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      BOOK 1

      SILKWORM SECRETS - Dark Secrets from a Distant Past
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      ‘The ancient trees with their rough bark wrap around me like silk cocoons. Their solid trunks and tendril roots grip the ground as if to say, I will hold you, I will not let go.'

      SILKWORM SECRETS - Silkworm Secrets Series Book 1

      
        
        In the 1960s the rural suburbs of Brisbane should have been an idyllic place for Ruby and Bobby to grow up. Their treehouse retreat, set high in a mulberry tree is a place to share friendship and watch the events of the yards nearby. However as the two become teenagers, the naive Ruby is exposed to the sinister events that Bobby has to deal with in his family life. As the years pass and the best friends go their separate ways, childhood events become a distant memory. Will the dark secrets remain uncovered or will Ruby and Bobby be forced to face up to what they witnessed so many years before.

      

      

      This is a story about the secrets that children keep, the strength that comes from a childhood friendship and a special family love that overcomes the hardships of the past.

      ***

      Mary – reviewer Goodreads - Yes it’s true this novel explores deeper and darker issues, - but life can be like that, complex, difficult, unfair. A rollercoaster ride of emotion but well worth it. This quintessential Australian novel is a must-read.

      Brenda – Reviewer Goodreads - ‘Silkworm Secrets' absolutely blew me away! It was beautifully written - filled with deep emotion and heartache, love and abiding friendship.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        WE’LL MEET AGAIN TRILOGY - Sample chapters from Book 1 are at the back of this book. Enjoy!
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        ‘A dingo howls, a star falls.

        Don’t worry for me, I’ll be home soon.’

      

      

      We’ll Meet Again trilogy is an epic World War II saga that will take you from outback Queensland to the jungles of New Britain, then back to the peaceful hinterland regions of the Sunshine Coast and Tamborine Mountain. Based on actual events that include the invasion of Rabaul, and the tragic sinking of the Montevideo Maru, these are emotional stories of love, survival, and the resilience of the families who waited for their loved ones to return.
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          WESTERN DOWNS, NEAR BOULIA - 1988

        

      

    

    
      The old man at the end of the table ran his fingers across his chin, flattening the thick beard that covered the lower part of his face.  Even though she was only six, Sarah could tell he was thinking, the lines on his forehead deepening and stretching from one side to the other. He stared hard, and she locked eyes with him, his blue eyes blazing back at her. She stuck her chin out and scrunched up her face. The man was her grandfather, her mother’s father. Her mother, Leila, said Sarah had met him and Grandma when she was smaller. Sarah couldn’t remember, though; she’d only been a baby.

      Mum said she’d argued with Grandpa and Grandma before Sarah was born. They’d tried to tell her how to live her life and she didn’t need that added to all the problems she already had. In more recent years she’d only seen them a couple of times when they came into town. ‘That wasn’t fun,’ she said, ‘they didn’t like Lyle.’

      Sarah bit her lip. She did that when she was nervous. Lyle, the boyfriend, was the problem. Everything had been okay until he came along. Now he wanted to take Leila and move far away, up near Mount Isa. They were going to run a pub, which wasn’t a good place for Sarah to live. She couldn’t go with them. Phone calls had been made. Sarah had tried to listen, but Lyle caught her and yelled at her to go to her bedroom and not to be sneaky.

      ‘Your grandparents want you to come and live with them,’ Leila told Sarah. ‘You will love it there and Grandma will teach you how to read and write. Same as she did with me.’

      It had been hard not to cry. ‘I’ll be really, really, good if you let me come with you. I don’t want to live with them. I want to be with you.’ Tears rolled down her face and her stomach churned when Lyle’s harsh voice drowned out her mother’s words. ‘Don’t be a sook. It’ll be good for you. I’ll give you a packet of jellybeans when you go.’

      Pulling the meanest face possible, she scowled at Lyle. As if she wanted his stupid jellybeans. She wanted to be with her mother.

      ‘How come we never visited them before and where are we going?’ Sarah asked on the drive out.

      ‘It’s a cattle property called Western Downs, out past town. Now no more questions. Just do as you’re told.’

      Sarah clutched her bag on her lap. There were some clothes and toys in there that she’d been told to pack last night. Pressing her hands over her shorts, she smoothed the material, hoping that no one noticed the hole in her t-shirt. Sarah wanted to ask how come her mother had new jeans on. Even her shirt was ironed. But there was no more talking in the car. No words were spoken the whole way to where they were going; a place further than Sarah had ever been.
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        * * *

      

      Now she was here, sitting opposite her grandpa while her mother spoke to Grandma.

      She watched him as he sipped his cup of tea, his eyes leaving her for a moment to look through the doorway into the other room where the two women were talking. He had been told to stay in the kitchen to look after her.

      ‘I need to talk without her listening,’ her mother had said, tipping her head to the side as if she needed to point to who ‘her’ was. Why did she speak as if Sarah wasn’t there? She could hear. There was nothing wrong with her ears.

