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Chapter 1 – Jim – Discoveries
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I live in an old house – well at least it’s old for Australia. I think it was built in the early 1800s, at a time when those who came on the first fleet were not yet old. Perhaps it should be listed on the national estate, but it’s not grand or in any way remarkable. So it seems to have been forgotten about by time.

It sits in an obscure Sydney suburb, not one of the well to do early locations like Balmain, Glebe, Paddington or the Rocks. It occupies a gap between two old railway lines running west of the city, all alone in a no-man’s land between Newtown and Redfern. It looks like the railway builders knocked down all the other houses around it when they built these lines. Somehow this one was forgotten. Perhaps a railwayman lived here once to work the signals, if so nobody remembers his story now. 

I have searched local libraries, old railway records and many other places, wherever I can think of. But I’ve found nothing. Nobody seems to have bothered to tell its story. 

I know it’s old because it’s built of sandstone blocks, one’s that look as if they were convict hand-cut, chisel marks still sharp, held together with sea-shell mortar. The roof is slate, except for a front porch with timber shingles, ones which leak when it rains. 

It’s a house of only two rooms, a main room with a front and back door and a small room alongside it, entered from the main room. I use the small room for my bedroom. The main room serves as office, living and dining room. An outbuilding provides my toilet, bathroom and laundry. It has an old copper boiling tub and a cast iron bath. I think this part was built at a later time.

I have lived here now for thirty years. The house’s title was of dubious provenance, so I bought it for a low price. The real estate agent told me it was a leftover of long deceased estate. It gathered little interest due to its poor location wedged between the railway lines, decrepit and unused. To this day not even lost druggies come here, only mice, weeds and windblown bags find it a worthwhile stopping place. 

When I bought it I had just returned from five hard years of working in outback mines. I carried a pocket full of cash which the tax office had no business knowing about. I was tired of being homeless so I decided I needed a place of my own, somewhere to call home. 

The real estate man had this freehold title, unencumbered, for an ancient tiny house on a wedge shaped block. The land was six metres wide at front, twelve metres deep, the backyard wedged between two diverging railway tracks, both lines long unused and kept apart by two rusty high wire fences. I did not want to share my house title with any bank and this was all I could afford. 

So I paid cash and the man handed the title over to me. 

I have lived here since. The title dates from 1933, depression era, though the house is clearly much older. A friend, knowledgeable in old houses, told me its construction features suggest a build date around 1820, but who is to really know without some actual history.

The house was not flash when I bought it. Thirty years of neglect have not improved it. But it was all I needed then and it still suits my purpose. At odd times, since, I thought it deserved a facelift. But I never had any spare cash. We both seemed happy to let our lives drift along the way they’d always been.

Then a great aunt up and died, older sister to my mother. I’d never met her but, when I was about eight, she’d sent my mother a letter. In return my mother sent her a photo of us together. Somehow this aunt remembered me in her will from all those decades past and a cheque for fifty three thousand dollars drifted into my bank account. 

I decided that using it to do work on the house was a good option. 

I knew it would not go far paying builders, but I’m still handy, if getting long in the tooth. So I will use it to pay for good quality materials and do the building work myself. Its not that I plan on pulling off the roof or other big dramatic fix ups like that. Rather I will strip out the old fittings and put in modern replacements. 

Perhaps I will also create a private back yard within a walled off garden – I like the idea of growing flowers. It’s something my mother did, a distant image of faded fond remembrance. I have a need to put some fresh daily beauty into my life. It’s become a sterile place with only the shells of empty memories in residence. 

It’s not as if I have neighbours who care if my house changes, the nearest are on the other side of abandoned railway sheds that line the road in to my house. It’s a dead end road that almost nobody ever comes along. 

Who am I? 

I guess you’ve gathered I am a pretty antisocial. 

You may well be right. 

As the years have passed I’ve grown mostly comfortable in my own skin. I work odd jobs; just a day here and there, enough to live on and pay the bills. I mostly read old books, a mix of history and mystery. These transport my mind to other places. I have a few mates who I share a drink with from time to time. We meet at a pub, our private lives are left at the door. It’s not a bad life though it seems to have become bleak with the passing years.

