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      Readers, this is a coming-of-age story depicting the growth of the community of a small inland Australian country town, settled by Douglas and Jane Fife.

      You do not need to understand the inter-family connections of the characters before reading on, but some readers have asked to know in advance how the teenagers and young adults Jarrah, Emily, Harry, Billy and Jim relate to each the founders of Fife Springs.

      Below, is the family connections of Jarrah, Emily, Harry, Billy and Jim, the 1945 children from the Woggan-Wandong, Fife, Mutta, Buckram and/or Mawson families of Fife Springs.

      

      The Fife Family:
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        Douglas and Jane, became the first white settlers of Fife Springs. The Fife family start as sheep graziers turned cattle station owners under the direction of Alan Fife in, Savanna country, north central Queensland.

      

      

      Great-grandparents of children Emily and Harry:

      Douglas Fife (Born 1830) married Jane Mutta. (Born 1833)

      Grandfather of Children Emily and Harry: Alan Fife. (Born 1864)
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        NOTE: Emily and Harry’s grandmothers are (unofficially) unidentified Woggan-Wandong women, former house maids, and (the official story) they are the grandchildren of Alan’s Scottish wife (who none ever met.)

        Alan is the acknowledged father of his first three grown children who have been brought up as white Australian, Iain, Ted and Lesley.

      

      

      Parents of Children Emily and Harry:

      Lesley Fife (Born 1910) married Peter Mayer, (Born 19o5, formerly known as Peter Buckram)

      Uncles of Children Emily and Harry: Iain Fife, (Born 1915) manager of Fife Downs Cattle Station, and Lawyer Ted Fife, ((Born 1920. Fair skin, as is his sister Lesley.)

      Children: Brother and sister,  Harry (Born 1939). and Emily Fife-Mayer (Born 1945).
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        NOTE: Emily and Harry are fair skinned, part Scottish and part Aboriginal decent. Denied existence of aboriginal connection, and identified as white Australian.

      

      

      

      The Woggan-Wandong Family, the Aboriginal people of

      the country settled as Fife Springs district and Fife Ridge.

      Family of Emily and Harry’s distant cousin Jarrah.

      Great-grandparents of Jarrah: Jarkanga - married Jane (nee Mutta) Fife.

      Grandfather of Jarrah: Kanga - Elder of the Woggan-Wandong.

      Parents of Jarrah: Guruwari, the head stockman at Fife Downs Cattle Station. Married to Jarrah’s mother, a Fife Downs cattle station housemaid, Koorine.

      New generation - Son:  Jarrah (Born 1940.)
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        NOTE: Jarrah is part Scottish, part Aboriginal decent. He proudly identifies as Australian Aboriginal. His character is written as a tribute to the author’s youngest grandson, Christopher, who has reconnected with his Aboriginal cultural past and acknowledged his aboriginally.

      

      

      

      Grandparents of children Jim and Billy:

      Douglas Fife (Born 1830) married Jane Mutta. (Born 1833)

      Parents of Jim: Mother is Coral, father is Alan Fife.

      Parents of  Billy: Mother is Allora , father is Alan Fife.

      New generation - Jarra’s cousins, Jim (Born 1936.) and Billy. (Born 1937.)
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        Coral, Allora and Jarrah’s mother Koorine are sisters.

        Jim and Billy have been brought up as Australian Aboriginal, known by the Australian government at that time by the derogatory term, half casts, who would become victims of Australia’s Stolen Generations’ tragedy.

        Jim and Billy are not publicly acknowledged as Alan’s sons.

        In writing of Billy and Jim’s story, I, the author, add my apology for my country’s treatment of mixed heritage children. I am sorry.

      

      

      

      The Buckram Family

      Early Settlers of Fife Springs Township.

      Great-grandparents of Harry Fife-Mayer: - William and Amy Buckram

      Grandfather of Harry Fife-Mayer: - Raymond (Ray) Buckram.

      Aunt of Harry Fife-Mayer: Charlotte Buckram, Raymond’s sister.

      Parents of Harry Fife-Mayer: Father - Peter Buckram (alias Peter Mayer) - married to mother, Lesley Fife-Mayer.

      New generation - Son:  Harry (Born 1934.) Half-brother to Emily Fife-Mayer.

      

      The Mawson Family

      Early settlers and sheep graziers of Fife Springs hills country.

      Great-grandfather of Emily Fife-Mayer: Craig Mawson.

      Grandfather of Emily Fife-Mayer:  Warren Mawson.

      Father (not acknowledged) of Emily Fife-Mayer: Dave Mawson.

      New generation - Daughter: Emily Fife-Mayer, (born 1945) and raised as the daughter of Lesley Fife Mayer and Peter (formerly Buckram) Mayer.

    

  


  
    
      Fife Springs District, Inland Australia, 1958.

      Emily made an effort to appear innocent as she walked past her brother and turned at the door. Harry didn’t stop her, and he hadn’t noticed what she hid in the folds of her skirt. Racing through the vestibule, past the tenant’s kitchen on her left, into the hallway, she hurried past Johnny the creep’s bedsit room and burst into the bathroom to be with Jarrah.

      She pulled up short at the foot of the ladder, grinning, her heart racing with excitement as she held up the bread she’d scrounged from the kitchen. “Did you see it?”

      Jarrah leant through the manhole in the ceiling. “Yes, and it’s a big one too.” He held the ladder steady as she ascended. “Thanks.” He grasped the bread. “I’ll call you when I catch it.”

      He disappeared into the dark opening.
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      Harry sat at the dining table, his journal open. He tried to concentrate and focus on his writing, but the sound of Jarrah crawling through the ceiling distracted him and sent his thoughts into a torment of rage. Everything about Jarrah infuriated him.

      I’m not stupid. I’ve watched Jarrah when he helped restore this old house. I begged Uncle Iain to sack him. He’d be doing nothing, just talking to Emily, then I’d walk past, and he’d lift something heavy and grin. Cheeky bastard. I’d like to wipe that damn grin off his face. He tries to imply I’m a runt. He deliberately shows off his strength when I’m near him. Bloody ape!

      Determined not to allow his building hatred of Jarrah to affect his writing, Harry dipped his pen in the inkwell and wiped the excess ink off inside the top of the bottle. Meticulously returning the nib to the paper, he wrote, “First the boy Alan, who is my grandfather and the Fife Downs cattle king, became Charlotte’s friend; now she’s my friend.”

      Thumping noises of an animal jumping above Harry’s head brought a scowl to his face. I can’t write with that din going on. He flung the pen at the blotting paper, and the ink splattered as he shoved his chair backward. Better go to see what Emily and that…are making such a racket over.

