iris and Bill—both men are true gentlemen. But me, I haven’t had a good record with men. Even my dating days in my teenage years were not that good. I had a couple of men that were pretty ordinary, and most drank too much and never knew how to treat a woman.”

“Look I don’t want roses every day, but I do think I deserve some respect, and I want that for Margie. In years to come, if ever she finds a man, I want her to be treated right and certainly with respect.”

Ivy nodded her head in agreement.

“Ivy, I don’t know what I should do. I just want to live a peaceful life for me and Margie, but I have to tell you I am shit scared of leaving Reg and what he might do if I do leave. He thinks because he is the breadwinner then Margie and me are his slaves. He never talks about Damien, and if Margie brings his name up, he will say, ‘You mention his name again in this house and I will thrash you.’”

“Ok, can I ask you this, Carol? Do you love Reg?”

“Oh, that’s easy—no, I don’t or I don’t think I do. I haven’t loved him for a long time. Not that proper, real kind of partner love.”

“Ok, well why do you stay with him?”

“Because, as I just told you, I am shit scared and afraid to leave him. Ivy, he is a very scary and terrifying man. Not many people see him that way outside of our house, but I am telling you that is what and who he is.”

“Hmmm ok. Look, we can help you but you also have to help yourself Carol. I cannot promise anything, but it will be alright, worrying will only make things worse. I know that is easier said than done, but I think the sooner you get out of that environment the better for you, and especially for Margie.” 

“Tilly has mentioned to me a few times about Reg, and she said that Margie was scared of him, so we have always been keeping an eye out for her. Tilly also said she had marks on her body a couple of times, and when they asked her about it, she was quite embarrassed and then got very defensive.”

“Carol, it is not for me to tell you what to do, but if you are with someone like that, you really need to get out of that situation and leave him. If you were to leave him, we can help you get another place and make sure you are safe.”

“There are women’s refuges opening all the time now where you can go and be safe, so what would you think of that?”

“Yes, I have already thought of things like that, but Ivy, I am simply terrified of Reg and what he might do. So for now, I will wait and see if anything else happens, and if it gets out of hand again, I may have to resort to leaving him — that’s if I can find the  courage.”

“Carol, I don’t think you are grasping what I am saying. You cannot stay there and you need to act now. The longer you stay, and if he continues to treat you as he does, then one day it might be too late to leave.”

Carol nodded her head. “Yeh I know Ivy. I am grasping what you are saying, I’m just too shit frightened to act on it.”

“I remember my mum always saying, ‘You cannot leave your husband, that’s who you married. You have to put up with the good and bad in a marriage no matter what happens.’”

“Yes, that is what they did say,” replied Ivy, “but that does not apply to women these days, especially if the husband treats them badly.”

“Thank you, Ivy. I know I need to do something? Talking to you has certainly helped some, so if I was to call you, could you help point me in the right direction? I don’t like asking you but I have nowhere else to go.”

“If anything else does happen you call us and we will sort something out — and maybe your husband as well.”

“You know you can call Janice as well. She would be more than happy to direct you in the right direction.”

“Carol, maybe Reg better watch himself. Margie is no pushover anymore—she has grown into a very strong and more than capable young girl, and she is getting better and stronger everyday. Reg might push her too far one day and he might be the one to come off second best.”

Carol looked at Ivy. “I think I agree with you, Ivy. She is becoming a strong and tough nut, just like Tilly and Val. I wouldn’t like to take her on—she would handle me pretty easily,” Carol declared.

Tilly walked out to the kitchen. “Oh, here you are, Nanny. I have been looking for you.”

“Have you, darling? And why have you been looking for me?”

“Just making sure you are ok, that’s all, Nanny. Plus we have some things to discuss.”

Ivy laughed. “Ahhh, I knew there was more to this story,” she laughed. “And here I was thinking," said Carol, " that you are such a caring girl, Tilly.”

“Hey Caza, I want to talk to you as well,” Tilly said, as Margie walked in to join the three of them.

Tilly continued, “So Margie is coming tomorrow, ok, and we don’t want any arguments from you, Caza, and she will be staying all of the holiday break.”

“She also said to me that her dad is away with work at Christmas this year, and our Christmas this year will be at Nanny’s, so you and Margie come over to Nanny’s place for Christmas Day.”

“Hang on,” Nanny said, “you probably won’t even be there, Tilly. You will go off hunting or something silly like that.”

“Oh shit yes, Nanny, you are right. Val, Margie and me will be off hunting. We will milk Christmas night and then have a nice Christmas tea all together.”

