
        
            
                
            
        


	Part One:

The Rose Bud

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One


Sitting on the ledge by her bedroom window, Sarah looked out over the landscape that surrounded her home. The earth was dulled by the shadows of the lingering night, and the colour of sunrise burst through over the mountains into the misty grey.

A barbed-wire fence divided her family’s property from the dairy farm next door, which her father Phillip managed for the owner. Just beyond the prickly fence stood the milking shed, a sturdy timber building that had withstood the harsh Australian sun and many wild summer thunderstorms over the years.

Behind the house and farm the land fell away into a valley, and Sarah smiled as she watched four dairy cows plod their way up the path, heading for the milking shed. Charlie the cattle dog nipped at their ankles, barking and darting this way and that.

Not far behind was Sarah’s father, wrapped in a weathered trench coat and gumboots, using a crooked stick to pull himself up the hill. Each morning Sarah’s brother Ron helped him round up the cows for milking. When Ron left his father, he brought the first bucket of milk up to the house for breakfast. Just thinking about it, Sarah could taste the delicious porridge with fresh cream and milk straight from the cow.

Life on the land was sweltering hot in summer and freezing cold in winter. A flower garden provided a colourful and fragrant oasis close to the house. Amongst the other plants, trees and bushes, a rose bush was situated beneath Sarah’s bedroom window, and she could see a fresh bud still hidden amongst the leaves. She could hardly wait to see it in full bloom.

Sarah slid off the ledge by the window and crossed the room.

‘Vivienne,’ she whispered, crouching beside the bed and gently shaking her little sister.

Vivienne groaned, stretching out from underneath the covers.

‘Come on, you,’ Sarah chuckled. ‘Up you get.’

The aroma of oats wafted down the hallway as the sleepy-eyed siblings shuffled their way to the kitchen table. Their mother Aileen stirred porridge in a large cast-iron pot over the wood-fired stove. She spooned a helping into five bowls, passing them along to each of her children. She took her seat at the table, clasping her hands together as she bowed her head and closed her eyes. The children did the same, sitting quietly as Aileen’s words rolled off her Scottish tongue.

‘God, we thank ye for yer goodness, and yer kindness, and for this food we thank ye now. Amen.’

After they had scraped their bowls clean, Aileen fetched the big black leather Bible from a nearby side table, dropping it in front of Ron with a commanding thud. She opened the book to the page marked with a thin ribbon.

‘Alright Ron, please lead us in the mornin’ readin.’

Ron was the only son in the family, so when his father was not there, he was the man of the house. Dodging yawns as he read, he perked up in the process of sounding through Old English text. Sarah and Vivienne listened diligently to their brother, while Aileen hissed at Hilary and Bridget to sit up and pay attention.

The bounce of Ron’s young voice paid no tribute to the weight of the message being read, bringing an innocent touch to the difficult content. He finished the passage and looked up at Aileen with a beaming smile. He was very proud of himself and his efforts.

‘Very good Ron. Very good.’ Aileen nodded. ‘I am so pleased ter hear ye readin’ from the Bible. Now let’s bow our heads in prayer.’

Having finished milking the cows for the morning, Phillip arrived back at the house for his breakfast.

‘Aileen, the buckets are in the drip safe ready for the butter.’

‘Thank you, love. I’ll go and start churning. Sarah, ye can come out and help me after ye and the others have done the dishes.’

The drip safe was a frame covered in hessian bags, stored on the back veranda. Sarah dripped water over the hessian to keep it cool and save the milk from spoiling. She thoroughly enjoyed patting the butter, using special paddles similar to table tennis bats to keep the slab of butter moving from one paddle to the next until no more moisture could be seen.

Once they had completed their morning chores, Sarah, Vivienne and Ron prepared for school. Standing before her bedroom mirror, Sarah brushed her hands over her uniform blouse and skirt, and then used pins to secure her waves of thick brown hair back off her face. Her glasses were oval shaped with fashionable pointed flecks in the top outer corners. She pushed them up the bridge of her nose, regarding her reflection once more.