      Locking his book in a drawer, Harry went to the bathroom. Got to keep an eye on my kid sister with that boy she’s got a crush on. Gosh, it’s nauseating listening to them. Mum doesn’t know Emily calls him her “tall, strong tree.” Erk! Jarrah calls her his “Em.” Dad’s out of the picture. It’s up to me. I might have to take care of Jarrah if this doesn’t cool off.
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      Jarrah appeared at the opening in the roof with a possum held firmly in a towel.

      “Can you take her, Em?” Jarrah lay on the cross beams in the ceiling and passed the towel-wrapped possum to Emily. “I want to go back and get the baby.”

      Harry moved close to the ladder base. He glared as Emily’s small, pale hands grasped the bundle from Jarrah’s larger brown hands. Harry jerked the ladder. He grinned in delight as the possum wriggled and leapt free. The ladder slipped. Harry screamed as the ringtail possum landed on his head.

      Jarrah grasped for the ladder too late to stabilise it. Emily squealed as she rode it down. The frightened possum dug her claws into Harry’s face and neck and the teenager shrieked.

      The ladder base slid, temporarily halted by the duckboard. The possum leapt through the door. Harry’s face darkened as blood rose to the surface of his cheeks, and bright blood ran from the jagged claw scratches. The ladder struck the top of the pedestal washbasin, where it jolted. Harry bolted out the door. Jarrah leant out the manhole, his eyes expressed mixed horror and relief as the ladder settled momentarily on the basin.

      Giggling and poised, Emily, with her back arched like a cat, clung to the ladder rungs. Her eyes widened as the ladder slid backward.

      “Jump!” Jarrah called.

      She leapt sideways to the floor, landing on her hands and feet as the ladder clattered to a halt beside her.

      She straightened and gazed up.

      Jarrah’s jaw had dropped.

      “I’m not hurt.” She smiled, her face flushed with excitement.

      Jarrah closed his mouth. He was startled, speechless and grateful she wasn’t hurt. In that moment, silence surrounded them. Both were oblivious to the noise in the hall, aware only of each other—a child and a teenager. They made an unusual couple.

      “Thank heavens.” Jarrah’s face relaxed; his lips curved into a broad smile as he wiggled over the edge of the manhole, pushed off and landed beside Emily.

      At sixteen, he stood tall, with dark eyes and light brown hair with sun-bleached ends; his body was lean yet defined with maturity.

      Harry considered Jarrah too old to be content with the innocent friendship his sister could offer and Emily much too young to be Jarrah’s girlfriend.

      What Jarrah and Emily shared was a love for nature and something intangible that neither of them understood. Six years earlier they’d simply connected on a deeper, empathic level than mere friendship.
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      Everyone appeared to accept each other in the shared house. In the public areas—the big community kitchen and vestibule—the residents tried to create a friendly community. While the boys were called names at school, none dared call Gianni a dago or Christopher a wog in the lodgings house.

      In this house, it didn’t matter to Christopher and Gianni that Harry was different. They also stood by him in the schoolyard and protected the scrawny lad from bullies. When he got out of breath and had to sit down, Chris and Gianni would stay with him, and no one dared tease him.

      Christopher and Gianni got their reward when Harry helped them with essay assignments. He got a kick out of showing off his smarts, even if that meant helping Christopher and Gianni cheat a little to get ahead. He also felt cool having them as his bodyguards and following him around.

      Screaming for his mum, Harry stood in the street outside the house, holding his hands over his head.

      Paulene Aspie, who rented the room at the foot of the stairs, made a fuss over him and pulled his hands away to inspect his scratched face. She looked towards Fife Springs Township, hoping to see Lesley (Harry’s mother) or the manager of the Fife Springs cattle station (Harry’s Uncle Iain) appear. Frail as he was, Harry was too difficult for Mrs Aspie to manage without help.

      “What happened?” Christopher Aspie ran to his mum and Harry. He and Gianni, the boy who lived in the attic with his dad Nino, put their arms around Harry’s shoulders and led him back in the house.

      Johnny, the tenant from the room between the bathroom and Emily’s mum’s workroom, stood in the doorway, gawking at Emily and Jarrah as they stood the ladder upright.

      The door to the right of the entrance opened, and a young woman with a forlorn expression on her pale face emerged and hurried to open the front door for an older man.

      “Marianna, liebling.” He sounded tired.

      “I’ll carry that for you.” Her voice lacked enthusiasm as she took the newspaper and his lunchbox. They walked into their bedsitting room together and closed the door.

      Relieved that Emily wasn’t hurt, Jarrah wanted to hug her, but he looked away, lest he behave inappropriately. “I’d best catch the possum; that’s what your mum called me here for.”

      Marianna emerged from the front room brandishing a broom and ran towards the possum. She placed the broom behind it and pushed it in the direction of the open front door. It leapt to the banister railing and then sprang up the staircase.

      “You’ll frighten her,” Jarrah said and took hold of the broom.

      Marianna nodded in agreement. Jarrah released the broom, and she grasped it from him and walked back to her front room.

      Peals of laughter came from Johnny, who leant against the wall beside the telephone table that was between the bathroom and Marianna and Bren’s front room. He often lingered there, almost opposite the door of the bedroom shared by the Fife-Mayer family.

      While Emily, Harry and Lesley always kept the door closed, a young man like Johnny could fantasise. There were cheaper lodging houses in the town, but Johnny had carefully chosen this old Queenslander-style rooming house, not for the glorious view of the Fife Ridge Mountains, or its proximity to the country town of Fife Springs, but because he liked being around children and teenagers.

      Harry entered the front hall. He coughed, wheezed and held a cloth over his face. Christopher and Gianni assisted and led him to his family’s living area at the back of the lodgings house. He waited there for Lesley to get home from her fashions factory.

      “Leave the possum alone. I’ll catch her.” Jarrah went to the base step of the staircase and gazed eye-to-eye up at the possum as it sat perched on the upper banister railing, staring down at him. “Everyone out of here, please. Leave her to me.”

      Johnny returned to his bedsitting room on one side of the staircase. Mrs Aspie took Gianni and Christopher into her room at the foot of the stairwell opposite the bathroom door. Emily followed Harry to the small living area and through that to their little kitchenette.

      “That bread is for our tea.” Harry’s face was pale and sweaty. “You can’t help yourself, can you?” He gasped for breath.

      “What do you mean?” Emily asked.

      “You’re a pushover where he’s concerned.” Harry’s blue eyes glowered. “I’ll tell mum, you and he meet secretly.”