      Grandpa shook his head and looked angry when she’d said that. In fact, he hadn’t looked happy since they arrived. Grandma smiled though and her face was pretty. She said her name was Eileen, but Sarah was to call her Grandma. Her voice was soft and she had even given her a hug. Grandma’s arms had wrapped around Leila too, but she didn’t hug her back. At least she could have put her arms out. There was a sad look on Grandma’s face after that and Sarah thought how mean her mother could be.

      It didn’t matter that she was a meanie, though. Sarah still wanted to live with her. Nasty or not. Putting on her grumpiest face she started to pick her fingernails. That’s what she did when she was worried. Grandpa was watching her so she stopped and sat up straight, folding her arms and trying to look angry and not scared. She jumped a bit when he put his cup back down on the saucer and pushed a plate with some biscuits towards her, nodding so she knew she could take one. The best one was the one with icing on it. No one else was watching so she took it before picking up another one with her other hand. For a moment it looked like Grandpa was going to smile, but he didn’t, he just kept staring. ‘Thank you,’ she said, hoping he wouldn’t tell anyone she had been greedy and taken two.

      He nodded and this time he did smile as he replied. ‘You’re welcome.’

      His face was a lot nicer without the cranky look on it and she noticed his teeth were straight, not crooked and missing like Lyle’s. She relaxed a bit more when he leaned back in his chair and sipped his cup of tea.

      The biscuit was covered with pink and white icing and she ate that part first. The sweet sugar coating melted in her mouth and she was side-tracked for a moment from the conversation taking place outside. The different areas of the room drew her attention and she licked her fingers as she looked around. A huge wood stove took up the back wall, and on top of it was a stack of saucepans. That must be what dinner was made in, she thought, wondering what old people like her grandparents ate. Shelves lined one wall, their tops filled with rows of bottles and jars that were full of different types of food. Floral plates and cups filled the shelves of a large green hutch and when Sarah looked harder, she noticed there was a glass jar on the bottom shelf, filled with lollies. 

      Grandpa must have noticed that she’d spotted them. He made a funny, hmph noise, before twisting around in his chair and grabbing the jar. Sitting very still she blinked quickly as he slowly turned the lid. She held her breath, only letting it out when he reached over the table towards her. ‘Quick, take a couple before they come back in here. You’re probably not supposed to have sweet biscuits and lollies together, but they won’t know.’

      She didn’t need to be told twice. As she reached in and took two lollies, he whispered, ‘Liquorice Allsorts. They’re my favourite.’ He winked at her before taking two out for himself.

      They sat in silence again, deep in thought, both chewing on their lollies. Luckily the liquorice was soft and she had finished eating them before Grandma, followed by her mother, came back into the room. Her mother’s face was red and Sarah wondered if Grandpa would offer her a lolly. But he didn’t and for a moment they all just stared at each other.

      Grandma finally spoke. ‘Leila has told me what she wants, Thomas.’

      ‘I thought she might.’ Grandpa looked up at Leila. ‘Are you going to sit down?’ he asked. ‘You look like you could do with a good feed. You’re thin.’

      ‘I work hard. It keeps me fit.’

      Leila didn’t sound very happy and Sarah could tell she was cranky because she kept pushing her long blonde hair back behind her ears, just like she always did when she was cross.  Grandma was no longer smiling either. Maybe they didn’t want Sarah to stay with them. ‘I won’t, thanks. I need to get going,’ Leila said. ‘Lyle and I are leaving tomorrow.’

      Grandma gave Leila a long look before directing her words at Sarah. ‘Your mother is going to leave you here with us so she can pursue this new job. It could be for a while.’

      Sarah sat up straight. This was the first she’d heard of the ‘for a while’ bit.

      Grandpa’s face was stern, and his eyes narrowed. His voice was deep, and the angry words that rolled out slowly made Sarah sit up straighter. ‘And where do you think she’ll go to school? We’re a long way out.’

      ‘Mum said she’d do that. Sarah hasn’t started school yet. I haven’t had time to enrol her.’

      Grandpa made a growling noise. ‘By my calculations, she should have been at school last year. She’s missed a whole year.’

      Leila glared back at him. ‘Mum will catch her up. She can’t come where we’re going. There’s no other option and I have to go where the work is.’

      Grandpa stood up. ‘There’re jobs in town.’

      ‘You’ve never understood me or what I’ve been through. It’s my turn now. I need a break.’

      They started to argue and Sarah put her hands over her ears. Grandpa’s voice was getting louder and her mother yelled back at him, saying all sorts of nasty things.

      Grandma took Sarah’s hand and led her outside. She sat in a wooden rocking chair and pulled Sarah onto her lap and started slowly rocking. Lying her head on Grandma’s shoulder, Sarah closed her eyes. Grandma smelled nice; a mixture of baking and a sweet smell that came from her soft skin. Sarah snuggled in, pushing her ear against Grandma’s chest so she couldn’t hear the fighting inside. She was tired of yelling and arguments. Leila and Lyle yelled at each other all the time. Then, when they got sick of yelling at each other they yelled at her.