Until just after I turned sixteen, I lived in a little town out in the back of beyond, a place in the far north-west of the state. Then my mother got sick and died. My father was long gone and there was no one else. 

So I came to Sydney to seek fame and fortune, both proving elusive. 

Instead I met a girl, Cindy, out on her own like me, another teenager. 

For a year we lived together in a one room squat in Woolloomooloo. Along the way we had a baby, a tiny thing who we called Emily. 

To help us get ahead I took a job over the mountains for a month. I left Cindy with all the money I had, two hundred and twenty dollars. It was just enough to pay the thirty dollar weekly rent for the room and leave a bit for food. Cindy assured me she would be fine. I left with all her loving kisses and a pocketful of dreams. I came back with a thousand dollars in my pocket. 

But of my girlfriend or baby there was no sign, our squat vacated. 

A few of Cindy’s things were thrown in the street, mouldering in a pile. Another man and woman, unknown, were now living in our place. They knew nothing; the other few people I knew from around there also knew nothing. All the landlord could say was that, a week after I left town, Cindy and Emily had gone too. When the rent fell due it was not paid. So he gave our place to another, they were always plenty in need of such spaces. 

I searched for a long month, going all over this part of the city, looking in all the places I could think of. But there was nothing to give a clue. Then my money was gone and I had to leave and find more work. 

So I went west to the mines where I made plenty of money. I had hoped to come back and look some more for Cindy and Emily. But there was really no point, gone is gone, and five years is a lifetime of empty absence.

There was another special woman for a while who came to stay, but one day she went away too and never came again. She told me she’d grown tired of a candle of loss for another burning in my heart and that I needed to move on. She was the one who told me how old this house is. 

Now, at odd times, I pay for a woman of the night to relieve that part of my needs. I visit them at their own places rather than invite them here. For the rest of the time it’s just me, in my home, alone. I’ve grown well used to it. I feel I have moved past the ability or need to change.

Anyway it’s time to get to work. My furniture is minimal, so I move it to the back yard and cover it with a canvas tarp to protect it from the weather. 

I will live in the outhouse, with my kettle, microwave and bedroll on the floor, along with my chair and book for company, until the work is finished. 

The house floor is covered in flagstones, old rectangular slabs of sandstone, worn smooth over time. Between them is a mix of sand and dirt with odd remnants of mortar, they are cold and damp underfoot in winter. I decide they must come up to put a dry layer beneath. I photograph them in position then number each stone so that I can recreate the sequence when it’s time to put them back. 

I begin in the living room corner furthest from the back door, carefully lifting each flagstone free and stacking them outside. It’s slow heavy work and takes two long days until all are lifted and removed. What lies below is interesting but unremarkable, the odd English coin or scrap of another distant past hidden amongst the rubble, but there’s nothing buried here to fire my imagination. 

I move into the bedroom and continue the removal. At first it goes the same, but half way done I find another block of stone sitting below the block I have lifted. This block is different. It’s square cut and smooth, about two feet each way. I scratch my head and push on. Now I find this is a new pattern, the old flagstones sit on top of a second layer of stones; these are all cut regular and square to the same size. I don’t know what it is but I’m intrigued. 

I remove the rest of the flagstones, brush away the loose dirt and look closely. These stones cover one half of the bedroom floor. They are all the same, looking fresh cut, untarnished by use. 

I try to lift one free. It’s jammed tight, as if somebody has mortared it in place. 

I take a picture on my phone, thinking, This is my house’s own mystery. Perhaps someone else will know what it means.

It’s getting late and it’s Sunday night. Tomorrow I’m working in the local lumber yard. I go to the pub to drink a few knots out of my muscles. 

I tell my mates of my discovery. They look closely at my phone pictures.

One of them, an old house buff, says, “You need to let the State Heritage mob know about this. It could be an old grave or buried treasure. They will fine you millions if you dig it up without permission.”