“So, Caza, what do you think? As she ignored her Nanny”

She shrugged her shoulders and looked at Ivy.

Ivy leaned across and grabbed her hand. “It’s ok, Carol. You and Margie are more than welcome on Christmas Day—we would love to have you.”

“I wanted to visit Damien for a couple of weeks, and he has asked us to come and stay for the school holidays, but I know I could never get Margie away from Tilly and Val for that long. 

So on Boxing Day I might just go up by myself for ten days and get some rest before Reg comes back from working away.”

Tilly looked at Margie and said, “See, I told you I would sort it. All settled then,” she said. “One down, one to go—I will go tackle Dottie again and put her straight.”

“Hey Dottie!” Tilly called out as she grabbed her in a gentle headlock from behind.

“Oh shit—yes, Tilly, what can I do for you?”

“You do know it’s now the holidays, right?”

Dottie nodded her head.

“And you know us girls usually spend that time together, right?”

Dottie nodded once more.

“So we will be over in the morning to pick up Val, and she will be staying until school starts next year. Good as I said before—it’s settled then,”

Dot and then Val’s dad Jeff went to intervene and protest, but Tilly laughed and said, “You know you won’t win, so Val, we will collect you tomorrow.”

The following morning, Bill’s alarm went off at five thirty.

“Oh,” he thought, “maybe another five minutes more.”

Next minute he looked at the clock—it read seven o five.

“Shit,” said Bill as he jumped out of bed, and the first thing he could hear was the vacuum pump humming away at the dairy.

“Uh oh, I am going to be in the shit with Tilly when I get up there.”

Iris looked at him and laughed. “Yes darling, you will be more in the shit than ever, and she will string this along for as long as she can.”

Tilly had gotten up extra early that morning and only had six cows left in the bails when Bill walked in.

“Oh bloody hell,” said Tilly, “here comes my silly drunken father. What bloody time do you call this, old man?” she said, pointing at the invisible watch on her arm. “Shit, Daddy, half the day has gone,” as she stood there shaking her head.

“Tilly, I am so sorry. When the alarm went off I thought, ok, five more minutes, and it ended up being quite a bit more. Anyway, blame your mama—she wouldn’t let me get out of bed.”

“Oh yeh, all cuddly and smoochy, all that bullshit,” Tilly shot back.

“Alright, you can finish here and clean up, Daddy, and then you feed the pigs. I haven't done that yet. I am going to check a couple of traps, then I will be back for a feed, and then I am going to collect Margie and Val.”

“Please, Daddy, don’t stuff up anything and don’t go back to sleep on the job,” she squealed with laughter.

Come on, Mama, will you get a bloody move on,” Tilly said. “Shit, what is wrong with everyone this morning? No good laying in bed with Daddy all friggin’ day, kissing and cuddling and whatever else the two of you were up to—it doesn’t help me getting my business done for the day.”

“I am sorry Tilly, I am coming, ok.”

“Mama, you know I don’t like being late, and if you don’t hurry, I will be, so have a crack, will ya.”

They jumped in the car and called in to Woonarkie first to get the Saturday paper.

“I will go get it—you will be talking to someone and make me even later,” Tilly said.

Tilly raced into the store and back out again within what felt like the same second with the paper, then directed her mama.

“Drive, woman,” she said to Iris. “Over to Margie’s place first.”

Off they went, arriving some twenty minutes later, Margie was already outside pacing the verandah.

“Oh good,” she thought.

Carol came out as well to see Margie off, and she and Iris talked for another twenty minutes.

“Hey Caza, I am going to use your phone to call Val—you two could be there all bloody day talking,” Tilly said.

“Hey Val, we should be there soon,” Tilly said. “I am waiting for Caz and Mama to stop talking crap and we will be there.”

“Yep, it’s all good,” Val said.

Tilly walked back out and put her arms around her mama, lifted her up and said, “We are going now, Mama, come on.”

Iris looked at Carol and said, “Looks like I am going. See you on Christmas Day, Carol.”

“Oh yes, thank you so much, Iris and Ivy for having Margie and me.”

“It’s nothing, Carol—we will love to have you for the day.”

Finally they drove into Val’s place as Dottie walked out and invited Iris in for a cup of tea and a chat.

She looked at Tilly.

“Yeh, I guess it’s ok,” Tilly said, “as long as we three are together, then I will let you have thirty minutes,” she laughed at her mama.

“But not all day, ok. I want to call in and see Janice, plus we can give her a lift back to our place to get her car, as she was a bit too under the weather to drive herself last night and Nanny had to drive her home.”