      Grandma hummed a tune and held her tight, rocking slowly as she stroked her hair. Sarah closed her eyes. Maybe when they stopped arguing and came out of the house her mother would change her mind and take her back home.

      The humming and movement calmed her and she thought how she already loved her grandma. Maybe she’d get to see her again.

      Eventually, Mum came out through the front door. She’d been crying and Sarah could tell that Grandpa, who stayed standing in the doorway, was still angry.

      Her mother bent down and kissed the top of her head. ‘Be a good girl now and I’ll see you when I get back.’

      Sarah sat up and Grandma held her tighter. She wanted to cry, stand up, kick the chair, and run after the car. But she didn’t. She was confused. Was she coming back to pick her up later today or in the morning? What did, for a while, mean? Her eyes followed the car as it drove away, her mother and it disappearing down the dusty track. Tears rolled down her cheeks and she rested her head back on Grandma’s chest, wishing that when she opened her eyes, everything would go back to what it had been.
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      Test Sarah’s mum had not returned that afternoon, the next day, or the day after. Grandma tried to explain what was happening. ‘Come with me and we’ll feed the dogs and horses.’ She held her hand out and Sarah skipped to catch up to her. Grandma’s hand was warm and it felt nice when it wrapped around hers. ‘Your mum wants us to look after you. She’s gone away and now you’re going to live with us. We’ll take care of you.’ Crouching down next to her, Grandma gently pushed stray bits of hair back behind Sarah’s ears. ‘Everything will be alright. We love you and we’ll always be here for you.’

      She told Sarah they were her family now. ‘Your mother never came and visited so we only saw her a few times when you were a baby. We tried to see her when we went into town but she didn’t want anything to do with us or her brothers. It wasn’t our fault and it broke our hearts the way she treated us. Now we can make up for the years that we didn’t get to see you.’

      Sarah studied Grandma’s face when she talked. Her skin didn’t have as many creases as Grandpa’s and she smiled a lot more than he did. Her hair and eyes looked like Leila’s; they were the same colour, although her blonde hair was shorter and sat just above her shoulders. The colour however was the opposite of Sarah’s dark curls and Grandma’s eyes weren’t dark brown like hers but green like the leaves on her shirts. Most days Grandma worked on the property and although her jeans were always the same blue colour, her blouses were always different, each one with flowery patterns on them which Sarah loved.

      Grandma also had quite a few pairs of riding boots and before the week was out, she had bought Sarah a shiny new pair that she said were a present to welcome her to her new home.

       At first, Grandpa didn’t talk that much and Sarah was a bit scared of him. When he yelled at the dogs when they did the wrong thing, his voice was deep and loud and she jumped when he cracked the whip to stop the cattle from going in the wrong direction. Grandma took her everywhere in her rusty old ute while Grandpa rode a horse. He sat very straight when he was in the saddle and it was fun to watch him as he kicked his horse into action and moved around the cattle, rounding them up and chasing them to where he wanted them to go. Sometimes Grandma also rode a horse and Sarah loved watching her, especially when she took her horse over some wooden jumps in the home yard.

      ‘Your Grandma used to ride in the horse jumping shows. She was one of the best riders in the state. She still sits beautifully in the saddle.’ Grandpa always looked at Grandma in a different way from how he looked at anyone else. It was love. Grandma told her so.

      
        
        ***

      

      

       Soon Sarah forgot that she had ever lived anywhere else. When the year ended and Christmas passed, Grandma started teaching her how to read and write. Other days they spent in the kitchen learning how to cook the meals and cakes that Grandpa loved to eat. Leila rang a couple of times and once she even visited, but she didn’t stay long and only talked about herself and Lyle. She hadn’t asked any questions and when Sarah started to tell her about the new pups down in the shed and how Grandpa had said she could have one once they were old enough to leave their mother, Leila just nodded and didn’t even seem excited.

      ‘Do you want to come and see them?’ Sarah asked her. ‘I’ve got one picked out already. He’s the smallest one and I’ve called him Rusty. Grandpa says he’s the runt of the litter but he’ll be the best of the lot.’

      She started to walk towards the shed but turned back when she realised that Leila hadn’t followed. Instead, she was looking at her watch and had picked up her bag from the table. ‘I don’t have time. Maybe next visit.’

      Sarah held Grandma’s hand until her mother left. At least she could have come and seen the pups but all she wanted to do was to get back to Lyle. As they stood watching the car drive away she thought how she didn’t want her mother to visit again. She liked living here, even though there were rules and sometimes she got in trouble. Unlike her mother, Grandma talked to her calmly and explained what she had done wrong. Grandpa sometimes tried to sound stern but he usually ended up smiling and ruffling her hair. ‘How could I get angry with you. You have the face of an angel. Next time though, make sure to keep that back door shut. We don’t want snakes inside again.’