I’m not a lover of government telling me what to do. But he has a point. I don’t want to lift these stones only to find a mob of buried bones. Of course treasure’s another matter, but that’s the stuff of fairy stories, the kind which only happen to somebody else first sprinkled in magic dust. 

So, next day, I ring up the Heritage Office and tell them a bit about my discovery. The person on the phone seems only half interested, as if to say, who is interested in a bloody pile of old rocks. She says something about needing an archaeological investigation. I can see all my money fast running down the plughole as a rich dirt digger, one with some fancy degree, gets even richer. 

I say to her, “Well, I might as well get to work myself and dig it up, see what I find, perhaps pirate treasure or a body is buried underneath.”

This gets her interest and she says, “Wait a minute, I will put you through to a Heritage Officer.”  

A friendly female voice comes on the line. “Kate here, how can I help?”

I give her the potted version. 

I can tell from her voice she’s intrigued. “How old did you say the house is?”

“The title deeds are from 1933 but a friend in the know says much older, maybe 1820. Despite my best endeavours to find out it seems nobody knows.”

She replies, “I would love to have a look. Is it possible to arrange a visit?” 

I can feel this getting out of hand and want to run a mile. She has no details to let her find me if I hang up now. But there’s a sibilance to her voice that will not let me go, it’s a sound from another time and place, it holds a long distant familiarity. 

So, despite my better judgement, I give Kate a time and place, two days hence, at the nearest pub on the corner in Newtown. She asks for the house’s address.

I tell her, “The streets don’t make much sense, it’s hard to find, it will be easiest if I bring you and show you.” 

I think I can back out if needs must. 

In turn I hear reticence in her voice, “What you propose is outside of normal procedure,” she says. 

But she agrees, despite whatever her reservations. 

I like that part of her.

A magnet pulls me towards her. Perhaps she feels it too.

I don’t know what to expect when I meet her. When I see her from behind I instantly know it’s her. 

She has brown hair and a trim figure, a woman in her thirties. She pushes hair back from her ear, a mannerism redolent with old familiarity, as if I’ve seen it before. But the face that greets me is unknown. It’s not one I remember from another place or time, though I like her smile.

She’s sitting on a bar stool in the pub. I propose we have a drink while she tells me about her heritage role and, in return, I’ll tell her about the house, before I take her and show her what I have found. 

She acquiesces though I can tell she is impatient to see it, not talk. I drink a schooner of beer while she sips her lemon lime and bitters. I begin by telling her about my purchase of the house and its dubious title, then of my inheritance of enough money to do a limited fix up. I say how I recorded the flagstones in their pattern before I begun to dig up the floor. 

She nods, “It is good you have done that, having a record of the past is always important.”

I ask her about the rules before I go further, but she fobs me off saying, “Let’s have a look first.”

So, to pass the time until I finish my drink, I ask her about herself and what led her to do this work. 

I expect some meaningless answer, but she turns to me and says, “I think it is about trying to find the past I am missing. I was adopted and my parents are wonderful. But part of me wants to discover the past I never knew. The nearest I can get to this is to study old things from the early history of this town, old houses, old stories, things that happened before I was born. I know it is not my past but it’s a way of me being connected to what came before, to build a story of a past that I can put myself inside. 

I nod, unsure how to respond. So I finish my drink. 

I suggest she follows me in her car, to see what I have found. In five minutes we’re there. 

I invite her inside. 

Her eye for detail is amazing, she points out ten things as we walk through the door and go into the house that tell a story of its early history. She agrees this house is very old. She cannot understand how it’s not listed on the national estate as it’s clearly one of Sydney’s oldest houses. 

I take her into the bedroom and show her the mystery of the stones I’ve uncovered. She looks at them from all sides, she walks back and forth, saying, “This is remarkable, I wonder what it is?” 

She kneels down over the stones, studying them minutely; she says she’s looking for quarry marks or things to identify them. She seems oblivious to my presence, her mind far away, lost in total concentration in her work.

As she bends forward, to look more closely, a small silver pendant falls out of the front of her shirt, swinging free on its silver chain below her neck. She stands and turns towards me, eyes alight with something important to tell me that she has just discovered. 