“Alright darling, thirty minutes, then we will go to Janice’s place.”

Leaving Val’s place and arriving at Janice’s place forty five minutes later, she was over feeding the two piglets that Tilly had organised for her and looking very seedy.

The girls jumped out of the car and ran over to Janice as Tilly stood in front of her and looked her up and down.

“Uh oh... doesn’t my former teacher look very hungover.”

Janice nodded her head. “Tilly, you are right, I am very groggy. I don’t know what came over me to drink so much. Usually two glasses of wine and that’s it, and I think I went back to Ivy and Max’s and had more. What was I bloody thinking?”.

“Come on, teach, ya may as well come back with us and we can take care of you. Plus your car is at our place.”

“Yeh, that’s a good idea, Tilly. How are you, Iris?”

“Yeh, I am ok, except Bill and I slept in this morning and Tilly had finished milking when he got to the dairy. So she has been bossing Bill and I around all morning as punishment.”

Janice laughed. “I bet she has, I can just see her bossing you around—and will continue to make you pay for a while yet.”

“Hang on girls, I will just grab some stuff and change my clothes.”

“Oh shit, come on teach, you’re only coming hunting.”

“Yeh, I guess you’re right. Tilly, did you say hunting? I didn’t know I was going hunting.”

“No, of course you didn’t, you were too pissed, but you do now teach.”

“Hang on, I will go lock up and be with you, ok.”

Driving back to Iris’s place, they went past Max and Ivy’s dirt road that led to their place.

“Whoa, Mama, back up and go to Nanny’s house. We may as well have all the women together,” Tilly laughed.

As Iris pulled up at the front door, all the girls were piling out of the car when Ivy walked out laughing her head off.

“Oh my God, Janice, you were so bloody funny last night,” she quipped.

“Oh shit, what did I do or even say?” she asked, cringing.

“You know Janice, you and Max had another bottle of wine when you came back to our place, and when I finally took you home, I had to stop twice so you could have a chunder. It was so bloody funny.”

“When I got back, Max said, ‘Where have you been honey?’ I was getting worried, I replied to him that I had been waiting for Janice to empty her guts out.”

Tilly looked at Janice. “And you are supposed to be a role model.”

“You have stuffed up that role teach,” as they all laughed.

“Why did you two let me have another drink?”

“Us?” Max said. “It was your suggestion. Not that I argued with you, Janice — it was a bloody good night, I will say that. No harm done, but you were very funny with all the crap you were talking about.”

“Anyway, what’s going on and why are you all here at my place?”

Tilly answered, “We came to kidnap you, Nanny. We are all going to Mama’s house and you are coming with us. Poppy Max, you can come too, but we are all having a girls’ day out hunting first, and then we can have a BBQ tonight.”

“Tilly, that sounds bloody good,” Ivy said.

“Come on then, Nanny.”

She gave Max a kiss and said, “I will see you later, honey. You can even clean up the mess inside before you come over”

“Hey Tilly, who’s milking tonight?”

“Oh Poppy, who do you bloody think? Me, Margie and Val—the only three that really do any work, and certainly not Daddy. I milked on my bloody own this morning, as he couldn’t get out of bed, could he?”

Margie looked at all the adults and said, “I don’t know why you all drink alcohol—you don’t seem to be able to handle it that well.”

Ivy looked at Margie. “You girls are so like one another, aren’t you all? But what you say is always the truth.”

Getting back to Bill and Iris’s place, they all went inside and had lunch—just some homemade burgers and chips. It was so good though.

Tilly loved spending time with Val, Margie, Janice, her Nanny and her beautiful Mama. Being with these five women always made Tilly extremely happy.

Yeh, she loved her Dad, her two Poppys and her brothers, but being all girls felt so good, and Tilly was always grateful for moments like this.

Tilly went and got the rifle and the traps and yelled, “Come on girls, let’s go into the bush to do some more hunting.”

So they all left the house singing and laughing.

They got to Tilly’s favourite spot and all lay down in the soft, lush grass beside the creek.

Iris laid down beside Tilly. “I know why you love coming here, darling. It is so peaceful and relaxing.”

“Yes Mama, it is. You should come with me more sometimes when it is just you and me,” and she grabbed her mama, kissing her. “I love you so much, Mama.”

You are the bestest Mama any daughter could ever wish for. 

The others watched Iris and Tilly share a beautiful mother–daughter moment—it was so bloody beautiful to witness.