      “You do, and I’ll tell mum what you’ve got in your pocket.”

      “Shuddup.”

      Emily scurried back to Jarrah, squatted beside him and gave him the bread.

      “Thanks, Em. She’s hungry. She’ll come to you.” He stood up and stepped away from the stair. “Sit on the step.”

      Opening her fingers, Jarrah placed the bread on the palm of her hand. “Like I’ve shown you to pick up a wild thing.”

      He placed the towel in Emily’s right hand. “Watch she doesn’t bite. Drop the towel right around her, then grip her firmly.”

      “Are you going back for her baby?”

      “Yes,” Jarrah whispered. “Then we’ll make a house for them outside in the fernery.”

      “Harry won’t like that.” She held her left hand with the bread on it.

      “Too bad what Harry likes; the possum is only going to come back in the roof if we don’t find it a home it likes better.”

      “Can’t you take it to the land you’re buying?” Emily pleaded.

      “They’re territorial. She’s only going to return to your roof, the home she knows, if I take her far away.” Jarrah nudged Emily. “Look, she’s watching you—watching the bread. She’s thinking about coming down.”

      “Harry won’t let me near the fernery. Said it’s his private cubby. He’s got it booby-trapped.”

      “Well, we’ll put the possums in the outside laundry.” Jarrah pointed as the possum began to move down the stairs. “Look, she’s coming.”

      “Go get her baby.” Emily raised her right hand, holding out the bread.
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      Jarrah moved almost silently into the bathroom and positioned the ladder. He climbed with another towel and some bread in his hand. Soon after, he descended and stood in the bathroom doorway with the baby possum wrapped in a towel. He cradled the bundle and walked over to kneel beside the excited girl.

      Emily deftly parted the towel in her arms to expose the head of the mother possum. She beamed with pride. “Can I do this for a living when I grow up?”

      “I’m afraid not, Em. Everyone I know who takes up wildlife rescue has to supplement the cost with a job or fund raising.” He chuckled at her pouting expression. “It usually keeps them broke. But we can still look after wildlife together, even if no one pays us to do it.”

      Emily and Jarrah left the building through the back door and headed straight down the path to the outbuildings. They relocated the possums in the eaves of the outside laundry.

      “What if Mrs Aspie or my mum sees them there?” Emily asked.

      Jarrah smiled up at the alcove high in the rafters. “They’re safe up there. They’ll sleep in the daytime, even when people wash clothes. No one will notice them.”

      Jarrah stepped into the open doorway. “I want to go back and see if there’s another baby in the roof.”

      “I want to look too.”

      “We better be quiet, just in case your mum doesn’t approve of you crawling about in the roof. If we don’t make a noise, you won’t get into trouble.”

      “Good idea,” Emily whispered.

      Jarrah and Emily ran back along the path to the house, slowing down and tiptoeing up the back steps. Then Jarrah opened the door slowly. Emily stepped inside, and he closed the door gently, not wanting to be heard by Harry.

      They both slipped out of their shoes in the vestibule and tiptoed down the passage to the bathroom door between Mr and Mrs Wolfe’s bedsitting room and the youngest tenant Johnny’s bedroom.

      Jarrah lifted the ladder back into the manhole, and Emily held it as he climbed through the opening. He held the ladder steady from above as Emily shimmied up and crawled into the roof space.

      They sat waiting for their eyes to adjust to the dark. Emily cocked her head to one side listening to the strange noise that seemed to come from beneath them at the front of the house.

      Jarrah touched her arm. His mouth pouting and brow furrowed, he put a finger to her lips, knowing she was bursting to ask questions. Pointing to the opening, he motioned with his hands, urging her to back up and go down the ladder. When she began to move towards the strange muffled sound, he grabbed her arm tightly.

      “You’re hurting me,” she mouthed.

      He shook his head urgently and scowled with his dark brown eyes. The noise was like an uneven percussion sound. Emily hung onto the rafter when Jarrah tried to pull her backward. Beneath them, toward the front of the house, they heard groans and whistling sounds.

      Emily wanted to stay and find out what it was. It sounds like when Harry has his asthma attacks, only different.

      Jarrah held her still so she wouldn’t move. Then he cupped his hands tightly over her ears—so tight he hurt her again. He’s never hurt me before. “What’s come over you, Jarrah?” She tried to tug her head free of his hands.

      He let her go and mouthed the words, “Get out of here.”

      Emily backed up and lowered herself down the ladder as he held it. Then he followed, took her arm and they reversed their barefoot, tiptoe walk back to the vestibule, stepping into their shoes and exiting the back door.

      Being what the tenants called a latchkey kid had its advantages. As long as Emily got home by bedtime, her mum never worried much about where she went.

      Once outside, Jarrah held Emily’s hand tight and ran with her up the hillside that overlooked her mother’s rooming house. They hurried into the shadow of trees and stopped to talk.

      “Uncle Iain selects his cattle more carefully than your mother chooses her tenants,” Jarrah said. “I don’t like it. It’s not safe for you there.”

      “I watch them.”

      “What do you mean?” Jarrah asked.

      “I slip outside at night to peer through their windows,” Emily said. “Sometimes I dash into their rooms to check what’s in there.”

      Jarrah’s eyes widened with alarm.

      “They don’t lock their doors when they go to the bathroom,” Emily said. “I sneak in then.”

      “That’s dangerous.”

      “Daddy asked me to watch out for Harry. So I’ve been keeping an eye on the tenants to make sure we’re safe.”

      “Never mind the tenants; your mum would kill you if she found out.” Jarrah exhaled through pursed lips. “You’ve got to tell your mum about them. Tell her about the couple in the front room.”

      “Marianna and Bren are Mummy’s friends. They were our first tenants. Mummy wouldn’t believe what he does to her.”

      “You’ve tried to tell her?” Jarrah asked.

      “Yes, and Mummy won’t listen.”

      “Tell Harry. He’s eighteen. He should be able to get your mum to take notice.”

      “Harry’s preoccupied with voices. He’s still got his imaginary friend Charlotte.”

      “You mean his weird delusion. Harry’s not a kid anymore, even if he still looks like one. He’s your big brother. If you’re in trouble at home, then it’s time he grew up and helped you.”

      Emily shook her head. “I’m going to ask Uncle Iain what to do, when he’s back from Canberra next week.”

      “I’ll tell Senior Sergeant Ponsonby.” Jarrah shuffled back and forth.

      “Stop jigging about,” Emily said. “Relax.” She reached up and hugged him.