But my mind is unable to hear her words as she enthuses to me. All I can see is a pendant hanging from her neck. It has the name ‘Cindy’ in connected silver cursive letters, mounted on a silver base. 

I reach out and turn it over. On the back, in faded inscription, is a heart symbol and, ‘From Jim’.

My head reels and I stagger backwards. She reaches out to steady me, concern on her face, saying, “What is it? You look ill – are you okay?

I can only point, my words have run away. 

I remember so clearly the day I bought it. It was only a couple weeks after our daughter was born. I did not have money to buy my Cindy a real wedding ring, and our wedding was only a thing of our own promises, not a thing in a church. But the extra twenty dollars I had saved bought me this and I gave it to her with all my love. 

She shyly took it from me and hung it around her neck, where it stayed until she went away. Now it has returned.

Kate is looking at me, puzzled. I have not spoken. Instead I take her hand and lead her to the mantel piece above the stone fireplace. On it is a black and white photo, in a plain frame, of a young woman and a tiny baby. It’s the only photo of Cindy I have. It remains my most treasured possession. Faintly glimpsed on this woman’s neck is this pendant, detail indistinct yet its outline is clear.

I point to that pendant then to the one hanging from Kate’s neck. “How did you get this?”

But she is staring at the woman, oblivious to all other. At last she replies: “I do not know. I was found as a tiny baby, abandoned outside a hospital. Nobody knew where I came from. The only thing on me, apart from baby clothes, was this.” She touches the pendant.

I pick up the photo and hand it to Kate, saying, “This is Cindy, I think she is your mother.”
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Chapter 2 – Jim – Remembrance
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How to describe the first sight and smell of Sydney, seen through a country boy’s eyes. 

It’s a scorching summer’s day and the tar is melting as I board the train in Moree. A neighbour has dropped me there on the day after my mother’s funeral. He and a dozen others stood around an open grave in the baking sun as a priest mumbled some words over her grave, something about the life to come and resurrection. 

I don’t think my mother would have believed the words, she never talked of God in her final days, only of being tired and in pain, of how a cancerous monstrosity inside her was eating her from the inside out. In the end I think she was tired of fighting a losing battle with it and was happy to die. 

Her parting words, whispered to me in a fading voice were, “I’ve nothing of value to give you. You will have to make a life on your own. Don’t expect help from God or others, they will only screw you over.” 

Then she gave me a jar with fifty five dollars in small notes saying, “This is all I’ve saved, it’s not much. Still at least it will pay for a train fare to leave this accursed town.”

Somehow the town organised a pauper’s funeral, a simple wooden box lowered into dry dusty hole in the dirt. A lady, one who I knew not, threw in a posy of wilted flowers before they shovelled dry dirt on top. 

When it was done I returned to our rented shoe box house. This ceased to be ours on the next day when the rent fell due. So I shoved the few clothes I owned in a canvas bag and waited one last night for the ninety mile lift that was promised to take me to Moree the next day.

It was 1975 and I made it to Sydney with twenty five of those fifty five dollars still my pocket the following day. I was a month past turning sixteen, old enough to leave school behind and strong enough to do hard work. 

My life was before me and, despite my limited start, I felt the future was a place full of promise. Since the train had come down off the hills into the Hunter Valley this morning I had luxuriated in the sight of green grass and fat cattle. Then, as we crossed the Hawkesbury River and rolled south towards Sydney, I took in views of rocky hills and clear water. Finally we reached the vast numbers of sprawling houses and roads of Sydney – so many people with so many cars and many other things was hard to comprehend for a boy from the back of beyond. My known world was heat, flies and hard baked ground in summer, cold wind whistling through a freezing house in winter. 

My mother had paid the bills by doing odd menial jobs for as long as I could remember, some cleaning, some bar work, some domestic help with cooking and child-minding were bits I remembered. 

Since I was aged twelve I also worked a good bit to add to our family finances, at times as a rouse-about in shearing sheds, lawn-mowing when it rained and grass grew, fence mending on farms and the like. I went to school when I could not find a good excuse to escape it and here I learned a few things, enough reading and writing to get by and enough numbers to do basic sums and count out change.