Laying there together in the lush grass, they decided not to do any hunting and just relax and enjoy one another’s company. So it was girls and women talking about life, sharing a very special bond between the six of them.

Getting back to the house that afternoon, the girls went off to milk, and as Iris and Ivy were getting things set up for the barbie that night, Bill walked in after doing some work in the shed.

“Honey,” he said.

“Yeh, Bill?” Iris replied.

“We didn’t tell you last night, and I was in too much of a hurry this morning after we slept in, but when we got to the pub to see if Jack was there, old Beryl told us he left with some woman.”

“Really?” Iris looked very surprised. “Who was she?”

“No idea, honey, and Beryl had no idea either. Apparently they went to Bedishire for a meal together, and she said that she had never seen her before.”

“Hmmm,” Iris said. I will be asking Dad some questions about this, she noted, then she thought about it some more, hmmm no I won't. I don't want to sound like my mother did for all those years, I will keep it to myself for now and won’t say nothing. 

Ivy jumped in pretty quickly. “That’s probably a good idea. Remember, he told you he wanted freedom, so no don’t push him, it’s his life.”

“Yeh I agree Ivy. I will tread warily and ask in a passing comment one day—something like that.”

As Iris went to get some ingredients from the pantry, all she was thinking was, I wonder who this mystery woman is?

“Shit, if Matilda finds out—even though she went off with another man—she will be pissed at Dad for finding another woman, that’s if there is a relationship between them. But she would still be pissed,” Iris smiled at that.

Ivy looked at Iris when she returned from the pantry, oh yeh and what are you smiling at? Oh nothing really Ivy, I’m just happy that's all, as Ivy knew it was something else entirely. 
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Chapter 2 


Family falling Away 
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Christmas that year was a special one for Tilly and her family. There was a good gathering because Val also came for Christmas Day along with her parents, Dot and Jeff, so Nanny had a pretty well full house. It had a real good energy about it.

That morning, about eleven am, Tilly, Val and Margie—and they also took Janice (not so much took her, they more or less hijacked her)—went off to check traps. They didn’t take the rifle; instead, they were taking a couple of ferrets and nets to do some old-fashioned rabbiting, and also the rods for a bit of fishing, planning to have a relaxing day until the afternoon milking and then a big Christmas tea with all the favourite people in her life.

“Tilly, I should be with Ivy and Iris helping them with lunch and dinner tonight.”

“Janice, it’s ok, stop worrying. I told Mama I wanted you with us, as there is a reason I wanted you here today. I—or we—have something to ask you.”

“Oh well, ok. What is it, girls? I will help you if I can.”

“Janice, I want my Daddy and Mama, Nanny and Poppy to go away on holidays. Next week after the New Year, Mama and Daddy will be taking Johnny to the city in Kettlewell so he can start his new job.”

“So I started thinking it would be nice for my parents and grandparents to go away for a few weeks and have a good break. Daddy and Mama haven’t had a break since that one night away a few years back when Johnny went to boarding school.”

“What I am asking you is this, will you come and stay with us three girls while they are away? I know they would be ok with me running the farm, but if they knew you were going to stay with us, I am sure they would go away and rest easy for a well-earned break.”

“Every day while you are here we can go back to your house and feed your animals. You can bring Pud, your dog, over here—Pud and Dingo get on well, so that should be ok. Yeh that’s it, so what do you think teach?”

“Tilly, I would love to. I do not have to think about it. I think spending two or three weeks here with my favourite three girls would be very good—not only for me, but for all of us. You can teach me more about farming and maybe show me how to grow vegetables, and maybe a bit on the punching bag. Good, so it’s settled—I’m in,” said Janice.

“Yes!” the girls all screamed at once. “This is going to be wonderful!”

“First though,” Janice said, “we have to convince Iris and Bill and Ivy and Max to go have a break.”

Tilly looked at them. “Don’t worry about that—they will go when I have the final say,” as she was laughing at herself again.

The girls had a great day hunting. They got three in the traps and four from the burrows after they sent the ferrets down. Janice was amazed at Margie and Val now as well—they had the rabbits skinned and gutted in the blink of an eye.

Tilly was a damn good teacher, she thought.

Everything had been going really well until one of the ferrets stayed down a burrow and wouldn’t come out.

Tilly was pissed. “Stupid ferret. I knew I should have left this one at home—that’s what I get for going against my gut feeling,” she said.

“Stuff it, I will leave it there...”

Then she thought, no, I will have to dig the bugger out, so the little shovel they had brought would come in handy after all.