      “I’m worried about your safety in that place.” He returned her hug, holding her for a moment before releasing her. “Come back to the billabong with me,” he coaxed. “I’ll relax there.”

      They wandered along the track to the waterhole and stepped into the shadows, where they wouldn’t be seen if someone else happened to take the rarely used bush track. Together, they watched the late afternoon light shine across the western paddocks and through the trees; it illuminated the walls of the gorge around them. Sunlight and tree patterns reflected on the water of the Dreaming Billabong before them.

      Emily felt at peace immersed in the beauty of the scene and the companionship of the one person she completely trusted.

      Jarrah led her over to the base of a river red gum, the shadows darkened and as they settled to the ground, he leant back against the trunk.

      The glory of the dying day spread over the surface of the billabong a cloak of coral with flashes of shimmering silver sparks when dragonflies broke the water as they darted for tadpoles. The colour of the sky dimmed to red-violet, then blue-violet and indigo.

      The young couple sat motionless, breathing together, close, her back snuggly resting on his chest. The two of them were in harmony, at peace in this place and with each other as the last glimmer of day faded from the sky.

      “When you come back with me, will you look in the window?” Emily tugged at his hand. “Then you can back me up, tell people I’m not lying when I tell them what I’ve seen.”

      “I’ll be in a lot more trouble than you, Em, if I’m caught spying on your mum’s tenants. You’re asking a sixteen-year-old boy to look in bedroom windows?” Jarrah shook his head. “They’d call me a Peeping Tom, put me in jail. Even Uncle Iain couldn’t use his influence to get me out of that sort of mess. Let’s tell Ponsonby what you’ve seen. I’ll walk with you to the police station.”

      Emily shook her head furiously. “He’ll tell Mum I’ve been spying. Then there will be trouble.” She shook with tears.

      Jarrah held her firmly to his chest. He pushed the red-gold curls from her cream freckled face with his dark hand. “It’s our time. Breathe deep and relax. No one can hurt you here,” he said. He rested his chin lightly on the top of her head as he rocked her until she stopped shaking.
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      They had a lot in common. Often they came to the Dreaming Billabong to talk in private. They never experienced awkward silences. Their lulls in conversation were always comfortable. They’d also quarrelled, made up and discussed just about everything that happened in their respective lives.

      “It’s getting late.” Jarrah took her hand. “I’ll walk you home. I can stand outside a window and listen, so I can back up what you say, but I can’t risk being caught looking.”

      They walked together down the track towards the town as the moon rose, and then hurried into the front garden behind the wire fence Jarrah had painted to earn wages to help make his land payments. Together they pressed into the banksia tree outside the window of Bren and Marianna Wolfe’s bedsitting room.

      “I don’t feel right doing this,” Jarrah whispered close to her ear.

      “Shh! Listen.” Emily ducked forward and peered through the curtain, then moved back, pressing into Jarrah again. “He’s waving a razor blade around, threatening her.”

      Jarrah took her hand, pulled her away from the window and walked with her down the side of the house and fernery and out to the laundry, where they’d housed the possum.

      “Don’t go back to that window.” He held her arm tight. “That man’s dangerous.”

      “He’s never threatened me,” Emily said.

      “You can’t go back in that house.”

      “Where would I go? I have to stay and look after Harry.”

      “You have to look after yourself, Em.”

      “I promise,” Emily said. “I’ll talk to our uncle when he gets back. It’s only a week. I’ll be safe till then.”

      “Talk to Uncle Iain’s friend Dave. He’ll know what to do, and he won’t get you in trouble with your mum?”

      “Uncle said I should talk to Mrs Kaye, Grandpa’s housekeeper, if I had a problem when he was away.” Emily shook her head. “I tried, but she said, “A woman has to put up and shut up.” I don’t think she’d help Marianna.”

      “I’ve heard the same sort of thing too.” Jarrah scowled. “Only it was more like, if a man does the wrong thing, he’s stuck with his choice.”

      “Why do people stay together if it makes them miserable?” Emily asked.

      “I think their brains go numb with shock, and they can’t work out a solution.’

      “The migrant women at Mummy’s factory have numb brains.” Emily looked at the ground. “I’ve heard them say things like, “Men only leave bad women.” That was horrid because they knew Daddy left us before he got arrested. Everyone knows about it.”

      “Your parents aren’t bad, Em. They’ve had some hard times and made a few lousy decisions.”

      “The older girls at school asked me if Mummy had star boarders.” Emily looked away from Jarrah. “I asked them what star boarders were. They told me.”

      Jarrah grimaced. “I don’t understand some people, Em.”

      “My mum doesn’t sleep with the male tenants.” Emily’s shoulders shook. “She doesn’t do that for money. How can they say things like that?”

      “I want to hate people who’d say that about your mum, and I hate that man who hurts Marianna. I’m not supposed to hate, just like I’m not supposed to see you. Too many rules.”

      “Well, I hate those girls for saying my mum…” Emily kicked the dirt, expecting she would get into trouble when she went inside for having scuffed her shoes. She did it again, this time deliberately trying to wreck the smooth brown surface.

      “Hang in there, Em.” Jarrah held her shoulders gently. “My grandfather told me there was no such word as hate in the Woggan-Wandong language. Grandfather Kanga is preparing me for initiation, and the ideals he sets for me are too high. How can I live without hate when someone must have killed my parents?”

      “I guess he doesn’t want horrible people to make you horrible. Don’t let them make you become like them,” Emily begged.

      “For you.” Jarrah breathed deeply and then turned and strolled to a purple flowering shrub. “May I?” He bent toward it and picked a sprig.

      Bringing it to Emily, he crushed several fine blue-green leaves and placed the sprig in her hands. Holding her small hand in his, he bent and inhaled deeply from the leaves she held. With his hands cupping hers, she bent and inhaled the soothing scent.

      “I’ll do it for you.” Once again, Jarrah felt a compulsion to kiss her but restrained himself—they were friends, and he didn’t think their Uncle Iain or her mother would think kissing was proper.  “I’ll stay calm for you, Em. But only because you want me to.”

      “I love you.” She stretched up and pecked him on the cheek and clutched the sprig of mint bush close to her chest.

      “Look Em, we’re being watched.” Jarrah put his arms around her shoulders.  “See, the mother possum’s come out to say hello.”

      Looking up to the rafters, Emily leant back on Jarrah. She smiled through her tears, held her head high and watched the possum scamper along the railings, drop down to the concrete troughs and sit on the wringer, watching her. “Sorry, I didn’t bring you anything to eat.”

      “Back in a moment.” Jarrah disappeared out into the moonlit yard, then reappeared with a small bunch of full-blown roses and handed them to Emily. She moved forward and held the roses out for the possum to nibble the petals.