Until my Mum got sick we were happy with our simple life, just us two. Of my father I knew almost nothing. My mother simply said he had been a dropkick shearer who got her up the duff, and that he could not run away fast enough once he heard a baby was on the way. I did not even know his name, whether it happened in our town, or where he’d gone. It did not seem to matter, my mother was determined to make a life without him. It had been going along smoothly until the word with a big C came to visit. 

After that she did not last long, the bit of money she had put away went even faster. She never looked for charity, so we muddled by until it was over. 

Her one delight, in the weeks before she died, was her flower garden. It was a small space, three steps long by two steps wide, but all our food scraps went there, along with sink and bath water. Each day, when the sun’s heat was gone, she would push a chair beside it and sit there, smiling at its colours and marvelling at each stray bee that buzzed. 

Day by day she grew thinner and weaker, but she smiled at the garden just the same. In those last days, when she could no longer walk, I would carry her to sit there and she would smile still, and reach down to pick a flower to put by her bedside.

On the day she was buried I looked at the flowers one last time. I picked those that were open and put them inside her coffin before they shut her away. I hoped the smell and smiles would travel with her to wherever she was going. 

The morning I left town I did not go to the flowers, I just looked out the window and knew they too would die soon, once the water and care stopped. It was something I did not want to watch, one more death to follow the other. More than any other thing it pushed me to leave that day.

Now that place is only a fading memory. Central Railway Station beckons as the new promised land. It’s mid-summer but only half hot. I’m rich still with twenty five dollars in my pocket. I hitch my bag over my shoulder and set off walking to explore, walking east towards the scent of distant sea, tales of fabled places like famous Bondi Beach. 

I do not reach the beach but instead find a big open park which is a good place to sleep while the weather is fine. Along the way I secure promises of work from places on the morrow, yard work in a hotel, cleaning and gardening in a rich man’s house, stacking timber in a lumber yard. I’m not fussy, all jobs are equally fine and, when it’s tomorrow, I will take whichever one best suits my mood.

The weeks pass and soon become months, Sydney is now my home and I have slid into comfortable familiarity with this city’s inner suburbs, the places I walk through on my way between my many and varied jobs. 

I have a hundred dollars in my jar in place of the first fifty I left home with. I promise myself that, next week, I will go to the bank and put all the unneeded extra money in there for safekeeping. I now rent a share room in a boarding house in Surry Hills. It is me along with three other young blokes, each with a wire bed and a lumpy mattress. We are not quite friends, but we keep an eye out for each other’s things and, at times, we share food. We all work hard and spend little time there, but it beats the park when southerlies or rain storms come.
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Chapter 3 – Mick – Long Time Past
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There were three convicts who worked side by side in a quarry in Sydney. 

All they had in common was they were poor Irish young men who were each transported for relatively small crimes, one for fighting with a soldier who tried to force himself on his sister, one who a shopkeeper accused of stealing potatoes, and the third for stealing a pig from a wealthy landholder to pay a debt his family owed. 

They were all from far flung parts of the country, one came from Derry, one from Wicklow and the third from Cork. As all had grown up poor and never travelled, the only place each had known in their home country was a local village or town. One was sixteen, another seventeen and the third was nineteen when they arrived, though none knew their proper birthdays. 

Now, they toiled in a work gang digging out soft sandstone, which was much in demand for the town’s new buildings. The quarry was around the back of the harbour on the west side of Sydney’s semi-circular quay, the main place where big boats docked. Locals called the bay alongside their quarry ‘Cockle Bay’, on account of its abundant shellfish. They often noticed dark skinned women gathering shells from the bay’s shallows and selling them to stonemasons to make mortar to hold their blockwork together. 

These convict’s names were Paddy, Mikey and Billy, all good Irish names. As time went by they were collectively given the name, ‘The Irish Brothers’, a name they liked and adopted as their own, even though it was known there was no kinship between them. More and more they worked side by side from choice, cutting and handling the blocks, sharing a piece of dry bread or a cup of water, telling a joke to speed the day’s passage. As months passed they started to watch out for one another, back each other in regular skirmishes amongst gang members and join up out of work time for a friendly drink.

