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Ellie

“Come on, Ellie, I’d do it for you,” Frances whined as she stood in the kitchen, holding her hands to her chest and pleading. I rolled my eyes. She was lying. That’s what twelve-year-olds did.

“Frances May Johnson. I asked you to clean the chicken coop. I didn’t ask Ellie to clean the chicken coop,” Mum scolded as she entered the kitchen. Frances dropped her head, looking thoroughly chagrined. I could see Mum wasn’t angry by the smirk on her lips. That was typical; Frances could get away with murder, and Mum would smile and wave it off. Sometimes, it was awful being the eldest daughter.

“Mum, I hate it, and that stupid rooster always chases me,” Frances whined as she turned to Mum and began her pleading.

Mum chuckled and shook her head. “That rooster does have it in for you.”

“We should eat it for Sunday dinner,” Alfred said as he entered the kitchen. Frances’s eyes widened, and she gasped, shaking her head. 

“You can’t, Alfie.”

Alfred barked out a laugh. “Frances, you hate the rooster. You just called it stupid.”

“I know, but it doesn’t mean I want to eat him. The chickens love him, and the little ones would miss their dad.”

I snorted. Typical Frances. She had the softest heart of us all. I often wondered what she would be like as a wife or mother—probably better than me. I loved children and one day, I wanted to be a mum, but I also wanted more in life. 

“I’ll clean out the chicken coop,” I told Frances. Her smile was wide as she wrapped her arms around my middle, thanking me profusely.

Mum smiled at her antics and folded her arms across her chest. “Well, if Ellie is going to do your job, you should do hers.”

Frances groaned, and her face crumpled before she turned to face Mum. “What job?” she whined, making Mum laugh even harder.

“Peeling potatoes. Your father is bringing home a couple of stockmen. The fences need fixing before the drovers arrive in a few weeks with the cattle.”

“I said I’d do that for him,” Alfred frowned.

Mum smiled. “I think he will probably utilise you boys too.”

Alfred nodded, but I could see the concern still etched in his face. “What about when the cattle need droving again?”

“He will hire someone else. You know why you can’t do that.”

None of my brothers were going to be allowed to go droving. It used to be something they and my dad would do together. However, the King had just declared war and called for men to enlist. This was a time for all young men to do their duty; if they didn’t, they would be labelled cowards and shirkers and to a man’s ego, that was worse than the thought of death. Australia had taken a brutal hit during the Boer War just over ten years previously. It was now on all the younger men who could fight to enlist. My three brothers, Alfred, Geoffrey and Robert, would do the same. We were waiting for the recruiter to come to Donald. It was going to be hard, and from the reports I’d read, this war was set to be the bloodiest that we had seen. Germany wasn’t playing fair. And the Ottoman Empire from Turkey was also attacking. It felt like a war like we had never seen before. That was why the media called it The Great World War. There had already been loads of English soldiers killed, and it worried me that my brothers could potentially meet their fate. While Geoffrey and Robert were excited to be able to enlist, Alfred didn’t share the same sentiment, and I suspect that if it weren’t for Dad insisting that they enlist, he probably would have stayed home and did the droving. 

Dad felt strongly about the war. He’d seen action during Boer and was shot, losing one of his legs. He said it was an honour. I didn’t see it the same way. Especially considering that even disabled, he had to work the farm to support his family. The government wanted all our men to fight but didn’t support those who struggled once they came home. I would have liked to kick and fight and scream, demanding that the boys stay here, but Dad would have seen it as dishonourable. 

“Fine,” Frances huffed, drawing my attention back to her and away from my thoughts. 

I lifted the egg basket and started outside to clean out the coop. The sun was trying to poke its head from the dark clouds overhead. I looked over the recently tilled fields, ready for a new hay crop to be seeded. The sheep lulled in the other paddock. Living in the Mallee was challenging, with red dirt everywhere, stinking hot summers, but bitterly cold winters. There wasn’t a lot to do. Donald had the cinemas and the occasional dance we would attend, but mostly, our focus was the farm. Now, there was something else in the air. The fear of uncertainty and sense of excitement of something new. I hated the changes and wanted it to stay the same. But progression was a progression, and war was war. There was no stopping them. We just had to ride on through.
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Liam

I was in two minds. The King declared war against Germany, which meant that all of his commonwealth was going into fight. There was a call to arms. I wanted to fight, even though the thought of potentially dying terrified me. It shouldn’t have scared me. I didn’t have a whole lot in life. I didn’t know who my parents were, and the people who raised me kicked me out of the house the moment I turned twelve and was old enough to join the team of drovers. The only thing I had to my name was the money piled in my swag. There was enough there to buy some land and start my farm. But the thought of settling down scared me. I didn’t have an education to fall back on; farming and droving were all I knew. 