      The baby possum climbed on to the mother possum’s head, reached with its paw for a rose petal and nibbled on it while watching Emily.
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      “Run inside before they miss you, but be careful, Em. Next time we meet, I’m going to start teaching you how to defend yourself. My boxing cousins taught me.”

      “You’re going to teach me to box?” Emily squealed in delight, and that made him laugh.

      “No, Em. I’ll teach you self-defence—how to get away from a fight, not how to fight. Go now. Stay in your room if you can. I’ll go to the police station and tell them I overheard a woman getting beaten, but I won’t mention you looked in the window.”

      She turned and ran to the back door, hesitating on the step and turning to wave at Jarrah. He smiled and watched until she was inside and then turned and walked, head down, deep in troubled thoughts, to the new brick Fife Downs homestead his Uncle Iain had constructed following the nineteen fifty-two floods six years earlier.
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      “I don’t understand—lease. What’s a lease?” Harry looked up from the history of Fife Spring’s manuscript he was compiling.

      Lesley continued sewing. “Harry, Fife Downs Cattle Station is massive in size; did you think your grandpa could afford to buy all that land?”

      Harry’s stomach heaved. “I don’t understand.”

      “No need to look so shocked, Harry; it’s Fife land. No one’s taking it out of the family. Our family took out a ninety-nine-year lease for the place.”

      “Ninety-nine years? From when?” Harry’s stomach pitched.

      “Probably from eighteen seventy-two, about the time settlement spread to the west of the Great Dividing Range, and they built the small village at Fife Springs. I don’t really care.” Lesley glanced up at the shocked look on Harry’s face. “I’ve no interest in cattle station management. I’ve never been interested in the land.”

      When his head stopped swimming, Harry tried to collect his thoughts. He wasn’t remorseful, but he’d always been afraid of being found out for copying Charlotte’s actions and poisoning food.

      He’d put poisoned icing on cakes and served them to his Uncle Ted and Grandpa. That was Charlotte’s idea. He didn’t think it was so bad; he didn’t kill them. Sometimes he was terrified of her influence over him. He’d made his Uncle Ted and Grandfather ill.

      Charlotte and Harry had planned together that his mother would be the only one left to inherit the cattle station, once he poisoned Uncle Iain too. But his mum didn’t want it. He wanted to throw up. If she were to inherit it now, he realised she’d probably just sell the place.

      Lesley observed Harry’s face as he stared at his workbook. “Are you feeling all right?”

      Harry ignored her, his mind working through ideas. What would Mum do with all that money if she sold the property? Would she invest it for me to have when I’m older? Guessing the answer, he gulped and rushed to vomit in the sink.

      “You think she’ll just gamble it all away?” Charlotte asked.

      “Yes.” His eyes blurred over.

      “Yes, to what?” Lesley asked.

      “Nothing, Mum. I was just thinking about what I’m going to write,” Harry muttered. He leaned over the sink, washing his chin, and then rinsed the muck down the sink.

      Lesley put her head down to observe her work. The sewing machine whirled, and she completed her latest fashion sample for the business. Inspecting the completed tulip-shape skirt, she pushed it aside and lit up a cigarette.

      Soon the smell of cigarette smoke and machine oil inside the workroom, and cabbage with beef dripping odour wafting from the kitchenette overwhelmed Harry.

      “Look out the window,” Charlotte said to distract him.

      Harry’s breath rasped in his throat. Charlotte reached out with her spirit to touch him. She tried to talk him through these asthma attacks, and they’d lessened since they’d been together.

      Charlotte and Harry’s thoughts merged. Think about the fun we have finding out things. His stomach began to settle. He walked back to the table and made the effort to breathe deeply and count to ten. He’d just averted losing his cool, with Charlotte’s help. Lesley would have become more anxious if he became ill, and that would make his asthma worse.

      “Are you alright now, Harry?” Lesley asked. She saw the skin over his brow and temples relax, and pink colour came back to his face.

      “Yes. I’m gunna write some more of my book.”

      “What are you writing?” Lesley asked.

      “Nothing much, Mum. Just boring history homework for school.”

      Harry dipped his pen in the inkwell and continued his flow of writing about the first time he’d been to Fife Springs and met Charlotte.

      There wasn’t much Harry didn’t know about Fife Springs, the people in the town or this house. Most had no idea Harry and Charlotte were watching them and writing a no-holds-barred history of Fife Springs District.

      Harry put his pen down. I’m tired.

      “You’re strong, Harry.” He alone heard Charlotte’s soothing voice. “You don’t need to be big, to be strong. You have the element of surprise and that makes you stronger than Jarrah. You’re more powerful than your Uncle Iain, and you can still be the cattle king.”

      Harry nodded and wished he could reach out and touch Charlotte. She couldn’t take on a physical presence as she hovered, encouraging Harry to write. With Lesley so close, she remained in Harry’s schizophrenic mind.

      Sometimes the younger child, Emily, saw her. Emily was a bit touched in the head too. The family liked to call that being “fey.” They were so proud of the intuitive gift some of them inherited from their Scottish great-grandmother. Sometimes it was intuition, and at other times, it was Charlotte whispering ideas into people’s heads as she did with Harry.

      Charlotte could even manipulate Lesley. She liked to stress her. The closer to the edge she could push Lesley, the more she could draw Harry from his mother’s influence, and the more receptive Harry was to his Aunt Charlotte’s suggestions.

      Harry dipped into the inkwell and wrote in his neat script.

      Harry’s grandpa Alan Fife could see Charlotte, and he used to listen to her. The Fifes weren’t such a tough family to penetrate. By golly, they deluded themselves with enough fantasies of their own making.

      Alan’s father, the explorer Douglas Fife, believed he could settle Australia and the natives would embrace his arrival. They’d embraced him all right. The massacre was…

      

      Lesley studied Harry, without smiling. Mrs Aspie had told her Harry had thrown a temper tantrum, and she’d advised her to have him psychologically assessed. What fools some people are, Lesley mused. Harry has scarred lungs. So what if he throws an occasional tantrum or talks to himself? She smiled seeing Harry was breathing comfortably with no audible sound from his chest.

      Lesley watched Harry nodding his head as he wrote in his textbook. He is so smart. His brilliance more than makes up for his not being able to run about like other boys. She fumbled to tune the radio. Burl Ives was singing what used to be one of Emily’s favourites: “There’s a little white duck…quack, quack, quack.”

      The song stopped and Lesley blocked out the radio announcer, deep in her thoughts of her children and the sewing.