With their hessian satchels over their shoulders, Ron, Vivienne and Sarah left for school. With Bridget and Hilary by her side, Aileen saw them out the door. The school was a twenty-minute walk down the dirt road. As they passed the dairy farm and approached the property that bordered on the other side, Sarah spotted old Mr. Gibson, their neighbour and friend of their father. Mr. Gibson was attempting to approach a lean dark horse, but the skittish animal shied, backed away and bolted every time he got close.

More children from the neighbourhood joined their group as they walked along. They arrived in the Maleny township and split up as they entered the schoolyard.

‘Ron, don’t forget I have netball practice this afternoon,’ Sarah called. ‘You’ll be walking Vivienne home on your own!’

‘Okay,’ Ron responded, waving back at her.

Between classes, Sarah attended school committee meetings and spent lunch breaks with her friends. That afternoon the bell clanged, signalling the end of the school day. Sarah walked to the oval on the edge of the school grounds with her teammates. Their coach, Mrs. O’Connell, split the girls into two groups, one side acting as defence and the other as offense.

‘Sarah, will you captain the defence team for me?’ Mrs. O’Connell requested.

‘Yes, Miss,’ replied an excited Sarah. This was the first time she had been asked to captain a side.

Sarah organised her teammates into the positions they would play. They were determined to win this time. Their goalie shot the winning goal.

Mrs. O’Connell blew her whistle, and Sarah’s team jumped up and down triumphantly. They were delighted that they had worked so well as a team.

Walking home after practice, Sarah again spotted Mr. Gibson in his paddock.

‘G’day, Sarah.’

‘Hello, Mr. Gibson,’ Sarah replied, approaching the fence.

‘How’s life been treatin’ you then?’

‘Good, thanks.’

‘Been at netball practice this arvo?’

‘Yes,’ Sarah replied.

She dropped her bag and lent against the fence.

‘What is that horse’s name, Mr. Gibson?’

‘Dawn,’ he groaned.

‘I walk past here every morning and afternoon and I just can’t help but watch her. She is so beautiful.’

‘Ha!’ Mr. Gibson scoffed. ‘Beautiful is the last word I’d use to describe her. Such a fiery nature that one, I can’t get near her. Got her from another farmer a while ago. Dunno what caused the bad temper. Lack of discipline, I’d say.’

‘I still think she’s beautiful,’ Sarah sighed, resting her chin on her folded arms.

‘I’ve been tryin’ to break her in for months,’ Mr. Gibson continued. ‘I’m starting to doubt I’ll ever have any luck.’

Sarah lifted her head. ‘I’d like to try.’

‘Ha!’ Mr. Gibson teased. ‘How old are you, eleven?’

‘Yes, I am. But I know I’d be safe if you helped me. I’d really like to try if you’d let me.’

‘I like your spirit, girl.’ Mr. Gibson sighed loudly in submission. ‘Okay, how does this sound? If you believe that horse is meant for you, you can have her, if you can ride her. And that’s only with you father’s say so.’

‘Really, Mr. Gibson?’

‘Really.’

‘Oh, Mr. Gibson, thank you!’ Sarah squealed, picking up her bag. ‘I can’t wait to tell my parents! I’m so excited!’

‘Come by in the afternoons and we’ll spend some time with ‘er and see how she likes you.’

Sarah snatched up her bag and took off toward home. She still had her afternoon chores to do, and her mother would be upset if she was delayed any longer.

‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Mr. Gibson!’ she called over her shoulder.

 

 


Chapter Two
 

‘A horse.’

 ‘Yes, Father. Mr. Gibson said he would help me break Dawn in. He offered to teach me to ride. And I have had some practice before.’

Phillip raised his eyebrows in thought.

‘Well, I suppose you are old enough to start riding,’ he agreed. ‘But a horse is a big responsibility, Sarah. You have to ride, feed and groom them every day.’

‘I’ll ride Dawn to school,’ Sarah insisted. ‘My friends ride their horses and check on them at lunchtime. There’s a special yard to keep them where they can run around.’

‘Alright,’ Phillip agreed. ‘I will come to Mr. Gibson’s farm when the horse is ready and see for myself that you can ride her.’

‘Oh, thank you, Father!’ Sarah squealed, clapping her hands together. ‘Thank-you so much! I promise I won’t let you down, I promise!’

The following afternoon, Sarah followed Mr. Gibson into his paddock.