Tilly took off her jumper and started digging with only a singlet on. Janice took a step back.

“Friggin hell, Tilly, look at that bloody body of yours. Geez, you look so bloody amazing—you are a scary young lady,” she said.

“The whole bloody lot of you are so ripped,” as Margie and Val had also stripped down to their T-shirts and were helping Tilly dig. “Shit, look out if anyone treated you three the wrong way.”

“There you are, you bastard of a ferret,” Tilly said as she grabbed it at the back of the neck and threw it in the ferret box.

“Ok, apart from this little setback, let’s get back home and we can milk a bit earlier before going to Nanny’s for tea tonight.”

“Janice, you don’t have to milk if you don’t want to—you can go back to Nanny’s now.”

“No, it’s ok girls, I will come and help you and we can all go back together.”

“Ok great, let’s get moving and milk the girls.”

Janice and Val went and fed the pigs under Tilly’s instructions, so in no time cows were milked, calves, pigs and chooks fed, and all were showered and on their way to Nanny’s with six rabbits all cleaned and ready to be given away—all in a very happy christmassy mood.

Arriving at Nanny’s at a bit after five thirty pm, everyone seemed to be in high spirits.

“Well, look out!” yelled Ivy. “Here are the four hunters. Hello, girls!”

Tilly gave Nanny a kiss and then went and said hello to everyone, hugging them as she went.

“Oh, Poppy Jack, hello—when did you get here?”

“Only about an hour ago. I had a bit of trouble with a cow calving,” he said, “so I missed lunch, but I am here for tea and I get to see my three grandkids—well, it’s more like five grandkids with Margie and Val.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Tilly replied. “Margie and Val are family,” she laughed.

Tilly threw the rabbits on the table.

“Ok, two for Caza—you can take them to Damien’s tomorrow if ya want, Caz. Two for Dottie and two for Poppy Jack.”

Jeff piped up, “Shit, thanks Tilly, I haven’t had a rabbit for a while. They should cook up pretty good.”

“Righto, we are starving—bring out the grub,” the girls all called out in unison.

Next moment they were all sitting down to a feast that Ivy and Iris prepared for lunch and then tea that night, and it was bloody good. The girls, including Janice, had a fill-up on traditional Christmas Day food, and the best was the plum pudding, cream and custard at the end.

Tilly first, and then Ivy, couldn’t help but notice how Carol and Jack were getting on extremely well, talking in quiet tones and seeming to be sitting closer than just two people who only knew each other because of the three girls.

There was an age difference, but shit, age is nothing if you like someone. Jack was now sixty-two and Carol was around forty-two, or was she forty-three?

Ahh, what’s twenty-odd years between friends, Ivy thought. And maybe Carol just wanted someone else to chat with as well, so it could all be innocent.

Tilly looked at Ivy, and she motioned to Carol and Jack and gave Ivy a sly smirk on her face, as if to say what is happening there between them two.

Tilly was the same as Ivy—if there was something in it, then good luck to them.

The night went off extremely well and everyone had an enjoyable time. Janice only had one glass of wine this time and that was it—she mainly drank tea with Iris, Ivy, and the women.

At the end of the night, Jack gave Carol a hug which everyone thought was maybe a bit strange, maybe not strange but it seemed to linger as Carol seemed to melt into Jack’s arms as they embraced.

Margie looked at Tilly. “What’s going on there? That seemed like a long hug to me.”

“Ahh, don’t worry about it, Margie. Your mum probably feels a bit lonely now and then, so it’s good to have people around her that care.”

“Yeh, I guess you are right,” said Margie, and then thought nothing more about it.

Margie and Val gave Carol, Dottie and Jeff a see ya later hug as well.

“Now you girls behave for Iris and help her if she needs it, and be good.”

“Yes Mum, we will.”

They all left at the same time, including Jack, as he had to get home to keep an eye on his cows that were close to calving.

It was now time for Tilly to tell the people she loved that they would be going away on holidays.

Tilly looked at Iris. “Mama, when you take Johnny to the city for his new job, what day and date?”

“We are going on the third of January, darling. Will you be ok to milk and look after things while we are away?”

We will only be gone the night and two days.

“Pffttt,” said Tilly. “Please, Mama, of course we will—and this is why we want to talk to you all.”

“Talk to who?” asked Iris.

“You and Daddy, Nanny and Poppy.”

“So Max is going to Twin Lakes for three weeks with his mates at the same time you take Johnny to the city, yeh?”

“Yes, that’s right,” Iris said.

“Ok then—Nanny, get your butt in here now!” she yelled out.