      Living here she also had a big bedroom and Grandma made her a patchwork quilt that she loved to run her hands over. Each square had a different pattern and it was hard to work out which one she liked best. Grandma also sewed her pretty dresses and blouses, and bought her books and coloured pencils. Last week when Grandpa went into town he had taken her with him and let her choose a colouring book and felt pens from the lady at the newsagency. When he paid she stood on her tiptoes next to him, peering over the counter.

      ‘That will be fifty cents, thanks Mr Hartley,’ the lady  said. ‘This must be your granddaughter. I hear she’s living with you, and that Eileen is schooling her.’

      The lady leaned over the counter and smiled at Sarah. ‘You’re a lucky girl.’ She turned back to Grandpa. ‘You’re good people taking her in.’

      Grandpa nodded. ‘Thanks, Marion. She’s a great kid. We love having her with us.’

      The day in town had been special and even more exciting when they got to the main gate of Western Downs and Grandpa let her sit in front of him and steer the ute. He laughed when she hit some potholes, the ute bouncing over the dusty red track. ‘We’ll have you driving in no time. You’re doing great.’

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Most afternoons when her lessons were finished, she followed Grandpa around the sheds, helping him with the horses and watching as he fixed his tools. Sometimes she sat on his tractor, talking to him as he worked in the shed, jumping down when he needed her to fetch something for him. When she talked too much, or chose the wrong tool that he needed, he didn’t even get cranky. He was patient and explained everything slowly so she could understand. It didn’t matter what was broken, Grandpa was so clever he could fix it. The horses and dogs followed him and Sarah around, and Grandma said he looked like the Pied Piper with all of them trailing along behind him.

      One day, Grandma made her close her eyes as she led her to the stables. When she was told to open her eyes, Grandpa was standing in front of her with a chestnut pony. ‘He’s yours, Sarah. His name is Banjo and he’s ten years old.’

      Banjo was the best present ever and every afternoon either Grandma or Grandpa spent time with her in the house paddock, teaching her everything she needed to know. It hadn’t taken long before she was trotting around by herself, pressing her knees in tightly and sitting up straight as she held onto the reins and guided Banjo around in a circle.

      ‘You’re a natural.’ Grandpa was pleased with her progress and before long, when he wasn’t going too far, he let her go with him. She felt like the luckiest kid in the world when she rode beside him, listening as he talked and pointed out the cattle and horses that he’d bring back into the stockyards.

      When she cuddled up between the two of them on the lounge at night, she’d whispered in Grandma’s ear. ‘I want to be a stockman just like Grandpa when I grow up. Or maybe a jillaroo or a rodeo rider.’ Grandma giggled and squeezed her tight. ‘You can be whatever you want. You’re a smart girl.’

      Sarah closed her eyes and lay between them. It was a warm feeling when she snuggled up to them, the scent of the perfume Grandma sometimes wore, mixed with the tobacco smell that lingered on Grandpa’s clothes drifting across her. She loved being with them both. This was home.
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      TOnce Sarah was a bit older, Grandma enrolled her in Distance Education. By now she needed more than simple tuition and each morning she sat at the kitchen table, her books strewn in front of her as she completed her lessons. Science was her favourite and when her lessons were done and the three of them sat together at lunch, she relayed everything she had learned that morning.

      When the studies for the day were completed it was time to work in the yards or some days to go further afield. She had become Grandpa’s offsider and sometimes she travelled further with him, across the plains, rounding up cattle and sleeping out for a couple of nights. They’d lie side by side in their swags, the flicker of the campfire sending its light across them and the dogs who lay near them, Rusty always by her side. Grandpa told her stories about the olden times, when men on horses drove cattle for thousands of miles across the driest parts of Australia. He talked about stock routes he’d been on and about their life before she came to live with them. She listened carefully, the names of people and places, becoming part of her memories also.

      He'd point to the heavens. ‘Look at that, Sarah. You’ll never see stars as bright as you will out here. They have no other lights to compete with.’ 

      When she looked up, the sky was covered in millions of stars, the Milky Way stretching across the far reaches, the flickering lights joining together to create a waxy clump of brightness.

      Often they watched the satellites tracking from one side of the vast expanse to the other and Grandpa told her what lay beyond the deserts and the ranges on the other side. She didn’t want to go too far away from Western Downs though.  ‘One day you’ll want more than these grassy paddocks and dry rivers,’ Grandma said. ‘There’s a lot to see out there. When it’s not so busy we’ll have to take you to the coast or even to Mount Isa.’

      Sarah was adamant. ‘I don’t want to go anywhere, especially not Mount Isa. That’s near where Mum is.’