‘Now, what I want you to do first is just approach her slowly. Don’t make any sudden moves or loud noises. If she gets startled, pull away. We don’t want you gettin’ hurt.’

Sarah took a few steps forward, her heart thumping in her chest. She could see Dawn watching her out of the corner of her eye. Dawn turned her head, tossed her mane and snorted. Sarah stood still for a moment, and then crept forward again, slowly raising her hand. Dawn jerked and backed away.

‘Be careful, Sarah,’ Mr. Gibson warned.

Dawn twitched her ears, and Sarah reached out and stroked her muzzle, speaking softly.

‘It’s alright. It’s alright.’ She looked into Dawn’s gentle dark eyes. ‘I will take care of you. I promise. I will never ever hurt you.’

The more time Sarah spent with Dawn, the gentler Dawn became. Every afternoon after school Sarah diligently showed up to Mr. Gibson’s farm, and she and Mr. Gibson spent time walking her around the yard on a rope, gently talking to her all the while. One day, Mr. Gibson suggested they try to fit Dawn with a saddle and bridle.

Sarah checked that the girth of the saddle was strapped tight under Dawn’s belly. She slipped her foot into the stirrup, placing her left hand on the saddle and her right on the bridle. She lifted herself up, and Dawn jerked, sending Sarah stumbling backwards. Mr. Gibson jumped forward to grab her.

‘Are you right?’ he asked, concerned.

‘Yes, I’m fine,’ Sarah replied.

She stayed back a moment, gathered herself and repositioned her hands, pulling herself up again. She carefully swung her leg over Dawn’s back. Dawn staggered on her feet as Sarah settled into the saddle. When they were ready, Mr. Gibson slowly guided them into a walk. Without warning Dawn reared up on her hind legs.

‘Whoa, Dawn, whoa!’ Mr. Gibson cried, struggling against Dawn’s strength.

Sarah held on tight, slipping backward in the saddle.

‘Whoa, Dawn! Whoa!’ Mr. Gibson pulled on the reigns, and Dawn dropped back down onto all four legs again.

‘Are you right, Sarah?’

‘Yes.’ Sarah closed her eyes, nodding, breathing. ‘Yes. I’m fine.’

Mr. Gibson led Dawn into a walk again, taking her in circles around the paddock. Sarah leaned down and stroked Dawn’s mane.

‘You’re doing well, Sarah,’ Mr. Gibson reassured her. ‘I still can’t believe we’re doing this.’

When Mr. Gibson deemed Sarah ready, Phillip accompanied his daughter to the farm. Mr. Gibson greeted them as they approached the front gate, and the men firmly shook hands.

Phillip leaned back against the fence, his arms tightly crossed as he watched Sarah with Dawn. Sarah guided Dawn into a walk, then a canter, and then a gallop. The men watched as she rode unaided around the paddock.

‘It’s a miracle!’ Mr. Gibson laughed, shaking his head. ‘It’s unbelievable! No-one else has been able to get on that horse!’

Sarah pulled Dawn up before them. ‘I did it!’

‘Well, I never thought I’d see the day,’ Mr. Gibson confessed. ‘Like I said, she’s all yours. If you can do what I just saw you do, you deserve her. Well done.’

‘Thank you so much, Mr. Gibson,’ Sarah grinned. ‘I’ll take good care of her, I promise.’

‘I know you will.’

Sarah stepped down to the ground, and Mr. Gibson looked from her to Phillip.

‘You got a very clever daughter here, Phil,’ he assured.

Phillip nodded.

‘Thank-you, Tom. I know.’

Sarah upheld her promise to her father and rode Dawn every day, except for Sundays. Dawn was an animal in Sarah’s care, and the responsibility filled her with a sense of love and compassion that she had never experienced before, different to what she felt for her family. She loved Dawn with all her heart, possibly even more than she loved herself.

After helping to clean up after Sunday lunch, Sarah carried a square bale of hay and a tin bucket of brushes into the paddock. She tossed a biscuit of hay onto the ground, and Dawn abandoned the grass she was ripping out of the ground in favour of the hay. Sarah took a brush from the bucket and loosened stiff dirt and dust from Dawn’s coat.

As the sun began to fade Sarah sat on the fence and watched Dawn mosey around, tossing her mane and flicking her tail. Sunday was the only day that she was not allowed to ride, but that single day felt like an eternity. She yearned to ride with Dawn through the fields, free as the wind.