I sighed as I looked out over the fields. Barren fields. Nothing but red dirt and tumbleweeds. They wouldn’t be like that for long. It was almost time to start sowing, turning the barren fields into green wheat crops ready for harvest. That was the time it was most beautiful around here. The sun would get warmer, and droving the cattle up the dirt runs wasn’t so bad. But for now, the air was still frigid, and even though I was only nineteen, my body ached on those frosty mornings before I heated the campfire and warmed my joints.

I’d been droving cattle most of my life, joining a team when I was twelve. It was the only thing that got me out of the hell hole that I’d been forced to live in. I scoffed as I thought about the people who had taken pleasure in reminding me regularly they weren’t my parents. They hated me. I never understood why they even bothered to take me on. For as long as I could remember, I was forced to sleep in the barn if I wasn't being whipped for something I usually wasn’t responsible for. Being kicked out of their home was a blessing. Joining the stockmen was the only thing that had made everything tolerable. Now, I was in charge of my team. 

“How’d you sleep?” Sam asked as he strolled toward the fire that I was stoking.

“Did you hear those dogs come through last night?” I answered.

Sam nodded his head. He was a good guy, even though society looked down on him. Tall, dark and handsome. Yet black men weren’t accepted in Australia. It didn’t make a whole lot of sense to me. Anyone who took the time to get to know Sam would realise he was a genuine guy. It also didn’t make much sense that we treated them like a bunch of savages, considering this was their land before ours. Sam was humble; he kept his head down and worked harder than an ox. He had an intelligence that many men with formal educations lacked. Sam was in touch with the land, and I’d seen him perform magic using nothing but the bush around him to heal men and animals before my eyes. He had me in awe from when I was a little boy and first met him, and I am still in awe today. I didn’t have many friends, but Sam, Clyde and Harry, the three men who made up my team of drovers, were definitely more like brothers than friends.

“Reckon, they will follow us for a few days,” he mused as he looked up the dirt run. Some of the cows were heavily pregnant, which meant the wild dogs would like to follow us to bring down the calves. 

While we built fences as we drove along the roads, they weren’t permanent, and the wild dogs would easily find a way in, especially once the cows started giving birth and the dogs got the scent of the blood after birth. Our team travelled with our dogs, Charlie and Patches. They did an excellent job, for the most part, keeping the wild ones at bay. However, if the wild pack was big enough, our dogs would be killed to get to the calves.

“I’ll send Clyde and Harry through tonight to see if they can track and shoot them.”

Sam nodded again and stoked the fire with a large stick. “That sounds like a good idea. From the sounds last night, I wouldn’t be surprised if there weren’t around seven to ten dogs.”

“Yeah, I reckon you’re right, Sammy,” Clyde said as he approached the fire. “They were getting close last night.”

I ran my hand down over my face. If we lost any cattle, it would come out of our wages. We barely earned enough as it was. We couldn’t lose cattle to a bunch of wild dogs. 

“Alright, we need to set up, cows in the middle, Clyde and Sam, you two at the back. Me and Harry will man the front. We will run the dogs along the sides and keep the cattle tight. We will take shifts tonight to get them if they come close.”

Sam and Clyde nodded as we prepared to move the cattle. We had another three days before we got to the next farm. We hadn’t lost any cattle yet, and be damned if I was going to lose any now.
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Chapter Three
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Ellie

“Put these out on the table, please, Ellie,” Mum directed as I took the large bowl of peas she had cooked. Dad had not long got home with the new stockmen. It wasn’t unusual for us to have random men staying with us. Especially when the boys were younger and couldn’t help Dad as much. Over the last few years, though, it hadn’t been as often. Especially once all the boys became teenagers. With Robert being the youngest of the boys and turning nineteen last week, Dad had plenty of help around the farm.

With the war coming, my brothers wouldn’t be available to help. I offered, but Dad had given me one of those smiles that he does. It was a smile of appreciation. However, it was also his way of gently letting me down. I didn’t understand it. I might not have been as strong as the boys, but I could still work the farm like any of my brothers. 