       Once Sarah turned seven, the phone calls from her mother stopped. On her tenth birthday she received a card, the message short and the words showing it was from Mum and Lyle. After that, she no longer wondered if her mother thought about her or even remembered her birthday. Leila’s brothers, Sam and Ethan, lived close by and they always came to visit on her birthday and sang loudly as she blew out her candles. They never forgot. That was enough family for her. She was happy.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Uncle Sam, Uncle Ethan and Aunt Josie, who was Ethan’s wife, had all come to her fourteenth birthday dinner. They’d bought her a present, a fancy stockman saddle that smelled and felt like the best leather in the world. ‘It’s made by old Snowy in town. He’s been making the best saddles in the country for over fifty years,’ Uncle Ethan said.

      Aunt Josie passed another parcel to her, a new horse brush and set of reins. ‘I heard your last set snapped and you’re always making that pony look the best.’

      Sarah hugged them all and thought how lucky she was to have them as her family. She felt sorry for her mother who was missing out on her birthdays. Over the years on Western Downs, there had been plenty of family celebrations. On special occasions, her uncles and Aunt Josie would arrive in the afternoon and sit on the verandah or in the dining room. They’d stay until long after dinner and talk about so many different things. Everyone loved Uncle Ethan’s jokes and Grandpa laughed so much one night that tears ran down his face and he started coughing. She had to jump up and get him a glass of water. Uncle Sam said something else that made everyone laugh even more and Grandma had rubbed Grandpa’s back until he got his breath. It was strange how her mother’s brothers and Aunt Josie treated her like she was their own daughter, yet her mother couldn’t even find the time to ring anymore.

      Sarah kissed Grandma on the cheek. ‘I love you. This is the best place anyone could live.’ Grandma got a bit teary and wiped her hand across her eyes. Reaching behind her she picked up a parcel and passed it to Sarah. Sarah looked into her beautiful face thinking how it would be impossible to love anyone more than she loved her grandparents.

      She opened the present slowly, giggling when Grandpa leaned forward. ‘Do you know what it is, Grandpa?’ she asked, untying the pink ribbon that held the wrapping paper together.

       He joined his hands together and leaned back in his chair, his brown hair and beard neat and combed especially for the night. ‘Of course, I do. Grandma and I picked it together.’

      Gently pulling the sticky tape away, she unfolded the pretty paper just like she’d been taught, making sure to read the card first. ‘Oh, it must be special if you went into the shops in town,’ she said, knowing that it was highly unlikely that Grandpa had stepped foot in a gift shop.

       They all leaned forward as she pulled a small box from the wrapping. When she lifted the lid she inhaled sharply. Inside was a piece of jewellery she knew well. It was Grandma’s engagement ring. A gold solitaire diamond surrounded by a filigree setting.

      Grandma nodded. ‘It’s yours. Your Grandpa bought me that when I was only eighteen. I haven’t been able to wear it for years because of my arthritis, that’s why it’s always in the jewellery box on my dressing table.’

      ‘I know. We’ve looked at it together when I dusted for you,’ Sarah said.

      ‘Put it on,’ Grandpa said. ‘It’s yours now.’

      Sarah couldn’t stop looking at the ring. She held her hand in different ways so that she could see what it looked like from a variety of angles and the changes in it when the light shone through it. It was the most beautiful ring in the world and she told them she would wear it forever.

      ‘Til some good-looking bloke comes along and buys you a bigger one,’ Uncle Sam joked.

       She shook her head. ‘I’m not ever getting married. I’m going to live here forever.’

      They’d all laughed at that and Aunt Josie had taken a family photo. There had been plenty of banter and joking as she set the camera up on a pile of books, the timer going off early three times in a row before they were all ready. Finally, Aunt Josie got a photo of them that she was happy with. ‘I’ll do a copy for each of us and you can put it in a frame, Sarah. You’ll always remember your fourteenth birthday.
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      TSarah could remember exactly what day it was when Grandma became ill. They had been getting ready to go on a ride. It was only a day after her birthday and she was keen to use her new saddle. Grandma and Grandpa were down in the stables, getting the horses ready when Grandpa asked her to run up to the house and get his other boots. Grandma called out after her.  ‘Take in the sheets that are on the line. Just in case we’re back a bit late.’

      Sarah skipped quickly towards the house, excited for the ride ahead. Grandma had worn her flowery blouse today and Sarah had worn a matching one she’d been given for her birthday. Grandpa had taken a photo of them together and said they looked like sisters.

       She smiled as she reached the house. That would be another good photo she could put in a frame on her dressing table.

      Heading towards the clothesline, she kicked her heels up to the side, calling out a loud ‘yeeha’. Today was going to be the best day ever. She stopped being silly and was careful as she pulled the sheets down. Grandma wouldn’t want any dust on them. As she walked towards the house she reminded herself to get the boots. She found them easily, they were always in the same spot. Grabbing them she dumped the sheets on the lounge chair before walking quickly back down to the stables. She thought that they’d both be waiting, saddled up outside the shed, but they must have decided to wait inside for her. Entering the shed she gasped loudly, shocked to see Grandpa crouching down next to Grandma, his arms around her as she lay lifeless in his grasp.