“What, right now?”

“Yes, Nanny, right now.”

Ivy walked into where they all were.

“I have a plan,” said Tilly, “and this is what I want to happen—and it will,” she laughed.

“Mama and Daddy, Nanny and Poppy—I want you all to take a break and have a holiday for three weeks. Mama, you have had one day off since Johnny went to boarding school, and I think Nanny and Poppy deserve some time away as well.”

“So when you take Johnny and Max on the third of January, keep going and have a complete break from the farm.”

“Tilly, you’re not serious are you?”

“Yes, of course I am. I wouldn’t say it if I wasn’t.”

“Shit,” Ivy commented, “that is what I say,” she laughed.

“Mama, I am so really bloody serious. You need a break—you all do. So that's it then  it’s all settled,” Tilly said.

“Hang on,” said Bill, “not so bloody fast, Tilly. It’s a big job on your own.”

Tilly looked at her dad in a way as if to say, you are so dumb sometimes, Daddy.

“I will not be alone. There will be me, Margie and Val, and we have spoken to Janice and she is going to come and stay for three weeks. So, as I said,” declared Tilly, “it’s all arranged and settled.”

“Tomorrow, Mama and Nanny start looking at places you can go and stay and have a complete break and not have to worry about the farm while you are away.”

“You should do this—all of you—as from now our family will never be the same, will it? Johnny is going off to Kettlewell probably for good, as he likes the city, and I dare say in a couple of years or less Max will be wanting to go as well. So let’s face it—life is changing in a big way.”

“When you get back, we have to take a new direction on the farm. We have already talked about this, Daddy—milk price is starting to improve, so let’s concentrate on milking more cows and rearing more heifers. It’s time, Daddy, to begin a new path. We need to utilise that extra two hundred acres Poppy Jack gave us, but right now you have to go and have a break—and mainly for Mama and Nanny.”

“Like I say, my Mama of all people deserves a holiday, as we don’t know when the next one will be. So take her away and spoil her, Daddy—and you, Poppy, do the same with my Nanny.”

“We will be fine here. Margie and Val know a lot about farming and our farm, and Janice will be chief cook and bottlewash,” she said, pissing herself laughing, with everyone else laughing.

“Oh shit,” said Janice, “I am not a very good cook.”

“Ivy, maybe you could give me some pointers in the next week on how to really cook.”

Tilly looked at everyone and said, “Good—this is happening, and about time. It’s time for me to show you all what us girls can do here on our farm.”

The third of January came around very quickly.

Bill had left Tilly lots of instructions, which she didn’t even acknowledge.

“Daddy, it will be ok.”

Ivy and Iris were fussing around Janice, giving her instructions as well.

Poppy Max had been over, and Tilly was to feed his beef stock and change paddocks and so on. Iris had also been to see Dot and Jeff and tell them the girls were looking after the farm, but Janice would be staying there with them.

When Carol had rung Margie, she was told also of what was happening, which she was fine with. Carol decided to stay with Damien for another week but would then have to get home before Reg got back.

Johnny grabbed his sister and gave her a massive hug.

“Tilly, I know we have had our fights, but I love you as my sister. I may not come back as much anymore as I will have a job, but I will always love you.”

Maxy came over and gave her a hug as well.

“I’ll be back in three weeks, so you can’t get rid of me just yet, Tilly.”

There were lots of hugs and a few tears, mainly from Iris as she walked over to Tilly.

“Honey, thank you so much.”

“Oh come on, Mama, it’s bloody fitting for you to have some alone time with Daddy. Relax and enjoy yourself. Call when you want, but mainly on a night, ok, as we probably won’t be here much in the day except for some grub.”

Iris hugged and kissed Tilly deeply.

“I love you, Tilly Waterson,” she whispered. “I love you all.”

They had planned to go up into the mountains for ten days and then to the beach for twelve days before coming back home—a good time away with her beloved husband Bill, who Iris loved very deeply.

The first day, they milked, fed the animals and went to Janice’s place to do some tidying up and build a better shelter for her two piglets, which were growing quite a bit already. The girls watched Tilly as she put together a much stronger shelter with some straw, built in a way to keep it dry and clean.

That night, Iris was already on the phone to see if everything was ok. Bill was in the background barking more orders.

Tilly said to her Mama, “Will you tell Daddy to shut up please and tell him everything is under control?”

Iris laughed. “Don’t be too hard on him, darling. This is his first time away from the farm and he’s worried about you.”