I placed the bowl of peas on the large table in our dining room beside the cauliflower, beans and roasted potatoes. Alfred was sitting at the table and looked up at me with a wry smile on his lips. 

“I hear the rooster got you?” he chuckled, making me roll my eyes.

“Yes, damned thing,” I spat as I twisted my leg around so he could see my calf where the rooster had given me a good scratch.

Alfred winced and scrunched up his nose. “Yeah, that looks painful. Did you put ointment on it? You don’t want it to get infected.”

I nodded my head and dropped the hem of my skirt. Alfred was, without a doubt, our most sensitive brother. He was the eldest of us all and took on the role of second dad for us. He fussed over us all. Robert and Geoffrey hated it and always complained, but Mum would laugh and say it was his way of showing them he loved them. I never minded it, though. I enjoyed having someone look out for me. Alfred and I were close; we weren’t supposed to have favourites, but he was my favourite brother. We seemed to be the most alike. We could sit in the sun and talk for hours on many different topics. 

The boys had all ended school when they were thirteen, but Mum insisted I keep going until the twelfth grade. I loved school. I loved to learn. Alfred would often come to me with different questions about various topics. I read every book I could get my hand on. I wanted to attend Melbourne to become a teacher, but Dad needed us here. Plus, now that the war was coming. I sighed again as I thought about what this war would mean. I hated the idea of war. I despised fighting and conflict and didn’t believe we, as Australians, should be involved. But whilst a king ruled us, we had to do what the king wanted. And that meant sending our boys to war.

Just as I walked back into the kitchen, I heard Dad coming in and introducing Alfred to the men starting work for us. 

“Here, take this in and then we will be ready to sit down,” Mum said as she handed me a large jug of gravy.

I entered the dining room, where my brothers had joined Alfred, Dad, and three men. They were a lot older than I was used to seeing. One of the men looked up at me as I placed the jug on the centre of the table and gave me a slimy smile. His rotting teeth were stark in his mouth.

“Who is this?” he asked my father.

Dad frowned and glanced at me as I walked around the table to sit beside Alfred.

“This is my daughter, Ellie. I would suggest you keep your eyes away,” Dad growled. 

My eyes widened, and I looked over at Dad. He’d never been like that before. I glanced back at the man whose cheeks were tinted pink, and he nodded. “I meant no harm. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ellie.”

I remained silent but nodded my head. Beneath the table, I felt Alfred squeeze my thigh. Frances came and sat beside me on the other side but kept her head down. 

“Right, shall we say grace?” Mum asked as she joined us at the end of the table.

Dad glared at the man before clearing his throat and looking at Mum. He nodded, and I took Alfred and Frances’s hands before bowing my head and closing my eyes as Dad began to pray.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four

[image: ]


Liam

“I can hear them just in the tree line,” Sam whispered as he stood beside me. The flicker of his cigarette glowed orange in the dim light of night. The cows shuffled nervously behind us. They could feel the same energy that we did. The dogs had been following us all day. They had kept to the tree line along the road, far enough to make it nearly impossible to get a good shot off at them.

I hummed quietly. “I think we are in for a sleepless night.”

“They are going to try surrounding us.”

“How many do you reckon are out there? I could count four but thought I might’ve seen more than that.”

Sam nodded his head. “Yeah, I had a count at four, too. But I reckon it’s possible by the sounds that there is upwards of six.”

“Shit,” I spat. If they all chose to attack at once, we wouldn’t be able to get them all before they took at least one cow. The reason farms hired me and my team is because I was well known for being able to bring the cattle without losing any. I had managed to gather a name for myself and prided my reputation. 

“They are gathering,” Clyde mumbled from behind us. I nodded but didn’t respond. We were going to have to be vigilant. The dogs probably wouldn’t attack while we were watching, but I had no doubt they would be on us the minute our attention waned. Dogs were intelligent. Wild dogs relying on hunting for their dinner were even more innovative.

The wind whipped through the trees, making it even more difficult. While the wind was blowing through the branches, it was almost impossible to hear the dogs gathering. 

Charlie started to growl and lowered to a crouch. I glanced over at the kelpie as he stared into the darkness. A yip sounded, and I heard the snap of a twig. They were closer than before. Lifting the rifle to my shoulder, I squinted my eyes as I stood poised, ready to let fire.