      I’ve no idea what Emily listens to these days. I’ve too much work to get through trying to support us all without their dad around. Thank goodness, Harry watches over her for me. She wound the wheel of the machine up and removed the bobbin. How dare my brothers imply I’m not a fit mother? I make sure the tenants keep an eye on my children while I work.

      As Harry wasn’t in danger from the asthma, Charlotte faded before Lesley would intuitively know she was there.
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      “I want never gets,” Lesley stated, her face blotchy with rage. Please, may I have, would still be considered an act of defiance of Lesley’s parental authority.

      It wasn’t that Lesley didn’t intend to be a good mother. In fact, it added to her distress that she knew she couldn’t give her children the nurturing they needed. She’d never expected she would have to raise her own children, as Peter and she once had servants to do all that. This hands-on parenting and being the breadwinner of the family while Peter was in prison for embezzlement was more than she could cope with.

      Rebellious, Emily glared at the new dress on the old bed doll. I might as well get hung for the lot all at once; here goes. She refused to say thank you for the gift. She turned on her mother. “I’m thirteen. You know I don’t play with stupid dolls.”

      “I can’t afford more than that.”

      “I don’t believe you couldn’t afford to buy me a present.”

      “That’s not fair, Emily. You know I’ve no money for luxuries.”

      “Liar!” Emily retorted. “You buy cigarettes.”

      “That’s done it.” Lesley grabbed the Mason and Pearson hairbrush.

      Harry sat very still on his bed at the opposite side of the room. He gave rapid sideways glances, followed by a fast return of his eyes to stare at one spot on a page as Lesley thrashed Emily.

      Blind rage at the perceived injustice always prevented Emily from attempting to lessen the punishment. She refused to give up her pride and would not allow her mother to make her cry. “Hate you—hate you,” she yelled as the blows struck her smarting bottom.

      Eventually Lesley was emotionally and physically spent, and she returned the brush to the dressing table and walked from the room.

      Emily lay still, listening. She’s having a cup of tea, smoking a cigarette and trying to pin clothes to sew. Emily could picture it, and it pleased her to think her mother would be upset. I bet she’s got the shakes. She lay still, breathing deeply.

      To stop herself from crying, she cast her mind out of her body and into a world scented with eucalyptus and wattle, a world of sunshine and cool breeze, a world of people who loved each other. Jarrah was there with her in this world without pain. She closed her eyes to hold the image and decided that one day that would become reality, not just a dream.

      Footsteps came down the passage, towards the bedroom, and Emily breathed quietly, trying not to make a sound. Then the front door creaked open and snapped shut, and Lesley’s court shoes clicked on the tiled veranda and down the path.

      Mummy’s going to the factory. Emily stayed quiet until she heard the car drive off, and then she punched her pillow in fury.

      “I hate you, Mummy—I hate you—I hate you.”

      She shrieked louder with each assertion then turned to see if Harry was watching. “What are you gawking at?” Emily roared at Harry.

      “You,” Harry said. “You’ll annoy the tenants.”

      “I hope they hear me. I do hate Mummy.”

      “You’ve got a filthy temper,” Harry declared. “It’s my nineteenth birthday, and I needed her help to get the deposit on a car so I can get an apprenticeship. I didn’t go into hysterics when I didn’t get it.”

      “Fat chance of getting anything from Mum,” Emily said.

      “I’m not angry with her. I’m going to ask Uncle Iain to help me get the car.”

      “I think having my birthday on the same day as you, stinks.” Emily scowled. “You always need big things on your birthday and I just get the hand-me-downs and things made from scrap material. Mummy is mean to me.”

      “Having you arrive on my sixth birthday was the worst birthday present I ever got.” Harry curled his mouth. He put his book away, locking it in the wardrobe. “Mum’s depressed. You should be nicer to her.”

      Harry picked up his school bag and walked out of the shared bedroom, leaving Emily alone.

      Once Harry left, Emily cried quietly, her bottom stinging too intensely to move. Then she eased herself out of bed and stood looking in the dressing table mirror making sure not to glance at that dreaded hairbrush.

      My eyes are too red to go to school. I’d be teased. Not going.

      Miserable, she lay on the bed reading a school library book and leaving her buttocks bare to the cool air. By late afternoon, Emily emerged from the bedroom and quietly closed her door.

      Having tenants around meant having at least half a dozen pairs of eyes observing you and reporting on your activities to your mother. However, Emily had worked out how to use this to her own advantage.

      Dressed in her school uniform, Emily planned to go outside, hang around until the end-of-school bell rang and then come home at the usual after-school time. She would walk in the front door and slam it shut. The tenants would hear her return and tell her mum that, “Emily had gone to school.”

      The door opposite her opened and Emily made a dash for the front door. Too late; she’d been seen.

      “Emily.” Marianna’s voice was gentle.

      Embarrassed, the girl turned her tear-swollen face and red eyes towards the tenant and stepped back.

      I’m not allowed to speak to the tenants. Marianna knows this. She’s never spoken to me for the whole time we’ve lived opposite each other across the hall. Sometimes she’s given me a brief smile when Mummy is out, and I sneak a smile back.

      She looked up at Marianna and admired the satin-wrap dressing gown with a peacock embroidered on it. Then she took a half step backward and tried hard not to look with alarm at the young woman’s swollen eyes and the large bruise around her left eye.

      Marianna held a shallow gold-foil-covered box towards Emily.

      Rows of fancy wrapped chocolates beckoned, and Emily’s stomach growled. “I’m not allowed to take things from the tenants.”

      “Happy birthday.” Marianna’s left hand held the chocolate box, and her right arm clutched at her chest as she attempted to smile.

      The girl shook her head. A hard lump hurt her throat. She’s hurting more than I am. I can sense it; there’s too much pain in this house.

      The distress Emily felt all day welled to the surface again, and tears were about to break through. The humiliation was too much. I’ll run away and never come home again. Emily raced for the front door and ran out to the street.

      She instinctively wanted to run to the billabong, the place where she could forget about home, conflict with her mum, Harry and loneliness. Jarrah will find me. He will tell Uncle, and they’ll bring me back home.

      Emily ran, bypassing the town, not wanting to meet anyone. She entered the industrial estate area. Lots of sheds to hide in here.

      She stopped outside the Céline Fashions factory, realising how close she was to where her mother might be. How can she possibly work all the time and not have any money? I’m going to prove Mummy’s a liar, and maybe Uncle Iain will let me live at the homestead with him.

      With the intention of getting into the pay office to check the books and find out how much her mother was paid, Emily slipped through the workroom door while the machinists were heads down working at the sewing machines.