“Yeh ok, Mama, point taken—but try to get it through his thick head that everything is in good working order and it will be fine while you are away. If anything crops up, we will deal with it and solve any problems. That is why we are here.”

The first week went well without any troubles of any kind. Max and Janice’s animals were well cared for, watered and fed everyday.

After about a week and a half, Tilly and Margie were at her Nanny’s place feeding some beef cows when Margie noticed some footprints.

“Hey Tilly, come over here will you. Look at this—it looks like someone has been jumping the fence. There are a few sets of footprints here.”

Tilly bent down and examined the prints.

“Shit, I think you are right, Margie, well spotted. 

Hmmm I wonder who they belong to and why they would be in the corner of this paddock unless they were looking at doing some cattle rustling. 

I have a fair idea on what we can do though. Margie you wait here, can you please.  I will ride Spirit home and get some rabbit traps and come back and we can set them.”

First though, she counted the cows that were in that paddock.

“Yep, twenty-two all up, so at least we haven’t lost any,” Tilly mentioned.

“I think they’re meant to calve soon, maybe in four to six weeks,” Poppy said. “So that’s why they are close to the house... Maybe that’s why there has been someone here—not to rustle the cows but to see if there were any calves.”

“Shit, Tilly, if whoever it is gets their foot stuck in that trap will give them a bloody fright,” she said, laughing.

“That's good thinking, Tilly.”

“Ok, I’ll be back soon, Margie. If Val and Janice are back from Janice’s place, I will bring them as well. How many traps are you going to set?”

“Hmmm... I think about six.”

“Oh shit if anyone jumps in there they will know it,” said Tilly, with Margie rolling around laughing.

Tilly arrived back about thirty minutes later with Janice and Val and six rabbit traps.

“Right, so let’s see how these dickheads go now," Tilly grinned.”

“Hey Tilly,” said Val, “you want me to go have a look around the house and see if everything is ok?”

“Yeh, that’s a good idea, Val. Thanks—go check it out.”

“Val screamed, “Tilly!” at the top of her voice.

“Yeh, what?”

“Come over here—now!”

When they got there, there were fresh footprints at one of the windows.

“Hmmm... again,” said Tilly. “What is going on? Someone has certainly been snooping around.”

“We will go inside and check everything, then I want to check all around the house and all the paddocks. Janice, could you please go back and get another four rabbit traps?”

“Why what do you think?” Janice asked.

“What I think is we set the rabbit traps and then we stay here tonight. I will bring Dingo back with me and the rifle, and we will lay in wait for whoever it is.”

“Tilly, we can’t do that. What if it happens and we can’t handle whoever it is?” Janice asked.

“It’s ok, teach. When they are running around screaming trying to get a rabbit trap off their leg and Dingo biting them on the arse, they won’t be no trouble,” laughed Tilly.

“Shit girl, do you have any fear—even a little bit?”

“Na, not at all. We are the ones with the upper hand, so it’s ok, teach. Don’t fret—it will be ok.”

“By the look of it, they have come here casing the joint, and I think they will be back tonight or tomorrow night to rob the joint. Well, let’s see how they go.”

The girls all went in and made plans as Janice quickly went back to get more traps and was back in no time at all.

“Righto, we will unlock two windows—the one where the footprints are, which was already unlocked, and the next one along as well. We will put three traps under both windows and four traps over where they had jumped the fence to where the cows are.”

“Sounds a good plan, girls,” Tilly said. “We go back home and milk. Janice, you go to Bedishire and get some takeaway, and then we walk back over here and wait.”

“I will bring Dingo as well—geez I am going to laugh when he is biting them on the arse,” Tilly said. “It’s going to be so funny to see.”

Janice looked at Tilly. “You are a crazy, beautiful, mad girl all in one, Tilly—and your two sidekicks are just the same. I can see the excitement on your faces and in your eyes and the thought that you will be catching some robbers if they come back.”

“What do you want me to do, Tilly?”

“Yeh go to Bedishire and get some food, as we won’t have time to cook tonight.”

“Oh ok,” Janice laughed. “Yeh, but what about later?”

“You can hang out with us, ready to jump the robbers, ok?”

“Me?” Janice gasped.

“Yeh, you, teach. When it happens, you will find a strength you didn’t know you had.”

“Ok, golden girl,” she answered back, thinking to herself " Oh my god.

“Alright girls, let’s set these traps. Margie, you go do the ones in the paddock—just make sure you put them reasonably close together, like in a circle, so if they miss one trap the next one will get them.”

“Ok, Tilly, come check when I have done them.”