Sarah reached her hand out, and Dawn raised her head to it. The air grew cool, and as she fitted Dawn with her night blanket, her mother’s voice bellowed across the property.

‘Sarah, come on up here now! It’s time ter get ready fer church!’

She turned and saw her mother standing on the back steps of the house waving at her.

‘Alright,’ she called. She turned back to Dawn, stroking her muzzle. ‘I’ve got to go now, but I’ll be back in the morning.’

 

Chapter Three

 

After netball practice, as the girls gathered their satchels Mrs. O’Connell called to Sarah.

‘Will you stay a minute, Sarah? I’d like to talk to you about something.’

Sarah said goodbye to her friends and turned back to her coach.

‘I have a proposition for you, Sarah. I would like to make you team captain.’

 Sarah raised her eyebrows. ‘Really?’

‘I know you can do it. It is a big responsibility, but I believe in you. You work so well with the other girls and are a true leader. You played well today, as you do every day. So, what do you say?’

‘I would love to be Captain!’

‘I would be honoured! Thank you, Mrs. O’Connell!’

‘I’d hoped you’d say that. I know you can do it.’

 Amidst Sarah’s excitement, a burning sense of determination sent the spring into Sarah’s step as she headed for home. She could hardly wait to tell her family her news.

‘Mother, Father!’ she cried as she skipped into the house.

Aileen was in the kitchen cooking dinner. She followed Sarah into the living room, where Phillip was reading the newspaper. He looked up at Sarah, Aileen standing behind her.

Mrs. O’Connell has asked me to become the team captain!’

‘Oh, Sarah, that’s amazing!’ Phillip exclaimed.

‘She wants me to start right away! On Sunday!’

Phillip tensed his brows.

‘On Sunday?’

 ‘Yes, that’s when the competitions are held. But it is always in the afternoons, so I can still go to church in the morning.’

Phillip sighed, shaking his head.

‘You can’t play on Sundays, Sarah. You know this.’

‘Father, please! I really want to play! I never get to compete!’

‘Absolutely not Sarah. I can’t believe you would even consider it.’

‘Father, I just...’

‘Sunday is for church and family. You should be thankful we let you go and watch the games at all.’

‘Father, please! It’s just women’s netball!’

‘You can go and watch like you usually do. But you may not play. And that’s final.’

At the dinner table, Sarah pushed her potatoes around on her plate, quiet as her siblings chattered around her.

‘Now, now, stop that, Sarah!’ Phillip scolded. ‘No sulking! I won’t have that!’

Sarah quickly wiped her tears away, silencing her snivels. She had suddenly lost her appetite, but she forced her food down despite the growing lump in her throat.

On Sunday afternoon, Sarah sat in the grandstand and watched her teammates on the court, thoughts of disappointment and anger raced through her head. Her eyes watched the game, but her mind was preoccupied. She desperately wanted to compete in real competitions, but she was now certain that would never happen.

For a moment she entertained the thought of defying her father’s orders and playing anyway. But Maleny was a small country town, and word would get back to her father.

The final whistle blew, and the spectators clapped and cheered. Sarah stood up and made her way down to the courts to congratulate her teammates on their victory, forcing a smile onto her face as she did every Sunday.

 

November brought blossoms to the Jacaranda trees all through the hinterland, the fallen purple flowers forming circular patches on the ground beneath. Crickets and geckos serenaded the balmy spring evenings. As the year drew to a close, Sarah sweltered in the classroom, pushing through the discomfort to complete her exams. She was determined not to let the heat affect her record of good grades, especially during her final year of school.

The bell clanged at three o’clock, and Sarah met Ron at the holding yard where they collected their horses.

‘Gee, look at those storm clouds on the horizon,’ she commented. ‘They’ve come out of nowhere!’

‘They’re pretty dark,’ Ron added. ‘I hope we get home in time before it hits.’

Vivienne arrived shortly after with Bridget and Hilary, and after collecting her horse helped Hilary climb up into the saddle before mounting herself. Sarah doubled with Bridget, and Ron rode on his own. As they plodded along the road, they spotted wallabies popping their heads up above the grass and bouncing through the pastures.