      Bren worked over a steam press with his back to the open door, and the manager, Leib Turnbull, spoke on the phone in the pay room as Emily slipped into the ladies toilet block to hide.

      Standing on a seat in the far locked cubical, she hid until she thought the workers had all gone home.

      Bren and Leib were still working when she emerged from hiding in the toilets and entered the main factory production room; hearing noises from the office and steam-press room, she hastily looked for another hiding place.
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      Lesley drove home, fretting over how she’d spent hours making Emily dolls’ clothes, losing much needed sleep to do it, and how ungrateful the girl had been.

      Designing clothes during the daytime wasn’t paying Lesley any salary as yet. The piecework sewing pays me pathetic wages. The rag trade business she’d once been so excited about now became a gruelling chore as she tried to do two jobs as well as run the lodging house to get enough income to provide for her children and maintain her independence.

      Lesley realised that she’d always been the employer before and had been grateful her female machinist wages were low. That had once helped make her rich. Things were different now, with Lesley on the receiving end of an unequal pay system for female employees.

      Gosh, I even justified why men were given all the management positions, the better paying jobs. Lesley felt anger that Leib hired Nino, who had no experience in the rag trade, as the factory floor manager. Nino couldn’t manage a country shit house.

      I spent all day doing Nino’s damn job. Lesley knew that any of the female machinists in the factory could do his job better, and a manager’s wage would have given them some independence. He didn’t understand high fashion quality control and couldn’t recognise inferior finishing of a garment. He simply ordered the women to work faster, changing the system from completion of a garment by the same machinist. Now the workers were losing pride with the changeover to production line work recommended by time efficiency experts, where one person did one job only rather than experiencing making a garment from the first to the last stitches.

      Each machinist now worked on a section of a garment, passing the work down the row to the next machinist. This angered the women, as the work became boring and repetitive, and they missed the pride of accomplishment they’d gained in creating a fully finished garment and the competitiveness of comparing how many garments they made each week with the average tally.

      It embarrassed the workers that they had to tell Nino when they had their periods if they wanted permission to go to the toilet outside of lunch break.

      Discontentment was high amongst the factory workers, and this caused Lesley concern. The quality control of the finished garments had dropped until she increased her workload. Now, on top of the designing and cutting, Lesley was supervising the work quality, something that should have been the floor manager’s job.

      I can’t risk my designs having inferior finishing. We’d lose clients. I have to make this business pay.

      Lesley walked in the front door, dragging her feet.

      She checked the mail. Several clear-window letters had the red, account-overdue printing visible. They’d sat where everyone who passed could see them on the hall table. Humiliated, Lesley snatched them and moved quickly to her workroom.

      What future does Emily have if I don’t work hard and get back on my feet, so I have a business she can work with me? Lesley believed that if her brother Iain wasn’t interested in the fashion business, he certainly wouldn’t encourage his niece in the arts and fabric design she had expressed an interest in. It’s up to me to make a future for my girl.

      Lesley opened her sewing cabinet drawer and flung the letters to the back.

      Harry looked up from the newspaper he was scanning for an apprentice position.

      “Why don’t you open them mum?”

      She put her hand up in a stop sign and shook her head.

      “I’ll make the meal.” Harry walked to the kitchen and put the soup and kettle on to boil.

      “Yes, Harry, thanks. Call Emily.”

      “She’s not home from school yet. Here, I made you a cuppa tea. Can I see the bills?”

      Lesley took the tea Harry brought her in the fine china floral cup he’d given her for Mother’s Day. She pulled her chair aside and let him open the drawer and pull out a pile of overdue bills.

      He opened the most recent ones and placed a hand over his forehead.

      “How did the electricity bill get this high?”

      “The corner store is selling electrical bar radiators,” Lesley said. “The tenants are all buying and using them.”

      “But you only just got the gas wall heaters renovated.” Harry frowned at the unpaid account from the gas maintenance company.

      “The tenants thought the electric radiators would warm their rooms faster.”

      “They shouldn’t need heaters at all.” The smell of the vegetable soup filled the room. “Can’t they just put a jumper on at night?” Harry went back to the kitchen to stir the pot.

      “You need to tell Uncle Iain you’re in financial trouble again.” Harry lit the gas grill, standing back as the gas ignited with a loud pop. He inspected and smelt the bread before putting it under the griller then pulled out the dripping container and scraped the top rancid surface off to discard. He served the soup and toast, and they ate together.

      Lesley stacked the empty plates and bowls. “We’ll have a proper birthday celebration for you and Emily when Iain brings us fresh meat. It’s not long now until he gets his next break from work in Canberra.”

      “Yes, Mum. You should tell him that the rent money the tenants pay you isn’t covering the house payments, overheads and maintenance anymore.”

      Lesley carried the dishes to the tiny kitchenette. Leaving them in the sink, she washed and dried her hands and returned to the sewing machine. “I had planned to buy Emily those paints she wanted and two pure sable watercolour brushes.” Lesley’s face contorted. “I couldn’t. Today’s electrical and gas bills are final reminder notices.”

      “Are you okay, Mum?”

      “I just need a Bex with a cup of tea.”

      “And a good lie down.” Harry put the accounts back in the drawer and stroked his chin.

      Sitting at the machine, Lesley placed her hand in the workbag and pulled out fabric pieces to place together and stitch.

      “No time for a good lie down. That can wait—plenty of time for that when I’m dead.” Lesley had begun to consider that as a way out.

      “Mum, don’t talk like that.” Harry called out from the kitchenette, where he washed the dishes. “You’ve got to talk to Uncle Iain.”

      “I’d be all right, Harry. If only Emily wasn’t so ungrateful.”

      “You can’t function depressed like this, Mum.”

      “I work from the time I rise in the morning until I drop into bed exhausted at night. I can’t give any more of me to that girl.”

      “Emily doesn’t want dolls clothes or pretty clothes. You spend time making clothes for her and her doll, and she just wants to be a tomboy.”

      “No wonder I get irritable with her.”

      Harry hung the tea towel to dry on the oven handle. “Goodnight, Mum. I can pay you some board if I get work.”

      Lesley put down her work, opened her arms to Harry and they hugged. She smiled through tears at him. “You always understood how things were. You’re such a good boy.”

      Harry shrugged. “I left Emily some soup in the pot and a couple of slices of bread. Don’t work too late, Mum. Don’t worry about Emily; she seems to take care of herself pretty much.”
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      Emily knew something had to be wrong with her mother’s business arrangements. It didn’t take fey ability to work that out. She was sure she would find some explanation if she searched Leib’s pay room. She dared to hope she might find a big pile of money hidden that Leib had forgotten to pay her mother, and she would bring it home and make her mum happy.