The governor of Sydney town was a man named Lord Macquarie. With his wife, the Lady Elizabeth, he was often seen in his carriage, driving along the streets of the town. It was said that this man and his wife liked making buildings out of this yellow-brown stone they quarried, grand buildings.

Their job, every day, was to dig out the stone and cut it into square or rectangular blocks that were suitable for house building. They did it in the summer when the days were hot and the quarry sweltered and they did it in the winter when a cold wind blew and cut through their meagre clothes.

The blocks they cut were mostly delivered by boat, loaded at their own quarry’s jetty at the water’s edge, and taken to building sites around the town. The biggest demand was from the new government stables that Lord Macquarie was building, where they were unloaded at another small jetty and ferried by cart up the hill to where they were stacked awaiting use.

Sometimes one or two quarrymen, usually different ones on different days, would go with the boat man to help with the loading and unloading of the blocks. It took two men to lift a stone block, most were more than the weight of a grown man, two feet long, by a foot wide, by a foot thick. They were kept a regular size to make building easy, not like the way the masons back home worked with the stone as it came, sorting it by size and shape and then fitting these together until they locked in place in a dry stone wall, or maybe with some mortar to make a house in the town.

This boat trip was a sought after escape from the stone cutting drudgery, with it giving a couple hours of lighter labour. So, competition for this role was fierce. But the boatman had his favourites who he asked for. As an Irishman himself, he liked young Irish lads. They reminded him of his own beginnings, as well as being light on their feet, nimble, and easy to chat to. 

So, as time passed, all the Irish brothers got to make regular trips and, slowly but surely, they got to know the builders working on the stables. Each marvelled at the workmanship they saw, no corner cutting was allowed here. 

This was a grand building of stone turrets and arched entrances. People said it would be the grandest building in all Sydney Town. It was designed by Francis Greenway, a noted emancipist. He had found the Governor’s favour and his design was marvelled at, across the town, for its style and elegance.

Of course it was said that the Lords back home had grand houses like it, with the stone cut square and smooth, but none of the Irish Brothers had ever been up close to the house of a Lord in their home country. 

Here it was different, there were not so many people and most worked, that is apart from the soldiers, who swanned around in their peacock outfits of a bright red colour and would often hit a convict without reason. Here the ordinary people were of a muchness, not poor, not rich, but just determined to make a new life with hard work and thus to get ahead. 

As these convicts were here for minor crimes they were promised that, if they worked hard for five years, they would be given a ticket of freedom. 

With this they could come and go as they liked, work for whoever they chose, maybe even buy a plot of land. Perhaps they could even return home, but to all this was a fading memory and seemed an impossible dream. 

And here was opportunity. The Governor was all for freeing convicts and giving them positions within the new colony, already emancipists had grown to outnumber free settlers. They each knew that, if they worked hard, soon their own turn would come along and this opportunity would be theirs.

After two years their regular boat trips paid off. Paddy, then 21, gained a promotion to a job working for the master mason who directed stonework at these rapidly progressing government buildings. Paddy’s work began with smoothing and dressing the blocks to be fully square and even before they were mortared into place. The master mason, another Irishman named Joe, who was old and grizzled, liked to give opportunity to kinsmen of his land. Over the next half year, with encouragement from Paddy, places were also found on his building team for the other two Brothers. 

When the Stables were done, in their fourth year here, the Irish Brothers stood side by side at the back of the grand opening celebration. All the lords, ladies and others of high class, had gathered to celebrate this special day. They agreed it was the grandest building yet built in Sydney.

Lachlan Macquarie’s term was almost up and he was due to return to the land of his fathers, along with his lady, in a few short months. As a parting gift he gave freedom to the convicts in the building team, those who had worked on building his grand stables and government offices. So, one day, a month after the buildings were finished and all the other work was done, they found they were emancipated and had freedom to come and go as they wished. 