“They are coming in on all sides,” Sam warned. 

“Clyde on the left, Sam at the back, and Harry at the front,” I directed, and I heard the guys move into position without looking. “That Alsatian was the leader.”

“Yeah, that’s the one I thought too,” Clyde called me from the opposite side of the cattle.

“Cattle will likely spook when you shoot,” Sam warned.

“Shit,” I growled again. This was going to be a shit show. All I could hope for was to scare the dogs away enough that they looked elsewhere for food. Charlie’s growls grew louder, and his body was held stiff as he glared into the darkness. 

A flash of white moved through the tree line, and I tracked it with my gun. Breathing steadily, I watched the dog move closer. “Got that white thing on this side,” I quietly spoke.

“Alsatian at the back,” Sam called.

“If you can take your shot,” I directed Sam. No sooner did I speak, a shot rang, making me startle. A loud yelp sounded in the air, and I watched as the white dog started to bark and ran out of the tree line toward me. 

I pressed the trigger, and the dog leapt backward before collapsing. Behind it, another black dog took off further into the trees. The cows had spooked and started to run up the road. Charlie and Patches were high on their tail, rounding them in and settling them down. I let them go; they wouldn’t go far. We had already fenced off the side of the road, and the dogs would have them back under control quickly enough.

“They are retreating,” Clyde called.

“Did you get it, Sam?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Sam answered. 

I lowered my gun and looked up the dirt road where the cows had slowed and were all gathered. Their calls were loud, and they tossed their heads back and forth. The dogs circled the mob, keeping them together. I looked over at the tree line and saw the white dog that I’d dropped before glancing down the road at the Alsatian that Sam had killed.

“Hopefully, that will spook the others, and they will go away,” I said with hope. It was going to be a terrible night’s sleep. I knew I would have to keep watch, which could only happen once the cattle were calm again. I scrubbed my hand up over my face. Sometimes, I wondered why I did this work; there had to be easier jobs for me to do. But then, if I did, I’d never see the beautiful country like I did.

“Horses didn’t spook,” Clyde laughed. “Bloody cattle did, but the horses were fine.”

I grinned and nodded my head toward Sam. “Who do you think picked them?”

Clyde smiled and patted Sam on the back. “And they reckon black fella’s are bad, hey?”

Sam smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. As much as I hated the way the Aboriginals were treated, I couldn’t change it all. 
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Ellie

Dinner was eaten in silence. Tension was in the air, and Dad continued to stare at the man who had spoken to me. The man occasionally looked up at me, only to have his eyes drawn to Dad, who glared daggers. 

“Ellie and Frances, you two help your mother clean up, please,” Dad said. From his tone of voice, even Frances knew there would be no argument. We stood and quickly gathered the plates, taking them into the kitchen behind Mum.

“I want you both to stay far away from those men,” Mum warned us quietly.

I nodded my head. They differed from the other farm hands we had before; typically, the guys would become like our family. But I could feel the tension and knew Mum and Dad didn’t trust them. 

Frances was silent as we moved around the kitchen, cleaning the dishes and tidying up the dining room. Dad had taken the men out of the house and to where the stockman slept in a bungalow beside the barn. 

After the kitchen was cleaned, Frances and I were sent to our room. I pulled back the sheets on my bed before I slipped out of my clothes and folded them across our dresser before dressing in my nightgown.

“That was strange, wasn’t it?” Frances said quietly. She had been pretty silent since dinner.

I nodded my head. “Dad doesn’t trust that man, I think.”

Frances hummed and started to remove her dress from her body. “He was creepy.”

“I agree,” I said as I slipped between the sheets on the bed. “I don’t think we should go anywhere near them.”

Frances put her nightgown on and climbed into her bed. I pulled my book from beneath my pillow and opened it to the page that I had been reading from. Rolling to my side in bed, I began to read out the newest chapter as Frances closed her eyes and listened. We did this every night. Frances didn’t like school, so she would have gathered to stay home and play, so she enjoyed listening to me read the many books I brought home from school.

“Ellie?” Frances murmured as I finished the page and turned to the next.

“Mhmm?” I hummed.

“With this war, Alfie, Robert and Geoff are going to have to go, aren’t they?”

I put the book on the bed beside me and leaned on one elbow. “Yeah, I think so.”

Frances sighed and shook her head. “They could die.”