“It’s ok, Margie, I trust you.”

“C’mon, Val—we will go put the ones under the two windows. Teach, you come with me and I will show you properly how to set a rabbit trap.”

In an hour, all ten traps were set and you would not have known anything was there. The girls still managed to leave some footprints around the traps, so if whoever it was looked down with a torch, they shouldn’t really suspect a thing.

Tilly, Margie and Val were so damn excited with the prospect of catching some real-life robbers. Janice had been right; this was pure adrenalin for the two girls being in this situation with Tilly. 

Janice, on the other hand, was shitting herself—not that she told the girls.

The girls went home to milk while Janice went to Bedishire to get fish and chips. After they got back and cleaned up, they then had the fish and chips.

Just as they were about to go to Nanny’s house, the phone rang.

“Hello, Mama, how are you?”

“How did you know it was me, Tilly?”

“Come on, Mama, you call every night.”

“Mama, we’ve got to go. I love you, Daddy, Nanny and Poppy, but we are going to Bedishire for fish and chips,” she lied.

“Ok,” Iris said. “I love you, Tilly. Tell Janice and the girls we love them as well.”

“Yeh, ok Mama. Bye.”

“Come on girls, let’s go—we’ve got to get to Nanny’s before dark.”

Off they went, getting to Nanny’s after crossing through paddocks in less than twenty minutes.

“Right, this is how it will go down. Don’t put any lights on except keep the hall light on, the one that Nanny left on before she left.”

“Margie, I want you in one room and Val in the other, just to the side of each window so you can’t be seen. Get a cushion if you have to and sit on that if it’s too hard for your arse—and be on the ball, so don’t go to sleep,” said Tilly, smiling.

“Na, I don’t think I will,” said Val. “I’m as alert as a lion in a herd of deer.”

“Have you got the wire and rope, girls?”

“Yes,” they both nodded.

The rope and wire was for if they caught anyone—they would tie them up and wait for the police to arrive.

“Righto, my besties, me and teach will position ourselves in the bushes between this side of the house and the paddock where the other traps are set so we can see the comings and goings of anybody that comes in the yard.”

“I think—and only think—whoever it is will come back early, I also think they know Nanny and Poppy are away, so they will know they won’t have to come too late as no one can cause them any problems.”

“Hahaha,” laughed Tilly. “Let them come and see what reception they get—they will be sorry they messed with the Waterson family.”

By seven-thirty it was dark, and the girls positioned themselves in their spots and then waited.

Janice was lying outside with Tilly.

“Fuck, Tilly, how did you think all this up?”

“Oh, it wasn’t hard—I know I wouldn’t like to get caught in a rabbit trap,” she laughed again.

She rubbed Dingo’s head.

“You ready to go, Dingo?”

He growled almost silently.

“Remember, Dingo, when I say ‘go,’ you go for them, ok—and you go for their ankle or their arse.”

Dingo growled again.

“You ok, teach?” Tilly whispered.

“Yeh, I am,” said Janice. “What is the time?”

“Eight forty-five. I have a feeling they will be here soon.”

As soon as she said that, she saw a torch coming through one of the paddocks.

“Shoosh, teach—look up over there.”

“Oh yeh, I see.”

“How many you think there are, Tilly?”

“I think three, going by the footprints that we found today.”

“Ok... come on you fuckers.”

The torchlight got closer and closer until they decided to turn it off. Then they heard voices.

“So you sure there is no one home?” one voice said.

“Yes, they're away. I heard old man Jacobs say in the pub that the girls are running the farm with that snotty-nose teacher, so those two houses will be empty. After we do this joint tonight, we will go do that teacher bitch house tomorrow night.”

“Ok boys, keep it down, will ya... just in case.”

Tilly thought to herself, shit, I know that voice.

It was the fart boy himself—Jeremy Farquason.

What a fucking idiot, she thought. He hadn’t learnt a thing.

“Come on, Jeremy said, let’s get this over with. I feel as if I am being watched.”

And being watched they were, though none of them knew it. Jeremy spoke in a softer voice.
“Hey... come back over here for a minute,” as they all moved closer to the paddock where the cows were.
“Now listen up, you two... I’ve got a bad feeling about this place. I reckon this is a really bad idea. We’ve already knocked over a few joints and got some good stuff to pawn. Let’s just leave this place and the teacher’s house and try somewhere else. There are houses all over the place if we case them properly.”

“Oh come on, you’re such a soft fuck, Farquason. Just because you know them, you don’t have to shit your pants. Fuck off he replied, you don’t know them like I do
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