Thunder rumbled in the distance, and Sarah felt the odd droplet of rain. The breeze quickened into wind, sweeping through the treetops and across the paddocks. It was a subtle warning that the thunderstorm was fast approaching.

‘Come on, we need to get home,’ Sarah hustled.

After securing their horses in the paddock, Ron, Sarah and Vivienne hurried to the house. Hilary and Bridget were already inside, and Aileen met them at the back door.

‘Oh, thank goodness yer home in time!’ she exclaimed.

The moment the last foot cleared the doormat the odd droplets multiplied, and within minutes unleashed into a heavy downpour. The tin roof amplified the sound. The wind threw gusts of water in a wild rhythm against the windows, as the landscape disappeared into the haze of the storm.

The rain eased as quickly as it had come. Aileen and the children opened the windows, and a cool breeze swept through the house. It was a refreshing change from the heavy humidity that had plagued them all day. 

The afternoon storm brought in a cool evening, a relief from the humid, sticky nights spent kicking off sheets and tossing and turning in bed.

Aileen sliced the vegetables while Sarah stood at the stove, frying pieces of meat in a skillet.

‘So, Sarah, I was talkin’ with Mrs. Carlson at church, and young Patricia is off to secretarial college next year. It got me thinkin’ that that would be something you should do next year. Secretarial work is a good job fer a woman, and ye could work in the church.’

‘Actually, I would like to study nursing next year,’ said Sarah. 

‘Nursing?’

‘Yes. I’ve been talking with my friends, and the other girls at school. They’re planning to do the same.’

Aileen shook her head and clicked her tongue. ‘Nursing will not do, Sarah.’ 

‘Why not?’ asked Sarah, stunned.

‘With secretarial work you can find a job in the church.’

‘But I want to do missionary work, Mother. I can do that with nursing.’

‘I won’t see any of my daughters becomin’ nurses, Sarah! Ye’ll not be nursin’ on my watch, ye hear? Those nurses get up te no good, smokin and drinkin. They’d be a bad influence on ye.’

Sarah turned back to the skillet. Aileen picked up her chopping board, turned to the stove and pushed the vegetables into a pot of boiling water.

‘Come on, Sarah,’ Aileen scolded, ‘No misery. God won’t be happy ter sees ye like that.’

Vivienne yawned and sat up in bed. Sarah was already awake, standing before her mirror and pinning her hair.

‘Are you excited about today?’ Vivienne asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Sarah replied. ‘It’s hard to believe that this is my last day of school ever. This is it. I’ll never go back.’

‘It must feel strange,’ Vivienne agreed.

 ‘Girls, ye up,’ Aileen hollered from down the hall. 

‘Yes, Mother!’

Rusty old trucks rattled along Maple Street churning up the dust, while ladies led their children between the stores as they ran errands and shopped for groceries. With her college application sealed in an envelope, Sarah approached the post office, stopping before the letterbox. With a heavy heart, she opened the lid and let the envelope slip through the slot, and out of her control. It was not the application she had wanted to send.

 


Chapter Four

 

At Christmas, Aileen brewed fresh ginger beer every year for the festive season, which kept the family refreshed during the hot summer days. She often packed a picnic for a trip to the creek at the bottom of the property, where the children spent hours swimming and canoeing. Sarah’s grandmother came to stay with the family in Maleny over Christmas, and Sarah and Vivienne learned how to knit from her, while Sarah proudly demonstrated her playing skills on the piano.

In the New Year, while her younger sisters and brother returned to school, Sarah stayed at home awaiting word from the secretarial college in Brisbane. On Mondays she helped her mother hand wash the family’s clothes. The baker visited at least once a week in his truck, his white apron caked with flour. The butcher came along as well. The family was self-sufficient in dairy and greengrocer products; they collected fresh eggs from the chickens, and every day Phillip brought home a pint of fresh milk, a portion of which Aileen churned into butter.

Phillip also maintained a thriving vegetable garden, and Aileen reared a healthy crop of watermelons that the family enjoyed between summer and autumn. 

Once a week, Aileen made a trip into town to buy non-perishable items such as tea and flour, and also salt to add to the cream to make the butter. Before she left the house, she checked that she had the right amount of food stamps, proof that she
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