I solemnly nodded my head. “Yeah, they could.”

“I hate it, Ellie. I don’t want them to die.”

“I don’t either, Frannie, but they would be an embarrassment if they didn’t go.”

Frances frowned over at me and shook her head. “Being embarrassed is better than being dead.”

I shrugged. “Not to some men. Some men, I guess, feel that being dead is better than shirking their duty. Look at Dad. He is disappointed that he is disabled and can’t go and fight.”

Frances’s brows knitted tightly on her brow as she shook her head firmly. “I hate it. I hate war. I think it’s stupid.”

I smiled warmly and slipped out of bed before moving over to hers and sliding into the sheets beside her. “I agree with you. War is stupid. I hate that there is such a thing. Unfortunately, though, there are bad people out there, and when bad people do bad things, it is up to the good people to stop them.”

Frances rested her head against my shoulder as she curled tight against my body. “I’ll kill anyone that kills my brothers,” she grumbled as she closed her eyes and let out a long sigh. I smiled down at my sister. She was a firecracker. Dad would say she was full of piss and vinegar. She had been in more fights than all of our brothers alone. But underneath all of that hard exterior was a soft little girl who didn’t want to see her big brothers killed in a war that we didn’t understand.
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Liam

I yawned as I pulled myself into the saddle of the horse. Silver grunted as I climbed onto her back. 

“What a fucking night,” Harry grumbled as he brought his horse Danger up beside me. 

I nodded my head and yawned again. It had taken us forever to get the cattle to settle, and then we all slept with one eye open, expecting the dogs to return. “We probably have a day and a half to go and will be at the farm. I’m really looking forward to sleeping in a bed.”

Harry chuckled. “Yeah, I wouldn’t mind a bath.”

“You need one,” Clyde cackled as he trotted past on his horse that he’d named Satan. The name was as ridiculous as Clyde. Actually, it was aptly chosen. The horse was the devil himself. Clyde was the only one who could ever ride him. Anyone else dared to approach the horse, and it would kick and bite. 

Harry rolled his eyes but grinned as he set out behind Clyde. They would lead the mob of cattle through the road while Sam and I went up the rear. Charlie gave an excited yip from my side, and I glanced down at my dog. He was getting a little long in the tooth, and I knew there would be a time when I would have to replace him with a younger dog. It was taking him a little longer in the mornings to get going. It tore at my heart to think of a time on the road without Charlie. We had been constant companions since I was twelve years old and found the puppy on the side of the road. Now, he was seven years old. Still young, really, but for a working dog, he was ready for retirement. 

“I didn’t hear the dogs come back last night,” I mused to Sam as we started down the dusty road.

Sam nodded his head. “Yeah, I reckon once we took the leader out, that would have scared them. Should keep an eye open still, though.”

I smiled and leaned back on Silver. The best part about my horse is she could practically ride herself. She had been gifted to me when I was fifteen. I was with my old team learning all the art of cattle wrangling back then. I was nothing but a runt. I’d been riding with Silver since I was twelve, but Daniel, the lead stockman, told me she was now officially mine when I turned fifteen. We had been inseparable since. It was me, Charlie and Silver. We would travel all over Australia together. 

“At least it’s not as cold today,” I groaned as I stretched and lifted my face to the sky. The sun was shining, and it felt like it would warm up nicely. It was no summer, but it wasn’t bitter like it had been.

Sam nodded his head but remained silent. He barely talked. I hardly knew anything about him. I knew that he had been raised on a mission. I only found that out by accident. One day, we’d entered Bendigo township, and a nun was walking down the street. I’d never seen a black man lose all colour in his skin before. Sam practically became as white as me. His eyes got huge, and his whole body trembled. I’d managed to pull him down one of the lanes and away from the nun before she saw him.

Through his tears, he’d admitted that he’d been raised in a mission and that the nun we’d seen was one of the custodians. I didn’t know precisely why he felt so afraid of her other than the fact that she had whipped the skin off when he was still a child. I knew it had to be accurate because the man was terrified. This was a man who could look a six-foot-four bloke in the eye and square up, but that nun had him pissing in his pants. 

After that day, we agreed that if we went into big towns like Bendigo or Ballarat, Sam would stay on the outskirts and set up camp. Most people didn’t think twice about seeing an Aboriginal man at a camp. Most of them ignored them. You’d get some that would try to start trouble, but that was another reason for Sam to stay out of the towns. The men would get mouthy in the cities, especially in the pubs. It wasn’t easy for me to keep my mouth shut, so I could only imagine how much worse it was for Sam. 