As building in stone was all they really knew, they decided to continue in this line of work, many new stone buildings were planned for fast growing Sydney town and masons with knowledge of building were in short supply. 

They were now all well grown men, each with strong arms and hard hands from this stone work of cutting and shaping, lifting and mortaring. Soon they rented their own yard behind the docks in Cockle Bay, close to the many quarries that still mined the sandstone. Now they paid local blacks to collect seashells for them from the bay shallows which they fired in a kiln and then had ground into a mortar paste. 

After two years they had made a tidy sum and agreed to split the profits and go their separate ways. Billy, youngest, and an explorer at heart, wanted to ride over the mountains and take up land on the green plains beyond. Paddy, oldest, had his eyes set on fertile land up north in the Hunter Valley, accessed from the river of the same name, through a new town of Maitland. That left Mikey, or Michael O’Flaherty, as he chose to be known these days, to continue his work in Sydney alone. He decided it was time to build his own house, he had enough saved to cover this expense, and there was a good supply of stone blocks in the yard that were left over from other jobs, the ones not quite square or in need of more dressing. 

While he knew he could continue on with this business and prosper, the plans of the others to seek out new horizons had got him to thinking about where his own best opportunities might lie. This town had a great thirst for whiskey and rum. The high prices paid for imported spirit when added to by government duty, had given him the idea of having his own product as an easier way to make a living than keeping on with his current heavy manual work. Of course, as a business owner, he could now pay others to do much of the heavy manual work, but a day in the hot sun hewing stone was still hard, draining work and he thought he had done his fair share. 

As he chewed this idea over in his mind he formed a view that what may work was a newly located business premises, further out of town, on which he stored the stone and other building materials. By living on site he could keep an eye on his goods. But, at the same time, he thought he could easily double his income by making his own spirits and selling these discretely to wine merchants to on-sell to their customers. 

He needed to do it carefully and not get greedy to avoid detection. He could source materials through a combination of imports and local produce. His mother and grandfather were renowned makers of a local potcheen in the hills of Cork County that was highly regarded. As a child he had often helped in this work so he understood the basics if not all the specifics.

So Michael decided that what he needed was a discreet house on the outskirts of Sydney Town, one far enough away from the daily traffic to get little visiting, and one built in a place of soft dirt from which he could dig out a basement space large enough for both liquor storage and with a still to do his own brewing as required. It needed to be cleverly designed to keep it out of sight of any casual visitors or tax collectors. It was intended as a place of storage and production only, not a place of sale. Far easier to let others do the sales to drinking customers, his interest was only that it could bring him good money for a modest effort on his own behalf in the production.

So he began to cast around for a place fit for purpose. After a month he found it, a short mile from the main road to Parramatta about two miles past the end of the town. This was far enough to discourage casual visitors or the indigent who thought they may find something to steal or borrow, but not so far as to pose major extra work in transportation of goods. As it was beyond town limits, with no nearby houses or any planned development there was little interest in this land. The soil was poor and ill-suited for crops, there was no water known nearby for pastured livestock to drink and there was nothing otherwise striking to attract general interest, just sandy scrubby land with a mix of wiry grass and mostly shrubby trees. 

There was an aboriginal camp a few hundred yards away, within a slight hollow in a patch of shady trees which he presumed indicated a soak in the sandy soil. This was a good sign for digging his own well for water. And, as far as he was concerned, the nearby blacks’ camp was a positive not a negative. He had found the blacks he dealt with to be trustworthy and friendly, though this view was not common among other settlers who spoke ill of them and, it seemed, mostly despised them. 

Perhaps it was because he paid the black women who collected cockle shells for him a fair wage that he had found them good to deal with. He had grown up poor but honest with parents who taught him to have no truck with rich people who tried to cheat the less fortunate. So he knew he could hardly cheat those working for him and expect them to be fair to him in return.

Therefore his overall view was a nearby blacks’ camp would discourage others from hanging around near the site of his own business. He also thought they may provide a useful source of labour when required.

He decided he needed to have a title to this patch of land; he reckoned an acre or two would suffice. He did not want too much land to care for, but he wanted enough for a house and stable, along with an outbuilding for tools as well as open land for stacking stone and other building materials. 

