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The dingos were howling on
Cornell Street, again.

Amy knew it was time.

Time to stop grieving for her
dear sweet Henry, now resting for eternity between the tall pine
and the chicken pen at the back of her two acre block. She hoped
the stonemason fitted the headstone next week like he promised,
even though she would not be here.

She slowly walked through her
three bedroom upstairs area, just to make sure nothing was out of
place from all the cleaning and polishing. One hand rested on the
shiny wooden hand rail supported by wooden posts and slats in the
gaps between the posts. The smell of wax bought back many memories
of them heading up to the bedroom, usually just after the sun rose
each morning.

Smiling at the memories, she
descended the stairs.

She did not want to go into the
lounge room. His favourite chair was empty. Maybe she should have
burnt it, but it was a well made, comfortable chair, even though
the leather padding was showing signs of wear from the forty years
he had settled in each evening after waking, just to listen to the
local news and weather on the radiogram.

Then he would sigh, stand and
head to his night watchman job five nights a week, or leave for his
one night a week work. The work he promised forty years ago he
would happily do for the twelve allotments in the small estate at
the top of the hill, overlooking Shallow Valley township, if Amy
agreed to marry him.

And the seventh night a week
she let him sleep as long as he wanted in his favourite chair while
she just sat and watched Henry. He was a very good human.

Tonight it was her turn to take
the horse and dray and collect the night soil from the twelve
dwellings. She had already replaced the full can with an empty can
in her own outhouse.

The dingos howled again.

She had to move.

Glancing quickly around her
tidy kitchen, satisfied that the three days it took to clean and
dust every shelf, window, curtain and inch of floorboards, left the
house clean and ready for the next family that would move in and
look after the chickens, milking cow and garden, Bob the draft
horse, and the weekly night soil collection. She blew out the
candle.

Bob patiently waited in the
dark, already hitched to the old wooden dray filled with eleven
empty cans and one full can. He stamped his off hoof, as if to say,
“hurry up, haven’t got all night.”

“Coming,” Amy called softly to
Bob.

She needed to say one last
goodbye to Henry.

She sank to her knees next to
the freshly turned earth where Henry rested. “It’s time for me to
leave. Bob will find his own way home tomorrow morning, so don’t
worry about him.”

She could not remember if she
had told Henry about the new family. Some things were better left
unsaid. “The new family will unhitch Bob as soon as they arrive. He
will be taken care of. And the night soil will continue to feed the
forest. Don’t worry about me. I am looking forward to returning
home. The forest has missed me these past forty years. And I do
thank you for helping care for the forest and loving me, just the
way I am.”

The dingos howled again.

She brushed a tear off her
cheek. “Listen, love. Hear the dingos calling me?”

Amy stood, ignoring her
creaking knees. Her physical aches and pains would soon disappear
when she returned to the forest. She brushed her knees, not that
she could see any loose grass or dirt on her brown overalls in the
starlight.

“Thank you for trying to stop
the neighbours from cutting down more of the large cedars and other
trees, so they can build more houses. I will sort out that problem
tonight, after I collect the night soil. I can’t tell you what I
plan because the breeze will carry the sound.”

The dingos howled again. Then
Bob stamped his hoof.

“I have to go.” She walked away
from Henry’s grave.

Bob turned his big brown head
to watch as she carefully struck a human match against the side of
the cart, then used the flame to light both oil lanterns hanging on
the right side of the dray. Before she blew out the match Bob
leaned forward, stretching the leather straps until they creaked,
to get dray rolling.

Cheeky lad! Maybe he knew what
she planned. Or he guessed when she loaded the skinned sheep
carcass onto the dray just before sunset.

The metal rimmed wooden wheels
rolled forward two feet before she planted her left foot on the
side step and climbed up. Bob clip clopped out the opened gate and
turning left before she settled on the wooden bench and took hold
of the reins.

Not that she needed to hold the
reins. Bob knew the routine. When he turned left into Cornell
Street the howling stopped. Eight black shadows silently fell into
step around the slow moving dray.

Bob’s ears swivelled forward
and back, and he snorted, all without missing a step.

“The forest thanks you for
coming,” Amy whispered to the dingos.

The only sounds in the night
air were the clip clop of Bob’s hooves and the low rumble of the
dray’s metal wheels rolling along the dirt road. The forest was
still, waiting for the night to be over.

Two blocks north, Bob turned
into the first lane, running between six properties and slowed to a
stop half way along.

Amy jumped down and set up the
two planks at the back of the dray before she rolled the old
trolley down to the ground.

“Greetings, Mother,” came a
musical voice. Her youngest daughter stepped out of a dark shadow.
She was almost as
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