He’d never spoken to me again about his childhood on the mission, and I never asked. I like to live by the motto that if someone wants you to know about them, they will tell you. And between Sam and me, that seemed to work just fine.
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Ellie

I groaned as I felt Frances climbing out of bed. I pulled the blankets tighter against my body, missing the heat she had given off. Frances shuffled out of the bedroom, and I heard the door snip shut behind her. My mind drifted to sleep before a startling, ear-piercing scream rocketed me out of bed. I leapt from the mattress and crossed the bedroom within a few feet before I ran toward where Frances’s screams were coming from.

The back door was open, and the kerosene lamp was smashed on the ground. The moon lit the backyard, and I could see a pile of clothes along the path.

“Frances?” Alfred roared as he came behind me and out the back door. One of the piles of clothes stood, and as my eyes focused in the dark, I realised it was a man. He was standing, his hands out in front of him and his pants down around his ankles. 

“Francis?” I cried as I realised something terrible had happened. I ran out the back door and toward my sister, crumpled on the ground. A thud of flesh being pounded upon echoed through the night and the grunts and cries of a man. I didn’t look to know that Alfred was beating the man who’d hurt Frances. Slowly, I managed to get Frances to uncurl herself as I led her inside.

As I brought her in, Mum lit the gas lamp in the kitchen. Dad stood watching with narrowed eyes as Alfred continued to pummel the man’s body that lay on the ground.

“Oh god,” Mum cried as her hand flew to her lips and covered her mouth. I looked down at Frances to see blood staining the front of her nightgown. 

“Alfred, which will do,” Dad called sternly before looking at Frances. “You need to go and fetch Doctor Harris and Constable Brady. Is he alive?”

Alfred looked down at the man lying at his feet. I didn’t even have to see that there was a good chance the man was dead. Alfred shrugged his shoulders. “Is she alright?”

Dad shook his head. “Go, son, take Robert with you.”

I looked up at Robert and Geoffrey, standing wide-eyed, staring at the scene surrounding us. Frances hiccupped small sobs as Mum held her tight. 

“What the hell?” one of the stockmen who had come the night before cried. 

“What the hell indeed?” Dad growled. “Look what that mongrel has done to my daughter.”

The stockman looked over at Frances, and his eyes widened. “Shit.”

The other man bent down and touched the shoulder of the injured man. “He’s fucked up pretty bad.”

“I’d remind you that my wife and daughters are here and don’t need to hear your language,” Dad growled sternly.

“Sorry,” one of the men said with a dismissive shake. They continued to mutter quietly as I turned my attention to Frances.

“Mum? What did he do to her?” I asked with tears welling in my eyes. I should have taken her to the bathroom. I should have gone with her. I knew that man wasn’t right. I should have been there. He couldn’t have hurt us both.

“He took her innocence,” Mum wept.

I nodded and kneeled in front of my sister, clutching her hands. “I’m sorry, Frances. I should have been there to keep you safe.”

Frances sniffed and shook her head. “I was going to the outhouse. We do that every single day.”

Dad frowned. “Where was he?”

Frances’s bottom lip wobbled, and fat tears rolled down her cheeks. “He was standing beside the outhouse. I didn’t see him when I was coming out. I didn’t know he was there.” Her sobs became loud as her body shook with the weight of her tears.

Mum hugged Frances to her chest and rocked her gently. “Dad, the doctor is here, Robert has gone to fetch the constable from his house.”

Alfred and Doctor Harris came into the kitchen. Doctor Harris dropped his bag onto the floor beside Frances and looked down at her. “Let’s get her to her bed. I will need to examine her. It will be quite intrusive,” he explained as he looked up at Mum. “I suggest that you be there to hold her.”

Mum nodded her head just as Robert and the constable arrived. Alfred lifted Frances into his arms and carried her out of the kitchen toward our bedroom.

“You stay here, Ellie. We will need you to fill in the story for Constable Brady,” Dad directed.

I nodded my head and twisted my fingers together. I desperately wanted to be with Frances. Having Mum there would help, but I still wanted to be there. Guilt ate at my chest. I should have protected her. She is the only sister I had. I needed to protect her.
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