      
        
        ***

      

      

       By the time the flying doctors arrived, it was too late. Even though they worked on Grandma for a long time, trying to resuscitate her, she never took another breath. They said it was most likely her heart. They’d do further tests to determine what had happened.

       Grandpa’s face was white and he kept shaking his head. ‘She went so quickly. We were just about to go for a ride. She just grabbed her chest and my arm and then fell to the ground.’ He’d broken down and squatted in the dirt, his head in his hands. ‘It was Sarah’s birthday yesterday. Eileen wanted her to try her new saddle. Sarah stood beside him, his hand reaching up to clutch hers. ‘She knew. I could see it in her eyes. She knew she was going,’ he said. ‘She couldn’t speak but I knew what she was saying.’

       Sarah wiped her face with her blouse. ‘I wasn’t gone long. How could that happen? Are you sure she’s not breathing?’ Sitting in the dirt beside Grandpa, she started crying. She was still crying when Grandpa got on the plane with Grandma and the flying doctors. Two of the stockmen who had been down in the workers’ sheds stood beside her. They’d wait with her until Uncle Ethan and Aunt Josie came and picked her up.

       They stood together until the plane was a speck in the distance. Rusty pushed his nose into her face and one of the stockmen helped her stand up. She picked up the dog and held him tight. He lay still in her arms and she pushed her face into his hair. It was full of dirt and she pushed her face in harder. She didn’t want Grandma to be dead. ‘How could it happen so quickly?’ she asked the two men. They looked at each other and tried to offer some consolation but their words blurred into each other.

      They waited with her on the verandah until her uncle and aunt came. When they arrived, Uncle Ethan jumped out of the car and ran to her. He wrapped his arms around her and then Aunt Josie hugged them both. The three of them stood huddled together, crying and asking the same question. ‘How could this happen?’
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      TThe weeks after Grandma died, were long and filled with sadness. Grandpa was lost without her and seemed to get cranky with everything. Everything except Sarah. When he couldn’t cook his eggs the right way in the morning, he yanked the frying pan off the stove and threw it in the big metal bin outside. It still had steam coming off it and when he slammed the bin lid down and swore, Sarah pretended she hadn’t seen him from where she sat inside.

      The washing and ironing pile grew higher and she tried to keep up with it, but the washing machine broke and when Grandpa tried to fix it he’d thrown the sodden washing on the concrete floor, cursing the machine and the people who made it. Thankfully Aunt Josie popped in a lot and helped with anything that needed doing. She drove Sarah into town and they picked up a new washing machine. For the first time since Grandma had died, Sarah laughed as the two of them followed the instruction book and put the machine into working order. ‘Women power,’ Aunt Josie said. ‘Your Grandma would be looking down saying, well done, girls.’

      It would have been good if Grandpa talked about Grandma like Aunt Josie did, that way it wouldn’t make every day so hard. Her gut felt empty and she kept looking for her, expecting her to come around the corner of the shed or be sitting on the chair on the verandah after dinner. When Aunt Josie and her reminisced about all the happy times and what a special person Grandma had been it made her grief go away for a little while.

      Sarah didn’t talk about her with Grandpa though. He was acting as if she never existed and continued to be angry and depressed. He had even yelled at Leila over the phone when she rang. Nobody had seen her since the funeral and even that day she hadn’t stuck around. Instead, she made an excuse that she and Lyle needed to get back to the pub and couldn’t hang around for the wake.

      Sarah had watched Grandpa through the doorway as he talked. His hands looked like they were going to crush the phone as Leila’s words continued from the other end. She didn’t give him a chance to interrupt and spoke quickly, as if she was in a hurry. When she finished talking he shouted at her and his face turned red. Sarah could hear the conversation clearly. Her mother was putting on her kind voice, the one where it sounded like she cared. ‘She’s older now. I can take her back if you want. Lyle says so as well. There’s a spare room here for her and we can get her to do some of the cleaning work.’

      Grandpa growled and it was the angriest Sarah had ever heard him. ‘No one takes Sarah away from us. She belongs here. I’ll ask her myself what she wants to do but I know what the answer will be.’

      It was the perfect moment to walk in and speak her mind. She was old enough now to make her own decisions. She took the phone from Grandpa’s hand, her words coming out through clenched teeth. ‘It’s me, Sarah. Don’t ever mention me coming to live with you again. I’m not going anywhere and I never will. Grandpa and I are fine and this is, and always will be my home.’ With that, she handed the phone back to him and stomped out of the room.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The first year had been the hardest. At least as the months passed, the time she took to do the kitchen chores improved. Thank goodness she’d been taught how to do most of them anyway and sometimes she thought she could hear a little voice guiding her from above. ‘Give those cakes another ten minutes and make sure to put the tea towel over them straight away.’ Maybe Grandma’s spirit was there with them. At night when she lay in bed she waited to hear her voice again, but it didn’t happen. Her body felt hollow and most nights her tears made her pillow wet. Grandma wasn’t here and she wasn’t coming back.