If he could get an acre or two he knew he could expand it a bit through fencing wide and it would be handy to have enough grazing area to pasture a cow for milking and a horse to ride. Still he must not let it become too grand or it would draw hangers on.

He counted out his money and worked out he could pay up to ten pounds for an acre or two of land. He knew that if he applied further out he could get a land grant of up to 100 acres but this did not appeal, it was too far away from both his building customers and from potential markets for his spirits. He thought he could make a persuasive argument for his business to have a storage plot of land at the edge of the town for a modest sum. 

In the end he secured two acres for a pound an acre on a ten year lease. It was on the condition that he improved the land with a house and any other needed business premises over that period, after which he would be able to seek a freehold title. It seemed fair and reasonable to him and he was also encouraged that nobody else had sought to buy or lease any land nearby at this stage, though as the town grew it would surely come out this way.
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Chapter 4 – Jim – Ghosts of the Past
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I am standing looking at this slip of a girl who must surely be my daughter. Her name is Kate not Emily but, if she was an abandoned baby with Cindy’s name on the pendant I gave her, hanging around her neck, it must surely mean she is Cindy’s child and my daughter, my long lost Emily. No wonder she has some familiar looks and manners, they are those of her mother, still burnt sharp in my brain after more than three decades.

But what to do now? I think it must be a huge shock for her to find out this way and she will find it hard to understand my role. She is well spoken and well groomed, she clearly comes from a stratum of society far above my own, me with the appearance of a decrepit man well into his fifties who does odd jobs and whose schooling was over at fifteen, while she is a University high achiever. I wonder if I should admit my role in her parentage or leave it as an untold story, say that I knew her mother and that is all, tell her that one day both mother and the baby vanished and I, a friend of that distant time, have never known what happened. But I think that perhaps it is even crueller to leave her with only half the story. 

I need to know the circumstances of her discovery; this may be the only way I will ever get some clue to the fate of my Cindy, the person whose hole in my life was never filled.

As these varied stories flow through my mind, I realise she is still standing here, silent and unmoving, gazing at this women in the picture with a naked, unquenchable hunger and tears in the corners of her eyes. 

After a long minute it seems her brain computes that I must have some significance to have known her mother. She looks at me with piercing eyes, ones full of questions and uncertainty. “Does that mean – how is it that you knew her, how do you have a photo of this woman with the pendant, the one who you say is my mother?” 

I know the only way forward is to begin with the truth, whether it is easy or hard to hear. I say, “That woman was Cindy, the pendant was hers. I gave it to her in place of a wedding ring I could not afford just after you were born, you were our baby. When I bought it I had it engraved with a love heart from Jim, my name. One day you and your mother vanished. For over thirty years since I have never known what happened or where either of you went.”

Now she is the one swaying with shock, looking like she may blow over in the wind. I find her a seat and she sits on it, her head resting in her hands and quietly shaking from side to side, as if in confusion. 

This day has been a huge shock for me. I think it is even more so for her, finding the first fragments of a beginning which has eluded her all her life. 

I go and put the kettle on, there is nothing like the ritual of taking tea to buy time and portray a semblance of ordinariness. 

I ask, “Will you have tea?”

She nods, gives a tear glistened smile, “Please, milk and one sugar”

I carry it over, my hand shaking. It is the same way Cindy took it.

She takes it, her hand shaking more. 

I collect my own tea, carry it to a second chair a couple paces from hers. I sip it slowly. We sit in silence, each processing our own thoughts, neither knowing how to advance the moment. 

At last she speaks, “I am sorry, this is hard, but what you are saying, it means you were, still are, my father, not my father of today who I call Dad, but the first one, the biological one.”

I nod, the words escape me too. “I think it must be,” I finally say.

Slowly our words begin to flow; they are a bridge that carries knowledge, a way of joining that past part of us both to today. 

I tell Kate how I met her mother, of our brief bonded togetherness, of the birth of our much loved child, Emily. I tell how Cindy and I talked
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