      She scurried across the floor and climbed into a machinist’s workbasket close to the pay room door. She covered herself with brocade and peered through the thin part of the design in the fabric, knowing she would be safe as long as she didn’t quake with fear.

      Leib Turnbull emerged from the pay room and left the door open behind him. He went to the factory sink and mixed corn meal, brown sugar and plaster of Paris into shallow bowls.

      Emily gazed at the Fife Ridge Mountain Range through the window. Thinking of the fun she had with Jarrah on his land at the base of those ranges helped distract her mind and calm her nerves when she thought she might shake. A cold shiver went down her spine as Leib walked near her.

      He strolled along the rows between the electric sewing machines and placed saucers of the powder and bowls of water in front of the bins of fabric.

      “Now to wait for the little blighters to nibble that and drink the water.” He went back to fetch another lot of the mixture to put down in the next aisle of machines.

      “They’ll burn their stomachs out after eating that sweet concoction.” Bren grabbed hi empty lunch and jacket. “It’s a great way to keep vermin out of the rag bins. Goodnight, Leib.” He walked out into the factory yard, and the door swung shut behind him.

      Leib opened the fireproof door and carried another set of water and powder dishes into the pay room. Then he went to the factory door, waved Bren off and locked the outer doors of the factory. Walking back inside the pay office, he shoved the desk as he approached it. It slid aside, revealing a safe in the floor. Leib turned the old combination lock back and forth.

      Emily heard, Da da da da da—da da—da da da—da da da da da da da—da—da da.

      Sitting down at the desk, Leib wrote a short entry in a green book. Taking a notepad from his pocket, he read it and copied a large column of figures from the scribbled notes in the pocket book neatly into the ledger.

      His plump, ruddy cheeks creased, and laughter lines furrowed in pronounced folds around his eyes as he returned the red book to the safe. Closing the lid, he set the combination lock, which made six lots of clicks. Lifting one side of the desk, he swung it back over the top of the safe and dropped it down, his fat chest heaving from the effort.

      “She deserves to be duped.” Leib walked out of the pay room.

      Emily listened and wasn’t certain which were Leib’s actual words and which were his thoughts that she’d intuitively sensed or just imagined.

      “She thinks she’s the one with the talent.” Leib replaced the bar and closed the padlock. “Hah!”

      While not fully understanding what it meant, Emily shivered with the realisation her mother was unaware there were two sets of books.

      Leib pulled out some large filled cloth sacks of piecework sewing for the outsource workers. He slid the sacks along the smooth factory floor then left them near the door. He unlocked the front door and stepped outside.

      Cramped and desperate to move, Emily took the opportunity to step out of the basket. She hurried over to stand behind the front door and looked through the gap.

      Leib went to his car and hailed Jarrah, who came past the factory on his way home from school to load the sacks of outsourced sewing into the car.

      “Need a hand, Mr Turnbull?” Jarrah rushed forwards.

      “You’re late again,” Leib Turnbull snarled.

      As Jarrah and Leib spoke, Emily rushed out the door and flung herself under the nearest bush. She lay motionless, hugging the ground, in the shadows.

      Jarrah distracted Leib’s attention by asking him questions.

      “Do you want me to put all the sacks on the back seat?”

      “Of course,” Leib snapped back.

      Emily scowled. Gee, I bet Jarrah will be pleased once he’s paid for his land and doesn’t need to work for that man again.

      She admired the way Jarrah shouldered two sacks easily on his back. He’s stronger than most boys of sixteen. Harry couldn’t pick up one of them.

      Leib opened the back door of the Ford and waited until Jarrah placed all the sacks on the back seat, and then he gave the lad a penny, without a word or expression of appreciation.

      Jarrah glanced sideways; he stifled the smile that burst on his face at the sight of Emily slipping out of the shadows and running down the street.

      Emily was safely on her way home, having decided a gas-heated bedroom and a family she really did love were preferable to being a runaway hiding in a cold spider-infested shed on a winter’s night.
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      Arriving home, Emily walked into the kitchenette. Lesley sat at the table; she didn’t look up or speak. Frightened by her mother’s withdrawn expression, Emily stood staring at the quantity of small pill bottles on the kitchen table. Fear of what might happen if she spoke overwhelmed her, and she rushed to find Harry.

      “You got to help Mum.”

      Harry lowered the book he’d been reading in bed. “What now?”

      “She’s got lots of little bottles of pills out.” Emily couldn’t express her fear—is she planning to take them all?—in words.

      Harry saw the terror on Emily’s face. He nodded, understanding. “I told you she was depressed.”

      “Can’t we fix it?”

      “How? Are you going to bring Dad back?’

      Emily stepped backward. “Don’t want to see him, ever. He never got in touch, not even today, for our birthday.”

      “So, why do you suppose she’s depressed? It’s always all about you, isn’t it? You never thought how Mum felt today.”

      Startled by Harry’s anger, tears welled in Emily’s eyes, and she blinked and grasped for ideas on how to make her mum better. “We’ve got to do something.”

      “What?”

      “She loves looking at pretty dresses.” Emily wiped her eyes and sniffed. “Come on, Harry.”

      Pulling on Harry’s hand, she implored him to help. “We’ll surprise her, pool our money and buy her a fashion magazine.”

      Harry shrugged, then unlocked the wardrobe and took out their combined savings that they’d kept hidden in a sock. Then he grabbed his sister’s extended hand, and they ran together to try to get to the store before it shut for the evening.

      Arriving in time, Harry pushed open the door of the town’s mixed business store. “I'll get Mum’s magazine. Don't touch anything.”

      The doorbell announced they’d entered. Emily followed Harry through the open fly-wire swing door. The bell rang again, and the boys who often teased Harry for being small for his age entered the store.

      Harry drew Emily to the back of the shop, where he hid behind one of the displays. She willingly crouched with him as they’d teased her too, calling her freckles and putting chewing gum in her long, red-gold curls. Emily gulped as the boys separated in the store. Two of them headed straight for where Harry and she cowered.
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      Jarrah headed to the general store to ask for casual work, having decided if he could tolerate Leib he could put up with Mr Marsh. With all these after-school jobs, I can complete my land purchase this year.

      Mr Marsh ran the combined general store, newsagency and mixed business in town. He always got busy at this time of the day and sometimes offered Jarrah work moving drink crates out the back. The town had boomed following the rebuilding after the flood and so had his business. He made more profits by paying a
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