      Aunt Josie talked to her about grief and that it was okay to be sad. She’d lost her mum only a couple of years ago so she understood how she was feeling. ‘It’s hard for Grandpa Thomas,’ she said. We need to give him some space and let him come to terms with what’s happened.’

      Uncle Ethan and Uncle Sam called in a couple of times each week and she could tell that the visits helped Grandpa. When the men were together they talked about the cattle, the weather and what needed doing on the property. Her uncles had their own properties that bordered Western Downs so at least they weren’t far away.

      After a while, Sarah continued with her distance education.  It was hard without anyone to help her at home, but the teachers were understanding and encouraged her to study hard. They regularly checked on how she was going and if there was anything they could do to help. There wasn’t though and she worked through the lessons, methodically ticking off her assessment and making sure she passed everything. Grandma would want that. After six months though she was ready to throw it in. What was the use of continuing when she could work on the property? It was all she had ever wanted to do. She’d wait until the right moment to talk about it with Grandpa. The thought of not having to be tied to lessons each day made her spirits lift and she imagined what she could do with the extra time.

      It was hard to be happy though when Grandpa was so miserable. One day as they sat and ate breakfast together she realised that his hair and beard were now white and not brown anymore. His face had also aged and the spring that had once been in his step was gone. When they rode together, rounding up the cattle, he was quiet and she missed his stories and jokes.

      She missed Grandma more than anything though. Her voice sounded in her head sometimes, telling her that the washing needed to come in before the night air got on it, or to order the groceries before they ran out. So many times, Sarah needed to ask her something, like how many cups of flour went into the fruit cakes, or how many times should she mend Grandpa’s shorts before they bought new ones.

      When the first anniversary of Grandma’s death came, Grandpa cooked a special meal. They sat together at the kitchen table and Sarah tried to tell him some funny stories. He’d started to cry and that had made her cry also. They sat and sobbed and Grandpa passed her his big hankie. His voice was shaky. ‘I miss your Grandma,’ he said. ‘This last year has been the hardest of my life.’

      He’d put his hand on top of Sarah’s as it rested on the table. ‘The last eight years with you here have been some of the best. Eileen used to tell me nearly every night how much she loved raising you. You made our life complete. Don’t ever forget how much she loved you.’ He’d stopped talking and closed his eyes, and she could tell he was trying not to cry again.

      When she went to bed she looked out her window and watched him leaning on the horse fence staring over the paddocks. There was a full moon and the yards were lit up by the moonlight that threw a milky warmth across the yards. The sound of dingoes far to the west sounded and night birds called out to each other from the sparse scrub down near the sheds.

      She kept nodding off, the jerking of her neck waking her as she sat and watched him, the bright tip of his cigarette glowing in the darkness. Eventually, she’d fallen asleep, the words of Grandma coming to her in her dreams. ‘He’ll be right. Let him be.’

      That night was a turning point and from that moment on, Grandpa regained some of his former self. The heavy sadness lifted a little for them both and he told Sarah it wasn’t fair if he was always sad. ‘You’re young and Eileen wouldn’t have wanted you to be down in the dumps and crying about her passing. Maybe you came to us for a reason. It’s up to me now to make sure you get on with your life. That’s what your grandma would want.’
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      TThis morning, Sarah lay thinking about that night when Grandpa had rounded a corner and decided to get on with his life. It wasn’t that he didn’t love Grandma or had stopped missing her, it was just he knew he was responsible for raising Sarah.

      Shards of light filtered in through tattered curtains, the yellow flowers that had once coloured their folds, faded into a muted dusty colour. The dullness matched the grey walls, the only brightness in the room, a peacock blue door that someone long ago had splashed a coat of paint on. Sarah lay on her back looking at the ceiling, the peeling paint and bulging surface a mottled canvas that never seemed to change. Rolling onto her side she cast her eyes through the ajar door and across the hallway. Grandpa was in his usual morning position, placing items on the kitchen table. She closed her eyes and smiled, the familiar tunes he loved to whistle, a pleasant first call of the morning.

      He’d be eighty next year and still worked most days from dawn to dusk. ‘It’s just a number,’ he’d tell anyone who questioned how old he was. ‘Plenty of work life left in me yet. A stockman never hangs up his boots until he’s dead.’

      There was no stopping him or even trying to slow him down. Every morning he rose before the sun, cooked a big breakfast, and readied himself for the day ahead, his boots parked outside the front door waiting for him to start the day. Sarah couldn’t remember him ever being sick. Sure, he’d been injured plenty of times. Working with cattle and horses, there was always bound to be accidents. Only last week one of the young horses had thrown him and he’d been catapulted over the horse’s head before landing with a thud on the hard ground. She’d held her breath as she watched, his body motionless for a couple of seconds before slowly but surely he began to move each leg and arm. He’d glared at her out of the corner of his eye and she knew better than to rush over and try and help him up. Eventually, he’d scrambled up off the ground and dusted himself off.

       Anyone else that age would have ended up with parts of their body broken, but not Grandpa Thomas. ‘Got nine lives, just like those wild cats down the shed.’ He’d winced as he straightened up and she knew he’d be bruised and sore. Under the fine dust cover, the ground was as hard as steel and he had narrowly missed a large piece of farm machinery. He moved a bit slower and limped for a few days, but then, just the same as other times, he’d come good, carrying on working as if nothing had happened.

      She curled her legs up under the sheets, listening as he moved around the kitchen, making eggs, porridge and boiling the jug for his cup of tea. He would have already set her place at the table, the chipped plate that was her favourite and the delicate teacup that had been Grandma’s, set in the same position every morning. Sarah was similar to him, methodical and rarely rushed. Grandpa said they were kindred spirits, bound together naturally, due to sharing the same birthday. He loved to tell anyone who would listen that they had come into the world on the same day and time, fifty-eight years apart.

      She stretched her arms high above her head, the tune of Tennessee Waltz filling her ears, the words playing out in her mind. Who else her age knew the songs from long-gone eras? Even people twice her age wouldn’t be familiar with the music her grandfather had immersed her in since childhood.

        ‘Good for the soul and good for the spirit,’ he loved to tell her. ‘Much better than that whining yodelling country rubbish or the crashing bashing noise people listen to.’

      As she swung her legs over the side of the bed and reached for her jeans she smiled to herself, his whistling tune coming to an end as he broke into a loud rendition of Moon River, her favourite. She yelled out, ‘Grandpa, you’re singing loud enough to wake the workers down in the bunkhouse.’ She should have known she was wasting her breath. There was no way he’d hear her over the whistling kettle and the sound of his voice.

      Pulling her dark wavy hair back into a ponytail she looked at herself in the tiny mirror that sat above her chest of drawers. Dark brown eyes stared back as she pinned a tendril of hair back with a hair clip. Even though she was never without her hat outside, her face was tanned, matching her arms and hands, the only other parts of her body that were subjected to the harshness of the outback sun. She peered up at her reflection, wondering if her mother, Leila, had looked the same at this age. As much as she’d tried over the years she couldn’t find too much in common with her mother. Maybe her height, but that was about where it stopped. Some people said she looked a bit like Grandma, but Grandpa said that was rubbish. ‘You look like you. Don’t you go worrying about all that talk about who you look like and who you don’t. Just be who you are.’ 

      Standing on her tiptoes she turned her head to the side, wishing that her eyebrows weren’t so dark and thick. It was a constant battle to keep them plucked and shaped. Just because she lived a million miles from anywhere didn’t mean she didn’t care about her appearance. She straightened the mirror. Grandpa had put an extra nail in the wall and lowered it for her, after all, she wasn’t that tall and the person who had lived in the room many years before—most likely her Uncle Sam— had been six foot two and as Grandpa liked to say, built like a brick shit house.

      Turning away from the mirror she pulled on a blouse and found her socks, making sure to pick up her hat as she wandered out into the kitchen. Today was mustering day and like every other day since she’d left school seven years ago, she knew there was no use lying around in bed or spending time in front of the mirror daydreaming or thinking about how she looked. As Grandpa said, ‘Get up and get going. There’s work to be done.’

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Sarah kissed him on the cheek, as she did every morning. ‘Morning beautiful,’ he said, ‘your eggs are nearly ready and the tea is just about brewed.’

      ‘Thanks Grandpa, I’m starving. We need to have a good breakfast. It’s going to be a big day.’

      ‘Too right. I hope those fellas down at the sheds are up and at it. We need to move stock out of those southern areas, back up here to the yards.’

       She nodded as she ate. Western Downs had been in the family for generations. It was just over twenty thousand hectares of cattle plains, east of Boulia in far western Queensland. Like everyone who lived out these parts, the family had suffered their share of damaging fires, severe droughts, and floods that stretched from one end of its boundaries to the other. It was the way of life here and they were luckier than some, because Western Downs continued as a working family property, thanks to its flowing bores and a natural water system that flowed through it. Grandpa’s house was the oldest building on the property, built not long after he’d returned from the two years he spent in New Guinea during World War II. He’d married Grandma not long after that.

      Sarah poured her tea, watching Grandpa as he sat opposite, eating his porridge. His white beard was still thick and she noted that he had trimmed it this morning. He was proud of it and kept it neat, much like the sparse covering of white hair that covered his head. White bushy eyebrows moved up and down as he ate and she stifled a laugh as he looked up at her. ‘What?’ he asked. ‘What’s so funny?’

       Leaning back in her chair, she giggled. ‘You are. You’ve trimmed your beard again and you look like you could go out on the town. Even though I’ve patched that shirt a million times, it’s still as blue as your eyes.’

      He ran his hand across his beard. ‘Nothing wrong with looking good. Don’t want to let myself go. My Eileen always said I was the best-looking bloke she’d ever laid eyes on. Mind you this wasn’t white back then.’

      Sarah reached
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